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Kevin Crossman
Original Search for the Ultimate Mai Tai website 
launched in 1998
Submitted reviews, essays, recipes
It was really hard to find a great Mai Tai



Why the Mai Tai?
What is it and why should we care?



“The Mai Tai 
is the perfect 

foil for a 
huge variety 

of rums”

Martin Cate & 
Rebecca Cate, 

Smuggler’s Cove



Rum 
Production

Distillate source: Molasses or Sugar Cane 
Juice
Fermentation methods and length
Still type: Pot or Column
Cask types: Ex-Bourbon, American Oak, 
French Oak
Aging location and time: Tropical and 
Continental Aging
Single still/barrel or a blend of distillates
Additives, sugar, or color



RUM STYLES

Rum Type Distillation Source Aging
Jamaica Pot Still (or blend) Molasses Ex-Bourbon

Puerto Rico Column Still Molasses Ex-Bourbon + filtered

Guyana Pot/Column blend Molasses Ex-Bourbon + color

Martinique Agricole Column Still Cane Juice French Oak

Hawaiian Agricole Pot Still Cane Juice Unaged

Cachaça Pot or Column Still Cane Juice Brazilian wood / Unaged



Which 
Rum(s) 

Made the 
Mai Tai 

Famous?

A
17-Year Old Wray & 

Nephew Jamaica Rum

B
15-Year Old Wray & 

Nephew Jamaica Rum

C
15 or 8-Year Old Jamaica 
Rum + Martinique Rhum

D
Bacardi + Myers’s



In the Beginning
The 1944 Mai Tai



SETTING 
THE 

RECORD 
STRAIGHT
Press Release, 1970



1944 Mai Tai

The Original Formula 
by Trader Vic 
Bergeron, 1944
2 ounces of 17-year-
old J. Wray & Nephew 
Rum over shaved ice
½ ounce Holland 
DeKuyper Orange 
Curacao
½ ounce French 
Garnier Orgeat Syrup
¼ ounce Rock Candy 
Syrup
Add juice from one 
fresh Lime.



“Surprisingly 
golden in color, 
medium bodied, but 
with the rich 
pungent flavor 
particular to the 
Jamaican blends”

Photo from Smuggler’s Cove by Martin Cate with Rebecca Cate. Used with permission.



Wray & 
Nephew 17

Don the Beachcomber 
rum list includes a 
JW&N 17-year 
“Bottled Exclusively 
for Don the 
Beachcomber.”

1941

Trader Vic Makes the 
First Mai Tai

1944

Trader Vic’s Book of 
Food and Drink only 
lists the Wray 15-year

1946



The Brief Run of the Original 17

From Trader Vic: 
“The success of the Mai Tai and its acceptance soon 
caused the 17-year-old rum to become unavailable, so it 
was substituted with the same fine rum with 15 years 
aging which maintained the outstanding quality.”

Only one year later Trader Vic’s started using Wray & 
Nephew 15-year-old



“A blend of fine old Jamaican 
Rums and fresh Lime”

The Outrigger, Seattle (1952)



Stretching 
the Supply

“Red Heart and 
Coruba were 
selected to be 
used in equal 
quantities along 
with the original 
15-year-old to 
stretch the supply 
and maintain the 
character of the 
Mai Tai.”



First Adjusted Mai Tai Formula

Early 1950s

1 oz 15-year old J. Wray Nephew Jamaican Rum
1 oz Coruba – or Red Heart Jamaican Rum
½ oz Trader Vic Formula Orgeat
½ oz Holland DeKuyper Orange Curacao
¼ oz Rock Candy Syrup
Juice from one fresh lime
Mix and serve as in the original formula.



Nutty and 
Snappy

“This rum, though 
excellent, didn’t 
exactly match the 
end flavor of the 
original 17-year- old 
product. This 
desired nutty, and 
snappy flavor was 
added by the use of 
a Martinique rum.”



