


This expansion comes after recent 
double-digit growth for Appleton Estate 
Reserve Blend and Rare Blend 12 YO, 
the introduction of 21- and 50-year-old 
expressions, and the swapping of J. Wray 
for Appleton on the Gold and Silver rums, 
leaving Appleton as an aged-only brand.

It only makes sense; for the past few 
years, the turn-of-the-century drivers of 
rum sales—inexpensive white and the 
cornucopia of flavors—had fallen from 
favor, as American drinkers increasingly 
turned to older, more complex and 
sophisticated spirits. Only in the super-

premium end does rum show growth 
these days, and as a result, companies are 
dusting off older expressions, introducing 
limited editions and barrel finishes, and 
venturing into the select cask business 
in which retailers and restaurateurs get a 
crack at having their own bespoke bottles.

How badly has rum lagged in the 
premiumization boom? According to rum 
king Bacardi, the 15% premium share of 
the category is puny compared to what’s 
going on in tequila (53% share) and 
whiskey (43%). 

The attention to rum’s ageability re-
ceived a potentially significant boost  this 
spring : Bacardi rolled out two new premi-
um products (Bacardi Añejo Cuatro and 
Gran Reserva Diez) joining Reserva Ocho 
and Gran Reserva Limitada in their range 
of ages and prices (SRP $19.99 through 
$100). Bacardi is backing it with a cam-
paign that trumpets accurate age state-
ments, a topic of debate throughout the 
rum world for years. 

“Premium rum is really the last fron-
tier in the spirits category that is uncon-
quered, and we’re excited to be launch-

ing these new expressions,” says Ned 
Duggan, Vice President, Brand Manag-
ing Director for Bacardi.

Pushed to the front of the campaign 
and highlighted on labels is the 
“undisturbed aging” concept, an idea 
that many rum producers and aficionados 
support as a way to codify rum’s ageability.

“With the idea of minimum aging, 
we really want to educate consumers and 
the trade that we are using Puerto Rican 
regulations which dictate the age on the 
bottle is the youngest in the blend,” he 
says, so that rums as old as six may be 
included in Cuatro, as old as 10 in Ocho, 
and above 10 in Diez. 

CONFRONTING THE 
(LACK OF) STANDARDS
The quandary for rum producers trying 
to establish basic aging and labeling 
standards is that each country sets its own 
rules for rum-making and many quality 
rums bear age statements that don’t 
match under what U.S. consumers and 
trade think they mean.

For example, the celebrated rums from 
Flor de Caña, which while small volume 
in the U.S. have found favor among many 
bartenders, include age expressions of 
four years, five years, seven, 12, 18 and 25 
years, the latter of which routinely retails 
for more $140. But what those ages mean 
is elusive; the rules in producing country 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Recently expanded 
Appleton Estate in Jamaica is now making only 
age-statement rum as parent company Gruppo 
Campari has shifted Gold and Silver production to 
the J. Wray label. // Bottlings like Flor de Caña 25 
are central in the debate over aging standards.  
// The numbers on Bacardi’s range of aged rums 
reflect the youngest rum in the blend—in line with 
how whiskey age statements are presented. 
// Mount Gay is experimenting with new techniques, 
including peat-smoked rum. // Part of Bacardi’s push 
for standards includes the idea of “undisturbed aging.” 
// Sampling from barrel at Flor de Caña.
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hen Gruppo Campari threw open the doors to 
their $7+ million expansion of Appleton Estate 
distillery in the hills of Jamaica in January, it was 
only the latest step in their effort to upgrade the 
reputation of the best-known aged Jamaican rum.

 



Nicaragua provide that in the case of the 
older spirits, “all products above 4 years 
are a blend of rums of similar ages,” ac-
cording to a spokesperson for importer 
William Grant and Sons. But not, as 
whiskey aficionados are accustomed to, 
basing the age statement on the youngest 
spirit in the blend.

