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One might say that rum is to Martinique as
moonshine is to Tennessee. Martinique is
generally known as a tropical paradise for
sun and sea, but the lush, French Carib-
bean island is also celebrated as a pro-

ducer of premium quality rum. Like many of its is-
land neighbors, Martinique has deeply rooted tradi-
tion in the legendary drink, so much that the locals
boast, “All roads lead to rhum.” Flanked by the Atlan-
tic Ocean and Caribbean Sea, the 425-square-mile
island is an overseas department of France and home
to 10 prestigious rum distilleries, tucked among rain
forest hills and coastal towns. Touring the distilleries
leads one through a fascinating part of island culture,
highlighting the history of the preferred spirits of
colonial seafarers and sailors. Rum lovers can follow
Martinique’s informal Route des Rhums for distillery
tours and tastings at award-winning craft producers
including Neisson, Clement, and J.M. Rhum. And
vacationers who prefer beach time over the tasting
room will find a selection of Martinican rums on bar
and restaurant menus, along with the island’s signa-
ture drink — Ti-Punch — made with rum, sugarcane
syrup and lime zest.

In French, the word decollage means to launch or
take off, and in Martinique, the decollage is a morn-
ing Ti-Punch to start the day.

Distinguished rum
Though Martinique produces only about 2 percent

of the world’s rum, its brands are distinctive in that
they are made in the “agricole” method from pure
sugarcane juice, as opposed to industrial rum pro-
duced from molasses, a byproduct of sugar produc-
tion. Martinique’s rhum agricole (agricultural rum) is
known for rich aroma and fresh flavor, and it is often
sipped straight, as one would sip a vintage brandy.

Rum making on Martinique began in the 17th cen-
tury, but the agricole method was discovered in the
late 1800s as a result of beet sugar becoming readily
available in Europe, causing sugarcane prices and
Caribbean exports to plummet. In order to survive,
sugarcane growers had to find a way to make other
products from sugarcane, so they began making rum
directly from fresh pressed sugarcane juice in place
of sugar production.

Martinican rums have been awarded the French
AOC designation (Appellation d’Origine Controllee),
meeting protocols for the type of sugarcane used,
production methods and the aging process. The des-
ignation means that the French government monitors
Martinique rum production with strict guidelines
similar to those applied to French wines, spirits and
cheeses.

Following the Route des Rhums
With a couple of days to explore, it generally

works well to select a few distilleries to tour, based
on proximity to one’s accommodations and other
nearby attractions. Visitors will learn about how
sugarcane is hand-cut in the field, crushed, juiced,
fermented and aged. The final stop is the tasting
room for discovering a range of fragrances and fla-
vors found in barrel-aged rum and the younger white

rums.
For a fascinating look at the history of rum mak-

ing and a lively tasting bar, the Rum Museum at Saint
James Distillery on the northern Atlantic coast is a
good starting point. The museum houses a collection
of antique machinery, old stills and vintage photos in
a historical plantation house. The original Saint
James Distillery was established in 1765 in the town
of Saint Pierre, adopting its English name to make
rum a more marketable drink in colonial New Eng-
land. After a volcanic eruption destroyed the town of
Saint Pierre in 1902, Saint James moved to its present
location in the quaint town of Saint-Marie.

Also in the north part of the island, J.M. Distillery
offers a unique sensory experience in an olfactory
exhibit in which visitors can sniff the bouquet of
each of its rums. Characteristic aromas range from
charred smoke, black tea and cocoa bean to spices,
tobacco and exotic fruits. Another interesting exhibit
shows J.M.’s time-honored tradition of charring bar-
rels for aging, a process by which the wood tannins
are caramelized over flames.

Habitation Clement is one of the most famous
distilleries, classified as a historical landmark. Estate
founder Homere Clement purchased a sugarcane
plantation that had been bankrupted after the sugar
trade fell out in the 1870s, and he began producing
smooth-tasting rum made with cane juice. He mim-
icked the techniques of armagnac, a French brandy,
to perfect his rum and became known as father of the
agricole method. Visitors can tour the 19th-century
plantation house, extensive gardens and a new con-
temporary art gallery on the estate grounds. Clement
recently hosted the Ti-Punch Cup 2016, a world com-
petition for professional bartenders.

Chateau Depaz Distillery is a winner for its gor-
geous setting against the backdrop of the volcanic
Mont Pelee, with panoramic views overlooking the
cane fields and the Caribbean Sea. In addition to its
impressive chateau, Depaz has an inviting restaurant
in a 17th-century building and a gift shop selling oth-
er local products.

Not far down the coast, the small and intimate
Neisson Distillery is one of the last family-owned
distilleries in Martinique. Neisson produces primari-
ly white rums, including many gold-medal winners
that are sought after by aficionados and American
bartenders in the know.

Discerning palates
From cane garden to tasting bar, experiencing

Martinique’s Route des Rhums reveals the nuances
that go into making rhum agricole.

Sampling a variety of amber-colored, aged rums
and white rums encourages one to recognize the
complex qualities that rhum agricole is known for,
from bouquet and palate flavors to crisp clarity and
smoothness. Though the subtle flavors vary accord-
ing to terroir and aging, the most prestigious rums
are aged in oak barrels previously used for cognac,
calvados and armagnac.

With a booming interest in craft distilleries, Marti-
nique is becoming a popular rum destination. Con-
noisseurs come not only to savor the celebrated rhum
agricole, but also to enjoy the island’s unique gastron-
omy, a fusion of Creole, French, African and Indian
culinary influences.