Second Adjusted Mai Tai 
Formula
Mid 1950s

1 oz Trader Vic’s Jamaican Rum (15 or 8 yr)
1 oz Martinique Rhum (St. James or Trader Vic’s)
1 oz pre-mixed Curacao, Orgeat and Rock Candy Syrup
Juice from one fresh lime
Mix and serve as in the original formula.



70% Jamaican
20% Martinque

10% Virgin 
Island

86 proof, not too 
shabby

Trader Vic’s Mai Tai Rum

Photo courtesy of Trader Vic’s Hospitality



The Mai Tai 
Goes Hawaiian

A Split in the Evolutionary Line



Honolulu Star-Bulletin, 
February 4, 1953

Trader Vic brings the 
Mai Tai to Hawaii in 
1953
The Royal Hawaiian Hotel

Moana Hotel

The Mai Tai was his 
favorite!



1956 Mai Tai
Juice of One Lime - drop 
half lime shell in glass
Dash of Rock Candy 
Syrup
Dash of Curacao
Dash of Orgeat
1½ oz Trader Vic’s Puerto 
Rican Rum
¾ oz Myers’s Planters 
Punch Rum
Stir and decorate with 
fresh mint

Note: A "Dash" when referring to 
these ingredients is equal to ¼ 
ounce, according to the 1972 
Trader Vic's Bartender's Guide 
Revised.



1958 1961 1968



Ronrico 
Mai-Tai

1 jigger Ronrico White

1 jigger Myers’s Jamaica 
Rum

Juice of One Lime

1 dash Orgeat

1 dash Simple Syrup

1 dash Orange Curacao



Photo courtesy of Trader Vic’s Hospitality



1 oz Lime Juice
⅓ oz Orgeat
⅓ oz Rock Candy Syrup
⅓ oz Orange Curacao
1½ oz Light Puerto Rican Rum
1½ oz Dark Jamaican Rum

Generic 
Original Hawaiian 

Mai Tai Recipe 

Photo credit: Kamaaina56 Flickr Collection



Cuban Evolution



1958 Havana Trader Vic’s Mai Tai



1958 
Havana Mai 
Tai
In Mai Tai glass filled 
with shaved ice:
Juice of 1 Whole 
Lime (save shell)
1 oz Mai Tai Mix
1 oz Trader Vic’s 
15yr Jamaica Rum
1 oz St. James Rum
Shake and decorate 
with Lime shell, fresh 
Mint, and Fruit stick.

Mai Tai Mix = 12 parts 
Curacao to 7 parts Orgeat



Mai Tais in Books

The recipe was never a secret



Esquire 
Party Book

(1965)
½ oz Lime Juice

½ oz Orgeat

½ oz Simple Syrup

½ oz Orange Curacao

1½ oz Light Rum

1½ oz Dark Rum

Stir gently, garnish with mint, 
pineapple stick, maraschino 
cherry.

“Or simply buy Trader Vic’s Mai 
Tai Mix”



1970s Trader Vic’s Recipe

Juice of 1 Lime
¼ oz Orgeat
¼ oz Rock Candy Syrup 
½ oz Orange Curacao
2 oz Trader Vic’s Mai Tai Rum
(or 1 oz Dark Jamaica rum / 1 oz Martinique Rhum)



Jamaica 
Rum and 
Martinique 
Rhum 
Agricole

Common 
combination, thanks 
in part to references 
in books from Jeff 
“Beachbum” Berry.



The Old Way Mai Tai

Who knows what this is?





Trader Vic’s 
2004

¾ oz fresh lime 
juice 
(2 to 3 halved limes)
¾ oz Leroux 
Orange Curacao
¾ oz Trader Vic 
Formula Orgeat 
syrup
1 oz Coruba 
Jamaican rum
1 oz Lemon Hart 
Demerara Rum

San Francisco Chronicle, 
November 11, 2004



Today: Trader Vic’s 
Royal Amber Rum
Royal Amber Rum
Distilled in Puerto Rico
“A blend of Trader Vic’s Gold and Trader Vic’s 
Dark rums”
“A sweet molasses and dark rum scent greets 
the nose with molasses, caramel, and 
ruminate on the palate.”



