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PROLOGUE




"Where shall I look for it, the soul?"






    What a big word - the soul! When Karl finally decided to put into practice the old dream of a trip to Scotland, which he had begun to dream about in the 1980s after being enchanted by the cult film "Local Hero", it was clear to him that whisky would play a major role. Not only had Burt Lancaster, alias US oil company boss Felix Happer, dropped all plans in the film to have a romantic seaside town swallowed up by a new refinery to be built, after a boozy whisky evening with hermit Ben Knox, but more importantly, Karl had learned to appreciate the subtleties of Single Malt Scotch Whiskies1 in the decades that followed.

The "water of life" from Scotland - the Scottish-Gaelic word Uisge beatha means nothing else - may even have become something quasi-sacred for some aficionados, especially if they have paid hundreds of Euros for a bottle. Karl's devotion to the single-malt spirit does not go that far. And yet, it was clear to him that he would visit not one, not two, but many distilleries during his visit to Scotland in order to discover the secrets of the so many different nuances of taste. And there it was, the question of the soul of whisky: What makes it? How does the characteristic taste come about, which appeals to the connoisseur's senses so much more intensively and yet more delicately than most other spirits? The latter word has multiple meanings, it signifies also the first product of the distillation process. Another meaning of "spirit" is "soul". So he had reached a quasi-religious level, Karl had to admit to himself - although nothing is further from his mind than worshipping a bottle. "Well, the true whisky lover gets so much pleasure from the spirit he releases from the bottle that I take the liberty of speaking of the soul of whisky in a poetic - not religious - sense," the future Scotland traveller decided when planning his route. Just one more sip of the peaty 16-year-old Lagavulin, of which he had placed a 20-centilitre bottle next to the map, and the motto for the trip popped into his head: "In search of the soul of whisky!"

"But where should I look for it, for the soul?", Karl asked himself. His electronic map gave him the answer. A search for "distillery" on the map of Scotland reveals a clear picture. On the eastern slopes of the Highlands, especially on the banks of the River Spey and its tributary the Fiddich, the single malt distilleries are concentrated. And then there was the remote valley of the Livet, a tributary of the Spey tributary the Avon. The Glenlivet, the valley of the Livet, is home to The Glenlivetx, the whisky that King George IV was already enthusiastic about on his state visit to Scotland in 1822, although the product was actually still illegal at the time. Karl discovered an old mansion house on the map in the middle of the Livet and Fiddich valleys, the latter home to the now equally world-famous Glenfiddich, which offered its services as a Bed & Breakfeast, The Old Manse in Glenrinnes. His mind was made up quickly: This would be the first place he would stay to explore Whiskyland.

But even though the county of Moray, where the famous Speyside region lies, dubs itself "Malt Whisky Country", it is the heart, but far from the whole of Whiskyland. Scottish single malt distilleries can be found in all directions, from the Hebridean Islands in the west with such "whisky lighthouses" as Lagavulin on Islay or Talisker on Skye to the traditional distilleries Glendronach and Glen Garioch in Aberdeenshire, the country's easternmost region. Auchentoshan on the outskirts of Glasgow and Glenkichie a few miles east of Edinburgh border Whiskyland to the south, so to speak2. 2. Scotland's northernmost whiskies, on the other hand, are distilled on the Orkney Islands, in the distilleries of Highland Park and Scapa.

That is where Karl wants to go next, to the Orkneys, when he leaves Moray after an eastern detour to the Dronac Burn. He is not addicted to the mania of visiting all distilleries, but how could he omit Glenmorangie near Tain on the Dornach Firth on his way north! On the Hebrides, in addition to the scenic attractions of the Isle of Skye, he naturally wants to enjoy the sea-air infused Talisker there at its place of origin, Cabost. And on the rugged island of Islay, he has written the triumvirate of peat-smoked whiskies into his itinerary: Ardbeg, Lagavulin and Laphroaig. Mmh, just the sound of these names gives his tongue a pleasant, tangy peaty taste.

He is just as much looking forward to the finale in Scotland's two largest cities. On the outskirts of Glasgow, the Auchentoshan distillery continues the tradition of triple distillation to achieve a particularly smooth whisky. And if Karl still hasn't discovered the soul of the "water of life", he might find it at a Uisge tasting in one of the elegant bars of the capital Edinburgh.






