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Sammy Hagar poses with a machete used 
to harvest sugarcane of Maui.

   the
Sweet Side
     of Maui 

by Kelly Merritt 

the SeCret OF SAMMY’S BEACH BAR RUM
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Maui. Just the sound of 
it conjures the smell of 
sugarcane fields, the ocean 

air, an ultimate relaxing day with a 
cocktail in hand. Perhaps that’s why 
Sammy Hagar, who became a beverage 
impresario first with tequila and now 
his Sammy’s Beach Bar Rum, chose 
Maui as his base of operations. 

“The elements of Maui hit your 
senses. When I open one of those 
bottles of rum it smells just like the 
island to me,” says Hagar of his 
distillery locale. “This rum is the 
concentrated version of what I smell 
when I get off that plane in Maui.”

Hagar isn’t a stranger to beginning 
something and staying with it to frui-
tion. “Any time I have an idea that’s a 
seed, I want to see it grow. Like Cabo 
Wabo: It started with one thing, a little 
tequila bar, grew into a huge brand,” 

says the rocker, referring to his previ-
ous spirit brand. “But what surprised 
me was when I sold the company, it 
left a big void in my life and I really 
missed it.”

Hagar met Master Distiller Mark 
Nigbur and since then, they’ve been 
making rum together. They even look 
alike. Hagar laughs when people ask 
why, when he has so many successful 
projects, he would get back into the 
highly political spirits industry. 

“I really do love it and it is really 
fun watching something happen,” he 
says. “You get a sprout and protect that 
sprout, and you both grow into this big 
beautiful tree—it’s very rewarding and 
it kind of gets to you.”

When Hagar and Nigbur began 
working together, they recognized a 
common thread in their love of Maui. 
It was the beginning of a beautiful 

friendship when Hagar asked Nigbur 
to make him some rum. “Mark said, 
‘Absolutely, I’ll make you a batch 
from sugarcane and bring it up to the 
house,’” Hagar says, laughing. “The 
whole idea of this rum is that it is truly 
handmade—you smell the surrounding 
sugarcane fields and smell the sugar 
being cooked . . . it’s such a romantic 
process.”

Hagar and Nigbur call it “the best 
white rum in the world,” and they’re 
committed to sharing it with fans of the 
brand and the spirit. The team is build-
ing a tasting room next to the distillery. 
“In the tasting room people will be able 
to sip the different rums, hear music 
playing and shop for memorabilia. This 
is one of the ways we can get people 
to appreciate and see the beauty of the 
process,” Hagar says.

So how big does Hagar want to 

“This rum is the concentrated version of 
what I smell when I get off that plane in 
Maui.” says Hagar.
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grow this brand?  “We’ll get as big 
as we can get using Maui sugar, 
because that’s what makes this rum 
so good—the sugar in Maui, the best 
cane in the world,” he says. “It’s about 
the water that falls out of the sky, the 
beautiful palms, flowers that blow with 
the trade winds. All of that influences 
the rum, and makes it smell and taste 
even better.”

A Pure Product of Maui
Hagar calls meeting Nigbur “total 

divine intervention” and that’s not far 
from the truth. Sammy’s Beach Bar 
Rum is culled from nature and has the 
marks of a very special environment, of 
which Nigbur is the guardian. 

“The sugarcane is grown 100 percent 
on the island of Maui. It grows for two 
years, after which the cane fields are 
burned according to tradition, picked 
and pressed to release the cane juice,” 
says Nigbur. 

“It’s a beautiful shade of tannish-
brown, so it’s unbelievable sugar.”

In the mash tank goes a specialty 
yeast which Nigbur developed espe-
cially for this rum. Maui temperatures 
stay the same but barometric pres-
sures change, a factor that influences 
the timing of the mash. Nigbur is like 
the anti-mad scientist: a tranquil, laid-
back version who knew he wanted to 
do an island taste that is very flavorful, 
with a lot of soul and character. The 
distillery reflects the Master Distiller’s 
unique creativity. 

“Most of the stills are big copper 
vessels heated at the bottom,” Nigbur 
explains. “I wanted a small batch still 
where the heating element is in direct 
contact with the mash so that when 
we’re distilling out the mash, there’s a 
very strong crème brûlée smell.” 

The final rum is reduced to 80 proof 
with water from a pristine spring on 
O’ahu. Every bottle coming out of this 
5,000-square-foot facility is hand-bot-
tled, hand-corked and hand-numbered. 

An Aloha from Hawaii
“It makes an unbelievable cocktail, 

from a Mai Tai to a Hemingway, and 
it’s just a total blast,” says Nigbur, who 
says he is humbled and grateful. “It’s a 
lifestyle and not only is it an unbeliev-
able spirit, it’s a little of aloha from 
Maui and brings a piece of Hawaii to 
everyone who tries it.”

Steve Kauffman, President of 
Sammy’s Beach Bar Rum, says people 
that love rum will love this product: “It’s 
one you can sip—it’s that good.” He 
looks forward to the tasting room open-
ing this fall. “It’s in an old pineapple 
plantation, but inside it’s been steril-
ized and everything is immaculate,” 
Kauffman says. “People can come up to 
taste the rum and tour the distillery.”

Kauffman is working on distribution 
now for the brand that, mind you, is 
produced in Hawaii, which means it’s 
made entirely in the good old USA.  
“We want to be in those places that spe-
cialize in serving rum,” he says, “from 
tiki bars to places like San Francisco’s 
Smuggler’s Cove.”

“It is a Hawaiian product that’s 
new, different, has great quality and a 
reasonable price, so for places that are 
tired of pushing the same brands, this 
is worth trying,” he says. “The thing we 
want to emphasize is that this is not a 
mass-production produced product. 
Everything is handcrafted, with atten-
tion to detail and a lot of love.”  

“Divine intervention”: Sammy Hagar and Master Distiller Mark Nigbur make a 
perfect team.
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