DAVID GIRAL
Chateau Depaz Distillery at the base of Mont Pelee in Martinique.

ALL ROADS LEAD TO
RHUM IN MARTINIQUE
Tropical paradise on 425-square-mile island is home to 10 distilleries
ANN N. YUNGMEYER
FOR USA TODAY NETWORK – TENNESSEE

If you go 
Martinique Tourism Office provides information for
planning distillery visits, either self-guided or by hiring a
driver-guide, with the added benefit of the tour guide’s
knowledge of island attractions. Martinique offers a variety
of great stays, from beach bungalows and village hotels to
five-star retreats, an islet B&B, and a historical manse
overlooking a banana plantation. Many accommodations
offer onsite restaurants open to the public.

» La Pagerie Hotel: located in Pointe du Bout on the
Caribbean side. 596 66 05 30 
» Domaine Saint Aubin Hotel: Atlantic coast, 19th-century
colonial manor. 596 69 34 77 
» La Suite Villa: 5-star, contemporary boutique hotel
overlooking Fort-de-France Bay. 596 59 88 00 
» Islet Oscar: picturesque private island B&B. 596 45 33 30 
» Le Plein Soleil: remote hilltop retreat. 596 38 07 77 
» Saint James Distillery and Museum: 05 96 69 30 02 
» J.M. Rhum Distillery: 596 78 92 55 
» Habitation Clement Distillery: 596 54 75 51 
» Neisson Distillery: 596 78 03 70 
» Depaz Distillery: 05 96 78 13 14 
» Route des Rhums: www.lamartinique.ca/rums/
» Visit Martinique: 212 838 6887, www.us.martinique.org
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Tasting bar at J.M. Distillery in Martinique.

As a young boy J. Ronald M. York was looking
through a closet when he discovered a box of what
he thought were love letters written by his parents.

It wasn’t until both parents had both passed that
he came across that same box in a tool shed.

They were anything but love letters.
What York discovered among the letters and

newspaper clippings was a family secret hidden
from him. After reading all 100 letters, which were
written while his father was in a Miami jail await-
ing trial, and speaking to family members, York
uncovered his father’s sexual abuse toward chil-
dren.

More than 60 years after the crime and with
much reflection, York is sharing his family’s secret
story in the memoir “Kept in the Dark,” which he
hopes will inspire and foster discussion for those
who might have experienced similar stories.

How does it feel to have finished the book
knowing people are going to read a very per-
sonal story versus discovering the story your-
self?

I know there will be a lot of concern for me and
there will be those who may think I shouldn’t have
done this, but I think I’m OK with it.

It’s your story. It’s for you to decide whether
you should share it or not.

I (think so) too, but there are still some of my
parent’s peers alive and I’m saying it without
knowing for sure. I can see where some of them
had one perception of my parents — of course, I
did as well — and to learn something like this, it
may change their whole feeling toward them.

There may be some readers who feel you’re
almost too forgiving.

There could be that, as well. Early on, in starting
to write and getting a couple of opinions, there was
one who thought I should be throwing my father
under the bus, but I can’t do that. (His crime) was
not a part of my life. I was 2 years old turning 3
when this happened, so it was never a part of my
life. It was never discussed. I never knew anything
about it. There was no reason for me to ever sus-
pect … and I had a wonderful childhood. To learn
this now and then say, “My life was a lie,” it wasn’t.

Right. No one can take away the great rela-
tionship you had with your parents, but was
there ever a point, perhaps, when you first dis-
covered the letters, that you ever felt lied to?

No I didn’t. I’ve been asked, “Don’t you think
your father should have told you?” No. I don’t. It
was his story to tell and I didn’t necessarily de-
serve to know. … I guess what I take more from
this is seeing what my mother went through. To be
in the city (where) she grew up and everybody
knew. There were numerous newspaper articles.
And my mother is facing that with a 2-year-old,
while my father is awaiting trial in jail.

I’m shocked to learn so many people knew
and yet no one ever told you.

Isn’t it amazing? … When I learned of this, I
called my dad’s youngest sister, the only one re-
maining on his side of the family, and her response
was, “I always thought you knew.”

You said there was no reason to keep the
letters and newspaper clippings unless you
were meant to find them. Which parent do you
think wanted you to find them?

I would almost say both. My mother clearly kept
the letters. They moved from Miami to Chattanoo-
ga to three houses in Nashville and they were in
her closet. That’s where I first discovered them as
a child and, of course, didn’t look any deeper think-
ing they were just love letters and not anything I
would be interested in seeing. The fact that I found
them in the tool shed after my father died — 15
years after my mother died — leads me to believe
my father knew they were there. They weren’t
something that my mother just kept hidden and the
fact that when I opened the box they were no long-
er neatly stacked, it was as if they had been read
and thrown back in there. You just don’t keep that
and think nobody is ever going to see it.

AUTHOR Q&A

Author reveals
family secret
kept from him
for decades
KEITH RYAN CARTWRIGHT
FOR USA TODAY NETWORK – TENNESSEE

If you go

What: Author event with J. Ronald M. York
When: 6:30 p.m. Tuesday
Where: Parnassus Books, 3900 Hillsboro Pike Suite 14
Admission: Free
Details: www.parnassusbooks.net

Author J. Ronald M. York shares family secret in memoir. 