x  Multi-part company, brand or restaurant names and the like are written in italics in the following.
1 Single malts are the crown of whisky production. In contrast to the more common blends, several whisky varieties may not be used in their production. They therefore come from a single distillery. In addition to water and yeast, only malted barley (malt) may be used as a raw material, i.e. no other grain.
   American bourbon, on the other hand, has a corn content of at least 51 per cent and also contains rye and barley to a lesser extent. Rye whiskey, i.e. a distillate based purely on rye, which was predominantly drunk in America until Prohibition, has also recently come back into fashion. By the way: Scotch whisky also differs in the way it is spelt, namely only with a Y after the K, while Irish and Americans tend to insert an E.
2 Only one distillery distils its malt whisky even further south, and that is in the far southwest of Scotland, almost on the border with England, the small Bladnoch Distillery in the village of the same name near the Irish Sea.









































SPEYSIDE –  SINGLE MALT COUNTRY











Over Hill and Dale - Over Bens and Glens    







   Karl does not have to revise his romantic ideas of Scotland, but he has to shed more sweat for it than expected. At the small airport of Inverness, the capital of the Highlands, where he had arrived one August evening after a stopover in London, he was the first to meet a "climate refugee", a German living in Valencia. She wanted to escape the heat wave on the east coast of Spain for a week, she explained to him as they waited together for the airport bus to the city. She had no idea that this August, of all times, temperature records would be set in the British Isles.






On this morning after their arrival, Karl was happy about the sunshine he had not dared to hope for. In "Local Hero", the oil company agent "Mac" Mac Intyre from faraway Texas had driven under grey clouds over the hills of the Scottish high coast, acoustically accompanied by the brilliant music of Dire Straits' boss Mark Knopfler. This image-sound synthesis of the arts had fuelled Karl's Scottish ambitions. He realises, however, that he would see grey skies often enough. He is all the more satisfied as he now marches through the blinding morning sun - armed only with a bulging rucksack - along the flower-decked Fairfield Road to Inverness city centre to pick up the bike he ordered for the tour of the Single Malt region at a bike hire.






Late the night before, he had walked in the opposite direction along Fairfield Street, where the pretty bed & breakfasts sometimes stand house to house. He had made a good choice with his "Invernevis" guesthouse. The breakfast was rich and - in contrast to many a later stop - left nothing to be desired, even for continental tastes. On his arrival, he had even found a welcome set on his bedside table: A little glass jug with a welcome sip of whisky, actually just a sip to help you sleep - a very wee dram, the Scots say, really just a tiny sip. Next to it was the classic tulip glass, ideal for sniffing the noble drop before drinking. But that was not all: in front of the wooden board with recesses for the two glass jars was a chocolate mint cream platelet and a chocolate thaler set in staniol. And to complete the mood for the Scottish Highlands, a charcoal drawing of a grim-looking Highland cow was displayed in a frame on the wall. Shella, the landlady of the guesthouse, reacted all the more kindly when Karl asked her if he could park his wheeled suitcase at her place for a few days while he went on a whisky tour by bike. "No problem, my lovely," she replied. 






Karl still had to learn that friendly Scots are very quick to call a lot of things "lovely". In any case, in the morning he also found the view of the garden and backyard of the Invernevis "lovely": a perfect lawn with flower-covered pillars, a shrub trimmed into an oval shape, flowering bushes and above them a blue sky with sugar-white clouds. At breakfast he shared the plainly but tastefully laid table with Rosalyn, an elegant middle-aged lady who runs a resort of self-catering cottages on the west coast. "I came to Inverness because I have business here. But also because I miss city life from time to time. And Shella really is a wonderful hostess. I always stay here," she explained. Karl could only agree with this praise.
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Crossing the Ness in Inverness





Now, after breakfast, he is heading towards the River Ness, relieved of his suitcase which, thanks to Shella, he was allowed to leave in her Victorian villa. The beauty of the front gardens on Fairfield Road, which seem to try to outdo each other in flower diversity, has heightened his anticipation of the 55-mile bike ride to the Old Manse in the Whisky Heartland between Glenfiddich and Glenlivet. As he crosses the Ness on the bridge to the city centre, he squints across at one of the city's landmarks, the 1881 iron suspension pedestrian bridge flanked on the city side by two historic church towers, those of the Free Church of Scotland and the Old High Church. In the pedestrianised Church Street in the middle of the city, he finally gets his silent companion for the next few days at Inverness Bike Hire, a bike with 21 gears
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Welcome in Whiskyland





After 23 miles (36.8 kilometres) and almost two hours of not always fun pedalling along the busy A96 dual carriageway to Aberdeen, Karl is reminded of his self-imposed research mission. A pretty sign stands among grasses and wild flowers at the side of the road. "Welcome to Moray - Malt Whisky Country" is written next to the logo of the administrative district bordering the Highland. Although the area around the River Spey is commonly referred to as the whisky heartland, it is also true that the Speyside region lies in the district of Moray. After passing the village of Brodie and its fairy-tale castle hidden behind a copse, he can finally leave the dual carriageway, which is not exactly ideal for cyclists, in the idyllic small town of Forres. The ride continues southeast through green fields on a rather lonely, slightly ascending road.
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On the right path