Similarly, other countries allow label-
ing of a “solera” method as well as an age 
statement, as with Zacapa and Botran 
from Guatemala, something solera meth-
od creators in Jerez would never allow. In 
the case of rums with both a number and 
“solera” on the label, chances are it sim-
ply means there is a bit of rum with that 
age statement contained in the blend.

Other producers applaud Bacardi’s 
labeling approach as a key move by a 
category leader to push aged rum to the 
forefront. John Eason, COO/EVP, of 
Don Q-producing Serralles USA, be-
lieves that if suppliers would agree to an 
age statement definition and to declare 
added sugar content, rum’s fortune’s 
would improve. He adds, “In two years 
the EU will require nutritional informa-
tion on all spirits. In Germany and some 
other countries, companies have to dis-
close whether they add color or caramel 
to their products. Rules like these help 
distilleries that make ‘honest’ rums; 
rums that don’t use additives to mask 
the quality or aging process.” 

Serralles’ portfolio currently in-
cludes an Añejo, a Gran Añejo (aged 
9-12), a Single Barrel and recently 
added a Double Aged Vermouth Cask. 

Moves to expand aged rum’s 
prominence get applause from folks 
like Martin Cate, owner of the tiki 
haven Smuggler’s Cove in San Fran-

cisco: “What we’re finding success with 
are things that have evidence of authen-
tic and minimum aging. My guests look 
for country of origin, provenance, not too 
much marketing lingo,” says Cate. “And 
when they hear about minimum age and 
no additives, these are the things they 
want more of.” 

FAST-TRACKING AWARENESS
It’s only a question of how quickly the 
evolution will occur, says Dorothee He-
riard Dubreuil, Director of Brand Mar-
keting for Mount Gay. “Consumers are 
more educated today and they want 
quality products. With the only por-
tion of the rum category growing be-
ing premium rums $25 and up, I have 
a feeling the next coming years are 
the moment where we will see the 
trend heating up.”

Mount Gay, in addition to an XO 
and a double-matured Black Barrel rum, 
offers a limited release 1703, aged 10-30 

years, and a one-off Origin series, which 
this fall will include a peat-smoked XO 
expression, the sort of experimentation 
she says the category needs.

Ben Jones, who heads up Spiri-
bam, the importer of Martinique’s 
Rhum Clément and Rhum J.M, as 
well as St. Lucia’s Chairman’s Re-
serve Rum and Guadeloupe’s Rhum 
Damoiseau, also credits the range of 
origins and styles available here now 
for the improved reputation of aged 

rums. “Finally we’re starting to see a lot of 
different brands from different places with 
real heritage, brands with gusto and good 
stories, and we’re at the dawn of the pre-
miumization of aged rums,” he says.

Newcomers are also entering the aged 
category. Rum Co. of Fiji is currently 
making its U.S. debut with two tiers, 
Bati (premium) and Ratu (extra-aged). 
Ratu Dark Rum is aged 5 years (which 

includes many older stocks) and is fil-
tered through coconut shell charcoal, 
which renders it ultra-smooth. Their 
other claim, not unlike one hears in 
the wine world: “When you make rum 
with sugar cane from Fiji’s volcanic 
soils, you end up with richer, purer 

juice,” says Heath Baker, President.

ROLL OUT THE BARRELS
After years of admiring what whiskey and 
tequila producers have done with single 
barrel programs, Clément is now on the 
third year of a limited cask program for 
a network of rum specialists, important 
as rhum agricole is still less understood 
by consumers and the trade than the 
dominant molasses-based rums. 

Plantation, a collection of Caribbean 
rums aged in France, has already offered 
single barrels to the market, and while 

ABOVE: Bacardi’s vast facilities to produce rums 
at every price point and in every style. // Flor de 
Caña facility in Nicarauga. // Appleton’s distillery 
expansion included a large, inviting visitors center.



they have worked mainly on-premise, 
Guillaume Lamy, Vice President-Ameri-
cas for importer Cognac Ferrand, also sees 
great opportunity off-premise.

