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SPIRITS

An overlooked spirit comes into its own, 
and it’s cause for celebration

THE RUM
DIARIES
Te x t  b y  N I CO L A S  S T E C H E R

“IN 2018 ALONE, VOLUME 

OF SUPER-PREMIUM RUMS 

SKYROCKETED 27%”

While traditional luxury libations like Scotch and cognac have long 

held prized positions on the shelves of spirits enthusiasts, the fascina-

tion with high-end tequila, vodka, gin and whisky from around the 

globe has skyrocketed in recent years. This obsession with “premi-

umization” inexplicably bypassed rum, however; the versatile spirit 

seemed relegated to a dark corner as a drink best suited to sailors, 

gentleman rogues, and other salty ne’er-do-wells. 

But not any more: in 2018 alone, volume of super-premium rums 

skyrocketed 27%—the biggest leap in any super-premium spirits cat-

egory—underscoring the burgeoning global appreciation of this fine 

spirit distilled from sugarcane byproducts. And at this year’s San Fran-

cisco World Spirits Competition an astounding number of premium 

rum entries qualified, with Ron Zacapa Centenario Sistema Solera 23 

from Guatemala claiming a gold medal.

“I like to think that anything you can do, rum can do better,” explains 

Brian Miller, partner (as well as Beverage Director and bartender) at 

New York City’s esteemed tiki joint The Polynesian. While Miller sug-

gests playing with your favorite recipes by substituting white rums for 

gin, tequila, and vodka, and darker rums for whiskeys, in cocktails like 

the Manhattan, Old Fashioned, and Sazerac, there are many rums so 

smooth and amusingly complex that they can (and some would argue 

should) be sipped neat or with a couple of rocks. Here are our favorites:
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White-jacketed waiters at Cipriani 25 Broadway in New York 
offer up delectable Flor de Caña cocktails 
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RON ZACAPA CENTENARIO XO
As far as terroir goes, there is no rum in the world—and arguably no 

other spirit—with as unique a birthplace as Zacapa. Located between 

angry volcanoes in the highlands of Guatemala, some 7,500 feet above 

sea level, Zacapa’s aptly named “House Above the Clouds” claims to 

be the highest spirits aging facility in the world. For over 30 years Mas-

ter Blender Lorena Vásquez has overseen production, as passionate 

about creating a timeless spirit as she is about preserving local Guate-

malan culture (every bottle of Zacapa 23 comes adorned with intricate 

petate grass bands handwoven by artisans of Mayan descent). While 

Zacapa 23 and Edición Negra add value to any bar shelf, Vásquez’s XO 

expression blends rums 6 to 25 years old, with an extra aging stage in 

French oak cognac barrels.

MOUNT GAY 1703 MASTER SELECT
With a deed dating back to 1703, Mount Gay lays claim to being the 

world’s oldest premium rum brand. To celebrate its 300-plus years of 

heritage, the Barbados-based label created 1703 Master Select, a cher-

rypicked blend of the legendary distillery’s finest single and double 

pot- and column-still rums from its oldest reserves. The barrels were 

carefully monitored, all resting between 10 and 30 years, then expertly 

blended for what is Mount Gay’s rarest and oldest expression. The 

long sleep lends 1703 Master Select, which was overseen by the brand’s 

new Master Blender, Trudiann Branker, an oaky nose, with hints of 

caramel and a superb round mouthfeel.
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“IN 2017 FLOR DE CANA 

WAS NAMED RUM 

PRODUCER OF THE 

YEAR BY THE IWSC” 

FLOR DE CAŇA 25 YEARS
Sure, the Caribbean islands ostensibly run the rum game, but don’t 

sleep on Central America. The Pellas family is now celebrating five 

generations running Nicaragua’s Flor de Caña as a family-owned 

estate, never touching artificial additives during aging. In 2017 they 

were named Rum Producer of the Year by the International Wine 

and Spirit Competition (IWSC). As one of the spirits industry’s 

most prestigious distinctions, IWSC’s award is a powerful endorse-

ment of Flor de Caña’s consistent excellence in a country that has 

seen its share of instability. The minerality of Flor de Caña sugar-

cane fields’ soil and the rich molasses it produces can be attributed 

to the farm’s placement at the base of the San Cristóbal volcano, one 

of the most active volcanoes in Latin America. The spirit is then 

distilled five times before casking in undersized white oak bourbon 

barrels sealed with plantain leaves. The smaller barrels spur greater 

contact with the wood, and—in combination with the country’s trop-

ical climate, higher temperature and humidity—accelerate the effects 

of aging, lending the spirit a complexity not attainable in any other 

locale. Meanwhile the plantain leaves add a natural tropical note to 

the finished product. All of Flor de Caña’s younger expressions—4, 

5, and 7 years old—will improve your cocktail game, but their ultra-

premium 12, 18 and 25 should be enjoyed as you would your finest 

Speyside single malt. Meaning neat, or at most with a single rock.
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DIPLOMÁTICO RESERVA EXCLUSIVA
No matter the state of global affairs, the one export Venezuela can 

surely rely on is Diplomático—arguably the best rum from South 

America, and inarguably the most highly awarded. Diplomático’s am-

ber Reserva Exclusiva is distilled in the foothills of the Andes from 

sugarcane honeys in pot stills and then aged up to a dozen years in 

small oak casks. The result is an eminently smooth, rich and even 

fruity rum that can be sipped neat and hold its own with any Scotch 

or cognac on the planet. Somewhat challenging to source in America, 

Diplomático’s dark Reserva Exclusiva rum is worthy of concentrated 

pursuit; a higher-end prestige range is also available, but the Reserva 

Exclusiva hits the bullseye. C
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Elaine Lilley, owner of Cigar Bar Hawaii, enjoys a perfect pairing 
with Diplomático Reserva Exclusiva rum from Venezuel