Between Lower Rafford and Upper Rafford, a brown tourism board confirms that he is on the right track. It greets him with the words "Welcome to the Malt Whisky Trail". Below the main line is the word "follow" followed by a pictogram representing a pagoda-like roof. Such "pagodas" were typical of the maltings where the watered barley was left out to dry on perforated intermediate floors. The so-called kiln fire burned under the floors, its smoke passing through the floor and the grain. The pagoda towers, which were open at the sides, served as smoke extraction bonnets, so to speak. In the past, peat or coal was used for the kiln fire. Nowadays, in modern maltings, gas is burned to dry the malting grain with hot air. But the pagodas are still the symbol of the production of malt whisky, incidentally a listed monument.  







Only a few minutes further on, such a pagoda sign points to the Dallas Dhu Distillery. But firstly, this 19th-century facility is no longer in operation, but only serves as a museum. Certainly quite interesting - but secondly, the cyclist still has the second mountainous half of his day's stage ahead of him on the way to Whisky Heartland. So he leaves the turnoff to Dallas Dhu on the right and pedals straight on and uphill.






After a while, a sporty middle-aged woman on a racing bike in a proper dress overtakes him with a friendly greeting. He lets her go, after all she is travelling without luggage and with a lighter vehicle. But when they reach a wooded area and the gradient increases noticeably, he notices that his woman in front is losing speed about a hundred metres away. This awakens his basest hunting instincts or, to put it more kindly, sporting competitive ambitions. Apparently she has shifted into a lower gear. He, however, stays in a medium gear and activates all the more muscle power for it. This brings sweat to his brow, but he gets closer to the lady in the colourful dress metre by metre. Before the end of the long uphill stretch, he has actually caught up with her. Seemingly casually and without strain, he asks her how far it is to the village of Dallas, his intermediate destination far from the old Dallas distillery. "Can't be too far anymore," she replies, panting, as she wags her front wheel uphill. Karl thanks her for the information and now pulls away, using all his muscle power. 






Behind the crest of the hill, the forest thins out. It is now slightly downhill. Karl lets his trekking bike run on its own and catches his breath. Then he hears the racing bike roaring towards him. As it roars past, the lady in the dress calls out to him: "Look over there. Those houses in the valley. That must be Dallas". Karl shouts "Thanks" after her and doesn't even think about starting the unequal competition again. He feels how much strength the uphill race has cost him. "If I want to continue the search for the soul of whisky, I should use my strength more sparingly from now on," he says to himself. 





  




After a slight bend, Karl leaves the B9010 country road on a slope, like the person in front of him, and "plunges" down to Dallas. There, no skyscrapers like in the Texan metropolis of the same name await him, but two dead-straight rows of plain grey two-storey houses. As Karl passes the town sign at the north-eastern end of the street village, the racing cyclist is already whizzing straight out of the 500-metre-long village at the other end, apparently heading for home. Karl, too, leaves the 200 or so villagers, who reportedly3 live in particularly cordial neighbourhood and celebrate many festivals, to their idyll. At the end of the village, however, he turns southeast, crosses the River Lossie and sets his spurs to new ascents - he wants to cross the valley of the River Spey, which has given its name to an entire Scottish whisky region, the most important one at that.






As a reward for the effort of overcoming a difference in altitude of 60 metres in one kilometre, he soon encounters another creature in colourful garb and with a nice name: the Erica or, more prosaically, the heather. It grows on the left-hand slope between the mountain road and the edge of the forest. Up here, the heather, which blooms in vivid purple, will delight him many more times. As the forest disappears and gives way to a grassy slope, Karl finally uses the sloping embankment below Meikle Hill for a midday rest. The sweet apples from Shella's breakfast buffet and a few sips from the water bottle will have to do. He has the narrow road, which because of its narrowness offers an escape route for oncoming traffic every few hundred metres, virtually to himself. With the Meikle hill behind him, he looks relaxed into the wide Lossie valley and over to the ridge around Hill Buie. After ten minutes, during which just two vehicles have passed, he mounts his iron companion again. Despite the frugal meal, he feels refreshed. The panorama enjoyed in peace has done the rest. "Let's go! It will soon be half past two in the afternoon. And the stretch to my destination, Glenrinnes, is still a long one over hill and dale," he admonishes himself.