What’s the 
Rum in a 
Trader Vic’s 
Mai Tai?

Long Aged Jamaica Rum
White Puerto Rican Rum
+ Dark Jamaica Rum
Martinique Rhum Industriel
Aged Martinque Agricole
Multi-Island Rum Blend
Demerara Rum
Virgin Islands Rum
Aged/Black Puerto Rican Rum Blend



Your Own Rum Blend

“What one rum can’t do…”



Trader Vic’s Variants

Mai Tai Menehune Juice Suffering Bastard
2 oz Aged Rum 2 oz Light Puerto 

Rican Rum
1 oz Light Puerto 

Rican Rum
2 oz Saint James 

Rhum

A Mai Tai by any other name…
Substituting the standard Mai Tai rum yields a 
different cocktail



Denizen Merchant’s 
Reserve
Most famous one-bottle Mai Tai rum blend
Developed with Martin Cate to emulate the 
2nd Adjusted Formula
Contains aged Jamaican Rum and Rhum 
Grand Arôme from Martinique
The Mai Tai rum at Smuggler’s Cove and 
many other bars





Rums of the Mai Tai: Make it Your Own

Mentioned in the Presentation
Aged Jamaican Rum
Dark Jamaican Rum
Light Puerto Rican Rum
Aged Rhum Agricole
Martinique Rhum
Demerara Rum
Blended Rum

Other Rums Used Frequently
Overproof Jamaican Rum
Hawaiian Agricole
Cachaça 
Haitian Rum and Clairin
Philippine Rum

Mix, Savor, Repeat



Blue Mai Tai
1 oz Lime Juice
½ oz Orgeat (Latitude 29)
¼ oz Simple Syrup
½ oz Giffard Curaçao Bleu
½ oz Aged White Rum
1 oz Overproof Jamaica Rum
Shake with crushed ice and 
garnish with mint.



The Ultimate Mai Tai 
Rum Blend
Equal Parts (½ ounce each):
Appleton 12 Rare Casks 
Jamaica Rum
Smith & Cross Jamaican Rum
Planteray Xaymaca Special Dry 
Jamaican Rum
Planteray O.F.T.D. Rum

Try it at Tiki Tom’s in Walnut Creek!



Conclusion



Drink What 
You Like

There’s no right 
or wrong answer 
for the rum in a 
Mai Tai



Questions

Slides at UltimateMaiTai.com



The Ultimate Mai Tai Recipe

1 oz Lime Juice
½ oz Orgeat (Latitude 29)
½ oz Orange Curacao (Ferrand or Clement)
¼ oz Demerara Syrup
½ oz Appleton 12 Jamaica Rum
½ oz Smith & Cross Jamaica Rum
½ oz Planteray Xaymaca Jamaica Rum
½ oz Planteray OFTD Rum
Shake with crushed ice



Best Mai Tai Ever… for Me

The Kon-Tiki in Oakland
The last Ultimate Mai Tai by Terry Six

Always use “Please” and “Thank you”

Remember to work with your bartender and 
tip generously







Top 10 Mai Tais

Beachbum Berry’s Latitude 29
The Copper Room (Yucca Valley, CA)
Dr. Funk
Hale Pele
Inside Passage
Maunakea Mai Tai at Skull & Crown Trading Co.
Smuggler’s Cove
San Francisco Mai Tai at Trader Vic’s Emeryville
Sunken Harbor Club (Brooklyn)
Undertow



RTD Mai Tais

High End 
(higher ABV)

Tip Tip Proof
Proof Cocktail 
Co.
Small Hand 
Cocktails
Kō Hana

Low End 
(lower ABV)

Trader Vic’s
Koloa
The rest in this 
class are terrible

ultimatemaitai.com/about/rtd-mai-tai/
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