
Pusser’s Rum a main attraction 
at Portsmouth Navy Days

Revival of the Royal Navy’s longest tradition – the daily issue of Pusser’s rumvival of the Ro

At precisely 12.30pm visitors 
to the fi rst day of  Navy Days 

in Portsmouth’s Historic 
Dockyard were stopped 
in their tracks by the 

amplifi ed singing of old sea 
shanties. It came from the quay 

alongside HMS Victory. 
It was the Exmouth Shanty Men, 

a famed crew of singers dressed in 

period naval costume of Vice Admiral 

Lord Nelson’s day. Th ey travelled from 

Devon to support the re-enactment 

of the Royal Navy’s longest lasting 

tradition, the issue of the daily rum 

tot, on the 40th anniversary of the 

infamous Black Tot Day.

On the 31st July 1970 the last rum 

tot ever was issued to serving sailors of 

the Royal Navy around the world.  

Th e Admiralty decided it was 

no longer appropriate to issue 

rum to a modern, high technology 

navy, in an age where wrong decisions 

or incorrect push-button actions could 

have disastrous 

results. Clear 

heads, clear 

thinking 

were even 

more important 

in the modern 

navy where 

there was 

no room 

for error.
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Mourned by many
Th e loss of their daily tot was 

mourned by many and as sailors always 

have done they put a name to this black 

occasion calling it Black Tot Day. 

On each anniversary of Black Tot 

Day, those in naval service when rum 

was issued and those ex navy who 

remember the tradition, raise 

a glass to the toast “Up 

spirits” and down their 

Pusser’s Rum. Th is scene 

was repeated in bars and 

taverns, sailing clubs and 

naval service clubs at 

home and abroad where 

toasts were drunk in 

Pusser’s Rum.

Th is 40th anniversary is 

special because there are smaller 

numbers each year who experienced 

the tradition, and by the 50th 

Anniversary in 2020 there 

will be even fewer. 

Th ese naval stalwarts 

have passed on their 

love of rum to a new 

generation who include 

rum in their 

cocktails.



Pusser’s 
puts on 
a show
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As the original, authentic rum of the 
Royal Navy for more than 300 
years, blended to the Admiralty’s 
specifi cation, it was logical for 

Pusser’s to bring Black Tot 
Day to public attention. 

Th e Pusser’s 

Re-enactment team led 

by Ian Whitewood, 

dressed in period naval 

costume, clutching their 

special Pusser’s enamel 

mugs lined up to the 

Scuttlebutt to receive 

their tots. Leader 

of the Exmouth 

Shanty Men, Martin 

Nicholls in the guise 

of Seymour Cleavage, 

related the story behind 

rum and the Royal 

Navy, interspersed with 

many a round of 

sea shanties. Th ey 

kept the audience 

entertained while 

passing on this important 

piece of naval history.

Life at sea in Vice Admiral Lord Nelson’s day was 

tough, brutal, and hard but made tolerable 

by the daily issue of half a pint 

of Pusser’s rum at the 

Scuttlebutt. Here the 

issue of Pusser’s brings 

a smile to the faces of the 

Pusser’s Re-enactment 

team and the Exmouth 

Shanty Men



Sir Robin Knox-Johnston 
world famous mariner

Extracts from Nelson’s Blood – Th e 

Story of Naval Rum by Captain James 

Pack OBE RN:

•  Rum was fi rst issued unoffi  cially on 

board ships of the Royal Navy at 

Jamaica in 1655

•  Rum ration was originally half a pint 

a day, increased at times to one pint to 

encourage the men to work harder

•  From 1740 the rum ration was mixed 

with a quart of water to every half 

pint of rum under General Order 

from Vice Admiral Vernon

•  In the same year the daily rum issue 

was split into two servings, one 

between 10.00 -12.00noon and 

 4.00 – 6.00pm

•  Rum could only be served by daylight 

since the use of candles in the dark 

could set fi re to the rum

•  A north wester was another term for 

a glass of grog – half water half rum; 

a due north was a glass of  neat rum 

and due west a glass of water alone

•  Penalty for drunkenness ashore or 

onboard was on becoming sober 

to drink a pint of salt water  in the 

presence of the commanding offi  cer 

and ship’s company

The daily rum issue

DID YOU 
KNOW…

Th is was a colourful spectacle made 
for the media and it was covered by 
Meridian TV, ITV West Late News and 
its West Country Tonight programme, 
Portsmouth News TV, the BBC Radio
4 Today programme, the British 
Forces Radio Service - who gave a live 
broadcast on their world network, BBC 
Radio Solent, and BBC South TV.