For a while he can cycle on a relatively flat high-altitude road, but then it goes up another eighty metres to an altitude of 300 metres. After a rapid descent to below 200 metres, he has to choose between two world brands in Upper Knockando, the first human settlement after more than twelve kilometres over lonely heights: Glenlivet on the right, Glenfiddich on the left. Since his destination Glenrinnes lies to the east of the 840-metre Ben Rinnes and Glenlivet to the west, his course initially leads to the left. The Whisky Trail offers so many variations, but he wants to finish his day's stage as soon as possible. So at the next junction, where one of the brown trail signs points to the renowned Cardhu Distillery, he only casts an interested glance over to the pagodas of the "Home of Johnny Walker" visible on the left - and continues straight ahead. But a little later he leaves the country road on the high ground and finally bumps down to the River Spey. Down in Carron, he briefly curves around the Dalmunach Distillery4, Pernod Ricard's newest and most modern distillery, which only went into operation in 2014, then follows the Speyside Way. After a few kilometres, he finally crosses the river that gave Scotland's most important whisky region its name. Of course Karl has to take a photo on the bridge. Framed on both sides by grass-green banks and tall conifers, it flows broadly and effervescently, the water whose numerous tributaries and their springs feed so many distilleries. No wonder whisky is at home in this rain- and water-rich region on the eastern edge of the Highlands.
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Giver of the region's name: River Spey





After a few hundred metres through the pine forest, the road bends, crosses a Spey tributary next to the Daluaine Distillery and rises abruptly again. From the flood plain, it's a matter of getting back up to altitude. Karl frantically shifts into the lowest gear and promptly lets the chain jump off the sprockets. The repair costs him time and two oil-smeared hands, which he then cleans in the stream with the help of grass. He manages the climb out of the river valley, again over eighty metres, with great care because of the chain. At the top, the A95 trunk road rushes out of the Highlands to the coast. He follows it for only a hundred metres, then immediately turns south-east towards the Ben Rinnes massif. The side road becomes increasingly lonely, shoots down into a river valley, rises again behind a cottage with the meaningful name Hobbit Hideaway, so that he finally - drenched in sweat and surrounded only by cattle to the left and right of the road, which has become narrower once again - consults the map on his smartphone full of doubt. In the bright afternoon sun, the details off the main roads are difficult to make out. To be on the safe side, he turns back, down to the Hobbits, up again and then right to Edinvillie - a place he actually wanted to drive past. At the bottom he crosses the River Linn, doesn't meet a soul he could ask, and of course rides up again behind the centre of the village, only to take the road southeast again. 






The road is a little wider than the path on the other side of the river valley, where he feared he would end up in nowhere. His confidence that he is on the right track is increased by the position of the sun and the sight of Ben Rinnes to the south. On its far southeast side he must go. Karl drives upstream. Somewhere up there below the more than 800-metre high, gently rounded peak, the Linn must rise. Parallel to the course of the river in the hollow below him, Karl gains altitude metre by altitude metre. Somewhat frustrated, after a strenuous ride through the meadows on the mountainside, he discovers that a path joins his route from the right, which is probably the connection to the Hobbit Hideaway, where he had turned back uselessly 30 minutes earlier. 


   


For the now increased climb along the edge of the forest, this is somewhat demotivating. The climb itself is no worse than some of the previous climbs. But it is long and without flat recovery phases in between. Afterwards, he will see on the map that he has climbed 175 metres from the river crossing in Edinvillie to the mountain saddle at 325 metres - but he had to push for the last 40 metres. The many hours in the saddle have taken their toll. At the top of the saddle between the 571 metre high Meikle Conval on the left and the Rinnes with its 840 metres and Roy's Hill (534 metres) and Round Hill (411 metres) on the right, Karl can once again enjoy the gentle landscape - especially as Erica once again beckons to him from the steep slope of the Conval with its purple splendour.
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Upwards with Erica









The Scottish valleys (Scottish valley = glen) are usually named after the waters that flow through them. Glenrinnes, which runs along the south-eastern side of Ben Rinnes, is different. Ben or the Gaelic Beinn means "high mountain". Ben Rinnes is 500 metres lower than Scotland's highest mountain, Ben Nevis with its 1345 metres, but Rinnes is very popular with hikers, as you can easily walk from the saddle with its neighbour Conval over the two foothills to the summit. The large car park and access to the Ben Rinnes Path are unmissable from Karl's course. 






But short of his destination in Glenrinnes and as exhausted as he is, the mountain biker doesn't want to try his hand at trail mountain biking too. He is glad to be able to take advantage of the gradient on his mountain road down to the country road between Dufftown, the single malt capital, and the Glenlivet Valley. There he turns south-west briefly towards his destination for the following day and discovers the sign for the Old Manse, his place to stay for the next four days, on the next side road. Once again he descends to the bottom of the valley, where the Dullan Water in the Glenrinnes flows towards the Fiddich. After a final climb, Karl reaches the destination of his journey over hill and dale, over bens and blens, the country house The Old Manse under the trees of Auchnastank, around five o`clock, just in time for teatime - and above all in the middle of the two glens with the particularly exquisite sound for whisky lovers: Glenlivet and Glenfiddich.