“Today consumers are more educated 
and starting to realize the world of rum is 
just as fascinating as Cognac or whiskey. 
Now retailers are starting to realize that 
having a $25 to $28 rum on the shelf is 
a valuable thing,” says Lamy. “We have 
to thank the whiskey guys for guiding the 
consumers to higher price points. A lot 
of retailers see the price of whiskies, and 

they know at some point customers will 
be looking for alternatives at the similar 
price point.”

Brands like Goslings are joining the 
special bottling fray as well. “All ours are 
aged premium—our Old Rum is aged 16 
to 20 years and we’re seeing a lot of atten-
tion being drawn to that,” says Malcolm 
Gosling Jr., who just picked up a listing 
for the aged expression in the important 
Pennsylvania control market. Goslings, 
too, has limited releases in the planning 
stages, including a single barrel called 

Papa Seal aged from 12-17 years. He’s 
considering a biannual release of different 
barrel-finished expressions in the future.

That increased attention to origin, 
finish and style is essential, says Don Q’s 
Eason: “Pirates, captains, and sea mon-
sters aren’t going to cut it anymore. The 
consumer is clearly becoming more edu-
cated and moving on from that.” ■

Bacardi Limitada, recently repackaged, contains rums 
that have rested in lightly charred American oak for 	
10 to 16 years. // Goslings “Old Rum” features rums 
aged 16 to 20 years. // Mount Gay 1703 celebrates 	
the foundation of the Barbados-based distillery; 
it contains rums that have been aged for between 	
10 and 30 years.

KEEPING THE
FUN IN RUM

R
emember: for every 
sipper of serious 
rum, there are way 
more folks who have 

a hard time even calling rum “se-
rious.” Rum is revered for its pure 
easy-drinking fun. Meanwhile, 
the flavor revolution led by vodka 
has rendered the category flush 
with fruity options. Tap rum’s 
many styles and usage options to 
optimize your offerings.

AHOY, RUM MATEYS
Rum’s pirate-peppered legacy 
lives on in beloved brands. 
Captain Morgan, grand-daddy of 
the bunch, recently added 
two shot-friendly editions—
coconut and watermelon, 
each with scratch ‘n’ 
sniff bottles. Sailor 
Jerry resonates with 

the tattoo-culture side of life at 
sea; The Kraken conjures up 
beasts from the depths below. 
Also in the plank-walking bunch: 
Bones, named for the rum-loving 
Captain Billy Bones in the novel 
Treasure Island; and Thomas 
Tew, inspired by a real pirate 
who sailed between Rhode 
Island and Bermuda. Better yet, 
The Real McCoy is based 
on Bill McCoy, the pioneer 
rum-runner of Prohibition 
(famed for never 
adulterating his goods). 

Don’t be fooled 
into thinking seafaring 
rums can’t hold their 

own quality-wise. The flavorful 
Brinley Gold Shipwreck line has 
just added Lime, crafted with 
natural Tahitian lime and premium 
Caribbean rum, Blackwell is dark 
and rich and punches above 
its price point.

EASY DOES IT
Rum has always enjoyed 
a tight connection with 
beach life. Malibu and 
Blue Chair Bay—two 
solid brands that hit stride 
every summer—are both 
adding new flavors to the 
beach party: Blue Chair 
Bay Pineapple Cream 
and Malibu Lime. 

Summer weather 
helps extend that tropical 
attitude to backyards and 
poolside as well. Witness Cruzan 
Rum’s crowdsourced gallery 
of “bucket list” rum-drinking, 
spanning sunsets, hammocks, 
lakes, porches…and beaches.

Founders of The Bitter Truth 
have just created a rum with 

fun built into its name: Tiki 
Lovers Rum, in White, Dark and 
Pineapple.

OH, THE PLACES WE’LL GO
Rum is traditionally 
associated with tropical 
climes—and many 
producers purposefully 
tap geography for their 
brand identity. Rums can 
whisk you to Puerto Rico, 
Jamaica, Barbados, no 
problem. But there’s also 
Venezuela (Santa Teresa, 
Diplomatico); Louisiana (Bayou); 
and even Havana, via Big 5 and 
Havana Club.