“What did they do with the drunken 
sailor?” was the headline on BBC’s 

Magazines and newspapers marked 
the occasion by giving away bottles of 
Pusser’s Rum and ceramic decanters 
fi lled with Pusser’s to lucky 
readers through their 
editorial competitions. 
Black Tot Day was one 
news event where the 
media approached 
Pusser’s for product 
for their reader 
competitions.

Today programme. “It was a sea change”, 
said Commander David Allsop in the 

broadcast interview. He enjoyed the tot 

as a junior rating after joining the navy 

in 1955. “It was badly received. Th ere 
was a lot of muttering below the decks.”

“Black arm bands were worn as the 
Queen was toasted; tots were buried at sea; 
sailors paraded a black coffi  n fl anked by 
drummers and a piper”, said BBC News.

daily rum issue tradition and producing 

large space features. “Th e navy always 
considers it to be one of their darkest 
anniversaries” said Th e Times. “It may 
be 40 years since the death of the tot but 
its legacy lives on” said the Portsmouth 

News. “Sailors emblazoned their T-shirts 
with Save our Tot” reports Warships 

International Fleet Review.

“ ‘Up spirits’, the issue of the daily 
rum tot, was one order all Royal Navy 
sailors were keen to obey” said the 

Southampton Southern Daily Echo. 

Coverage is still coming in and any 

reader of Scuttlebutt is invited 

to report further sightings in 

the media. 

Th at notorious Pusser’s Rum lover 
pirate Ben Pick, who is also the 
Pusser’s UK brand manager, was 
singled out and interviewed by 
Sir Robin Knox- Johnston in a live 
broadcast for the British Forces 
Broadcasting Service. Ben gave a 
good account of the history 
behind Pusser’s Rum and 
its naval heritage and 
ensured Sir Robin got his 
due tot.

Print media took to 

Black Tot Day putting the 

spotlight on Pusser’s, many 

doing their own 

research into the 

Editors use Black Tot Day 

for reader GAIN
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•

as the headline o

Watch Portsmouth News TV 
coverage by clicking here

Feature in Th e News, Portsmouth

BBC Today 
Programme 
online

Sir Robin interviews Ben Pick for Th e Forces Worldwide Radio Network

http://portsmouthnews.tv/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1850%3A40th-anniversary-of-rns-black-tot-day&catid=34%3Afront-page-news&Itemid=1
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them broadside to broadside. It was a 

winning ploy and apart from smashing 

the combined enemy fl eet it stopped 

the ambition of Napoleon Bonaparte to 

invade England and made the British 

navy master of the seas.

Sadly Lord Nelson died in action 

from a musket bullet but his memory 

lives on and the anniversary of his 

great victory will be toasted in the 

traditional way with Pusser’s Rum and 

“Up spirits”. 

Following the death of Lord 
Nelson it fell to Admiral 
Cuthbert Collingwood to 
inform the Admiralty. 

He selected HMS Pickle, a 

fast schooner, to take the news 

back to Britain. It anchored in 

Falmouth Bay at 9.45am on 

4th November 1805 and her 

commander Lieutenant John 

Richards Lapenotiere took a coach 

to London to bring the news to the 

Admiralty. Normally the journey would 

have taken a week but with 19 changes 

of horses he arrived within 37 hours at 

1.00am on 6th November. Th e Prime 

Minister William Pitt heard the news 

at 3.00am and King George III  heard 

it at 7.00 am. Lieutenant Lapenotiere 

was promoted to Commander. Th e 

Committee of the Patriotic Society gave 

him a sword costing 100 guineas.

Th e journey of HMS Pickle and 

the bearing of the news from Trafalgar 

is marked each year by Royal Navy 

petty offi  cers who hold an annual 

Pickle Night dinner, as do many 

private clubs and individuals within 

the Commonwealth, to celebrate the 

event and to drink a toast in 

‘Nelson’s Blood’. It is a similar 

celebration to that of Trafalgar 

Night which is commemorated 

by Commissioned Offi  cers.

Th is is a very special event in 
the navy calendar when sailors 
everywhere celebrate the astounding 
victory of Vice Admiral Lord Nelson 
over the combined fl eets of France 
and Spain in 1805. 

Th e British fl eet consisted of 27 

Men of War ships and 4 frigates against 

the 33 French and Spanish large ships 

and 7 frigates. Admirals Nelson and 

Collingwood used the unusual and 

dangerous tactic of cutting 

through the enemy’s line of 

ships and raking them with 

cannon fi re from stem 

to stern or vice versa, 

rather than engaging 

Extract from The Daily Telegraph 
“Letters to The Editor”
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