3 see https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dallas,_Moray
4 see https://whic.de/schottland/dalmunach











Glenlivet – Hidden like Hobbit's Home 


     





   An international community of whisky lovers has gathered at The Old Manse. In the living room, the breakfast table is set for three couples from France. Karl had already marvelled at their heavy motorbikes the day before on the forecourt of the country house when he discreetly parked his non-motorised two-wheeler against the wall of the house. He had met the six mid-forties again that evening when they had just stopped off at the Seven Stills in Dufftown. He had just been able to shout a "Bon appétit" to them before they disappeared into the restaurant named after seven distillers and he himself moved on to "A Taste of Speyside", where he had reserved a table. He will not be sharing a table with them this morning either, as the Old Manse host Ossie leads him through the open door of the living room to the back of the kitchen-living room. In its front part, another long table is set. Karl joins Geneviève and Alain from Belgium. The next day he would be chatting with a couple from Denmark at this international meeting place.






A lively conversation quickly develops between the two whisky friends from the "United Kingdom of Walloons and Flemings" and the German about their travel stops and much more. The two have already visited several distilleries. On this day, they want to finish off with a visit to the Speyside Cooperage, Scotland's largest whisky cask-maker. Karl hasn't even heard of it. Alain reminds him how important the casks are for maturing the whisky. "When you get to the Glenfiddich Distillery, just keep driving up the road over the hills to Craigellachie. Just before you get to the town, you'll see them, the giant piles of old barrels stacked up to be reprocessed," he describes the route. Karl doesn't need much convincing. "Good tip. I'll take a look at that. For sure! The soul of whisky, which is what I want to research, is certainly also formed in the casks. Glenlivet is on my agenda today. But tomorrow I'll combine the cooperage with a visit to Glenfiddich."
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Between Livet and Fiddich: The Old Manse




Geneviève, meanwhile, is spooning her porridge and is apparently delighted. She calls out "Fantastic!" to Diane, the innkeeper, who is baking piles of oatmeal dough into scones on the hot plate of the coal-fired cooker a few metres away from them. "What's so fantastic about it?" the sceptical Karl wants to know from his neighbour at the breakfast table. The Belgian sitting next to him smiles meaningfully. After a pause, she tells him the special feature: "Well, there's a strong shot of whisky mixed into the porridge. What's more, Diane - look! - Diane has also added lots of apple pieces," she says, lifting her spoonful of the notoriously warm British oatmeal. Sure enough, apple slices peek out from the almost colourless mass.  "Mmm, maybe I should try the porridge tomorrow too?" he says. "You should!" Genevieve's husband Alain encourages him from across the table. Karl had refused Diane's offer of "Porridge?" at the beginning of breakfast, to her astonishment, with a rather brusque, decisive, curt "No". Now he is sorry. "I'll make it up to her tomorrow," he decides.  






Alain was to prove a good advisor in another matter as well. During their breakfast chat, he revealed himself to be a passionate racing cyclist. Karl expected nothing less from a sporty Belgian. So he immediately tells him about his malaise with the bicycle chain. The evening before, on the way back from dinner in Dufftown, Karl had suffered the same mishap as in the afternoon. On the steep incline at the end of the village, he had once again shifted gears too frantically, so that the chain had once again become wedged between the gears and the frame of his bike. Luckily for Karl, Noureddine was just passing by. The helpful Tunisian, who was also driving home after work in another restaurant in the Malt capital, packed Karl's bike into the boot of his small Renault and brought him to the door of his "mother-in-law". During an animated conversation in French, it turned out that he lives a few hundred metres behind The Old Manse, together with the daughter of Karl's landlady Diane. 






"OK, we'll take a look," Alain offers his help without further ado. "Diane, do you happen to have some used rubber gloves in your kitchen?" She does. Together, the two recreational cyclists go out the door and solve the problem. Thanks to Diane's rubbers, they haven't even soiled themselves. "That was a nice breakfast with a successful follow-up. Thank you very much!" says Karl as Geneviève and Alain leave a little later. After the tour of the Speyside Cooperage, they want to start their journey home. At home in the hills above Charleroi, they run a guesthouse themselves. They promise their guests a "moment hors du temps", a moment beyond time. 






Every time a whisky lover holds a glass with a dram from a newly opened bottle of single malt to his nose, sniffs it and tastes the first sip on his tongue, such a "moment beyond time" occurs. Karl is looking forward to the samples at Glenlivet. He swings himself onto his saddle. His Belgian friends have ridden north, down to the Fiddich. He will now cycle further up the Rinnes Valley in the opposite direction and from the apex of the road on the western slope of the 450-metre Braushie Cree down into the Livet Valley. 
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Ben Rinnes and its eastern foothills in the sunshine





Dense grey clouds have gathered on the western horizon and to the north beyond the broad green valley above Ben Rinnes. He takes the climb in a light rain. But by the time he has crossed the divide between the two valleys, it is just drizzling. This is Scotland: Four seasons in one day! "Well, I don't want to exaggerate. Maybe three seasons in one day!" he says to himself. He enjoys how his iron vehicle is now heading towards the Livet Valley without much effort on his part. A small stream that came trickling down from the Rinnes has crossed under the road and now accompanies him gurgling on his left on the way to the Livet. Lush vegetation sprouts between the road and the stream. Tall yarrow stalks with their white flower canopies shoot up from the grass. In between are masses of wildflowers with gentian blue blossoms.       






When he finally reaches the valley, Karl soon sees the huge facilities of the distillery across the river in the distance on the meadow slope below the Liath Stone (Càrn Liath, 547 metres high). Like many other whisky distillers, Glenlivet founder George Smith had chosen a remote location where he was reasonably safe from state tax collectors. For uisge beatha, the "water of life" of the Scots, was heavily taxed at the beginning of the 19th century. The stillmen distilled their product in hidden places. They brought it to their clientele on smuggler's trails. As the officially registered distilleries in the Lowlands hastily produced a rough and sharp biting whisky for mass consumption in England, the reputation of the secretly but carefully produced fine Highland whisky from the Livet Valley spread throughout the kingdom. In 1822, for example, King George IV specifically asked for the actually illegal Glenlivet during a state visit. The Duke of Gordon took this as an opportunity to call for a mitigation of the Excise Act on spirits taxation. No sooner had the new Excise Act passed Parliament in 1823 than the Duke encouraged his tenant, George Smith, to apply for a licence. He did so and received it in 1824, marking the beginning of the great success story of his whisky brand.






An inkling of the smuggler's past comes over Karl when he reaches the Old Bridge over the Livet a little way downstream. The grass-covered arch over the river has been preserved. Trees sprawl at both ends of the bridge. One might think that hobbits would have to emerge from the bushes in the next moment. Below, the water of the Livet ripples. On this rainy day it even rushes. Glenlivet is derived from the Gaelic Gleann-liob-aite and means "Valley of the smooth-flowing one". "It's not quite that smooth-flowing today," Karl notes. "But maybe it also means 'flat-flowing'," he puzzles. Indeed, the river, fed by many mountain streams, has little gradient here in the valley.           






The rain is increasing. The family, who like Karl had climbed down the embankment to get a closer look at the bridge of "Hobbit's Home", leaves in their SUV. The cyclist also sets off again. His next encounter doesn't mind the damp weather. Behind a river bend, a troop of reddish-brown shaggy creatures is gathered on the meadow on the Livet bank - not hobbits, but the not-so-common Highland cattle. An unsuspecting calf grazing close to the fence even peers curiously out from under its beatle mane and directly into Karl's Japanese camera.
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Highland-calf





Unlike this Highlander, Karl is beginning to find the rain annoying. A minute later he is at the new bridge, drives up the slope on the other bank and finally turns onto the long driveway that leads to the extensive area of "The Glenlivet" with production facilities, visitor centre and many, many warehouses. The three letters "THE" became an important guarantee for the market success of Smith's distillery. Many competitors wanted to follow the Smiths' success and also used the name Glenlivet for their whiskies. In 1884, the Smiths went to court to ensure that only their whisky was allowed to bear the name "The Glenlivet". Today, the most drunk single malt whisky in the USA and the world's No. 2 belongs to the French spirits group Pernod Ricard.






Karl flees from the wet into the Visitors Centre. A staircase leads up to the entrance. To the left, Pernod Ricard has placed the new hall with the mighty, ultra-modern, even larger stills, the lamp-shaped stills typical of Glenlivet. On the side wall of the stillhouse, the two-line lettering THE GLENLIVET is emblazoned in massive letters, the article centred above the name. "Now I know where I am," Karl says to himself and enters. Inside, he finds a combination of modern museum lobby and British living room. In front of him is the counter, on the right is the shop and on the left is the cosy corner with a fireplace, where he can study or even taste what he has just bought. Karl is lucky. The next tour starts in a quarter of an hour.
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In the Glenlivet Visitor Centre









Enter Evelyn!5 The perky young Scot gathers around her a troupe from quite a few countries: English, of course, Americans, French, a Chilean family and the inevitable German, Karl himself. First she resolutely imposes a ban on photography inside the production facilities6, then she leads her group of twelve out into the rain and back into the cellar. She explains the production process7 from malting to milling and mashing to fermentation and distillation. Unfortunately, she can only show empty equipment at the various stations such as the mash tun or the wash backs (fermentation tanks), as they are not in operation. In most years, July is quite dry here and there is a lack of water. Therefore, this time is used to clean the equipment and most of the production staff are on holiday.8 The large stills (distillers) are also not under steam because of this.







They are particularly proud of these huge still pots at Glenlivet. The shining copper stills gleam in the light of the distillation hall with its glazed outer walls. "Our distillers with their tall slender necks keep the spirit in contact with the copper for a particularly long time. This also contributes to the refinement of the whisky," Evelyn affirms. "Which country does the copper used to build the stills come from?" the grey-haired family man from Chile wants to know. "Mh, the stills of the Scottish distilleries are practically all made at Forsyths Ltd in Rothes. This little town is on the lower reaches of the Speys about 30 kilometres from here. I don't know what copper they use." The patriotic señor from the Earth's southern hemisphere explains himself, "I'm only asking because Chile is the world's largest copper producer." Evelyn, dark-haired like the questioner, responds coquettishly with a mischievous wink: "I'm sure our stills are all made of Chilean copper."









With an amused smile, Evelyn and her crowd move out of the stillhouse across the rainy courtyard to the highlight of the tour, the places where the whisky matures in selected casks. She leads her troop not to the actual warehouses, but to a cellar for specialities. "Scotch, if it can be called such, has to be in oak casks for at least three years," Evelyn lectures. "At Glenlivet, we mature the whisky for at least twelve years, up to 25 years for standard brands and even 50 years or more for special collections." 
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The Glenlivet Treasury

Behind lock and key - a barred door with a padlock in front and the inscription "The Glenlivet Cellar" - Karl and the other visitors see such treasures stored in the discreetly lit chamber: the best from the eighties, seventies, sixties and fifties, casks from the 1983, 1972, 1964 and 1959 vintages. The latch remains closed. "Come into the next room. There's an opened barrel for you to taste," Evelyn calls out.  






Next door, she removes the circular stopper from a barrel and ladles out "a wee dram", a small sip, for each of the guests. While the visitors take turns tasting the twelve-year-old, Karl learns about the Angels' Share for the first time from the mouth of the somewhat mischievous guide. "The angels get a share of every barrel," she says with an innocent expression. "Seriously?" asks a sceptic. "Well, that's what we call what evaporates naturally each year," she clarifies. "That's a maximum of 2.5 per cent per year." Upstairs in the tasting room proper, Evelyn serves up two more varieties to try. After all, one should know what else one could purchase in the shop of the visitor centre. "Slàinte! To your health!", everyone toasts each other. Each guest is allowed to take the dram glass used during the tasting home with them - as a farewell gift, so to speak. Together with the three drams drunk, this justifies the price of 12.50 pounds for the tour. 












After a small lunch in the coffee shop of the visitor centre and a mountain tour on the bike along the slope of Càrn Liath, during which Karl feels a bit like a whisky trader on a smuggler's trail with his purchased bottles of a 15-year-old and the Founder's Reserve in his daypack, he rides down the other side of the mountain to the next distillery. But at the Tamnavulin Distillery they are not prepared for visitors. On the contrary - "Sorry No Visitors" is written on the pretty sign at the edge of the lawned driveway to the distillery. In general, the fox and the hare seem to be saying good night to each other in this little village. The Tomnavoulin Store9  is closed and is really just a kiosk with an overgrown red telephone box at its side. It might have been used for the last time before the invention of the mobile phone, overgrown with bush and grass as it is. Karl leaves Tamnavulin/Tomnavoulin without the hoped-for biscuits from the store for his teatime and starts the journey home to Glenrinnes. No customs officers lie in wait for the whisky transporter, only "Mom and Mary" look intently at the cyclist from the pasture, a black-headed ewe and his half-grown lamb.     






In his plush but very spacious pension room, Karl looks at his souvenirs after tea. The nosing glass, with the inscribed words "The Glenlivet" and the icon of the Old Livet Bridge as its logo, has the perfect shape, bulbous at the bottom, tapering towards the opening at the top - very different from a bulky tumbler filled with ice. "But who drinks a single malt on the rocks," says the Old Manse returnee to himself. The aroma of the whisky can collect in the belly of the nosing glass. Through the narrow opening, it rises more concentrated and intense into the nose. Karl sniffs with relish at the fifteen-year-old that has just been poured. It has been matured in French Limousin oak. It leaves a pleasant taste of almonds and spices. Afterwards, the Founder's Reserve keeps the promise of the Malt Master from Hobbit's Home. It is said to taste of spicy orange. Mmh? Yes, that's it!



5 Name changed



6 This is not common in most other distilleries.




7 Details in chapters on Glenfiddich and Islay
8 Other distilleries visited were in operation in July.





9 The names of the village and the distillery actually differ in the spelling.















Glenfiddich – In the Valley of the Stags 






    The steep descent provides speed as the cyclist - coming from the upper Rinnes Valley - rolls down into the capital of single malt. Karl has to make sure he brakes in time at the central square around the striking Dufftown Clock Tower as he shoots down. "Whew!" it escapes him. If he had sped past the four-storey tower and only then turned left, he would inevitably have run into oncoming traffic - if indeed a vehicle had come along on this Wednesday morning in the still sleepy little town of Dufftown. "Blimey! Jeez! Haven't had a drop of whisky yet and still almost disregarded left-hand traffic!" he chides himself. The abrupt braking at the penultimate moment caused his bike to skid a little. But he elegantly manoeuvres around the construction workers at the side of the road. A few metres further on, in front of the restaurant "A Taste of Speyside", he rides quite well again. Not quite as steep, but it continues downhill - down to the Fiddich. His destination is the Speyside Cooperage at the end of the Fiddich Valley.






The "not a drop of whisky" was not quite correct. True, he did not actually drink any. But the porridge he spooned that morning in the Old Manse contained a hefty shot of Uisge. Geneviève was right in her prediction of the previous day that Diane's version of the oatmeal, which Karl usually disdains, would certainly be to his liking. "That's really good. Very tasty!" he told Diane when he tried her porridge, enriched with apple pieces and the national drink, on the second morning of his stay. Now, as he quickly leaves Dufftown's centre northwards on the sloping Balvenie Street, he wonders whether the Belgian couple's second recommendation, the Speyside Cooperage, will also appeal to him.






Suddenly he sees it in front of him, on the right in a meadow next to Balvenie Castle and not far from the River Fiddich: a "Mecca" for every friend of single malt whisky - the Glenfiddich Distillery. Behind a lush green meadow and a half-height fieldstone wall lie new buildings painted lime white and numerous older structures made of grey and ochre fieldstone. In between, the traditional pagoda towers rise. But Karl has already scurried past on the country road. He wants to save his "Mecca" for the afternoon and first watch the barrel makers.




As the country road strives up to the saddle between two hills, the river with the beautiful name "Stag" (nothing else means the Gaelic word "Fiddich") meanders east past the lower of the Buchromb hills. Karl, meanwhile, takes the wooded high ground and wonders if deer still roam through the pristine valley on the other side of the rise. "Probably not," he guesses. "If the Fiddichs are wise, they'll stay in Rosarie Forest on the hills beyond the Fiddich Valley. When William Grant set up his distillery in the valley in 1887, the majestic animals will probably still have set up there." If that is no longer the case today, the image of the stag as a trademark is nevertheless carried around the world on Glenfiddich bottles.






Meanwhile, Karl rolls down the north side of the hills through the forest to Craigellachie. The road is well maintained, as important products are transported here. Trucks from the Dufftown distilleries whiz past him. No sooner has he left the forest area than he sees the other product being traded here, 200 metres away, across a meadow. At the top of the hillside, thousands of barrels are stored, stacked into pyramids in the open air. The row of pyramids stretches down the hill to a factory building. This is where the German cyclist steers his vehicle. Shortly before entering Craigellachie, he turns into the grounds of the Speyside Cooperage.






A cooper does not make all-purpose vats but mainly wine casks, in Scotland of course whisky casks. Alain, Karl's Belgian breakfast companion, had already told him the name of the most conspicuous cooper in the Speyside Cooperage: Crazy Pete! "What's so crazy about Pete?", Karl had asked curiously. "You'll see what he's all about," Alain's wife Geneviève had told the German "whisky researcher" with a mischievous smile.

In the courtyard of the cooperage, the jewel in the crown is a shiny van from the year the cooperage was founded: 1947. Only a few barrels fit on the loading area behind the cab of the van, the kind you see in American crime films of the Black Series. Next to the flower-adorned stairway to the visitor centre are the utensils for barrel construction: the stave timbers that - placed vertically next to each other in a circle - create the barrel roundness, and the steel rings of various diameters that hold the staves in their bulbous shape, and finally the round base plates that are also made of specially cut staves, as Karl will see inside. The man-sized logo next to the entrance shows what wood the barrels are carved from. An acorn is drawn in front of a green oak leaf on the left and a finished cask on the right. "From Acorn to Cask" is the company's motto.
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