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Ian Buxton has been working in and around the whisky industry for rather longer than he cares to remember (more than 25 years, but who's counting?) but was drinking professionally well before that.


In a career marked by both incident and accident, he has been Marketing Director of a world-famous single malt; consultant to more distillers than you can shake a stick at; built several award-winning distillery visitor centres; written a variety of articles and books; created a major industry conference; and, apparently without noticing, bought a derelict distillery.




 


Praise for 101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die:


‘One of the great whisky writers’ Guardian


‘Buxton's selection introduced me to some unexpected delights. Taste them all and you'll live forever!’ Charles MacLean, Master of the Quaich


‘Whisky expert Ian Buxton does away with connoisseur pomp to deliver this smartly designed, servicey little guide to the best brown stuff around.’ Time Out (New York)


‘Buxton's guide encourages you to seek out and try whiskies that you might not have thought about before… so what are you waiting for? It's time to start delving in and ticking them off.’ Whisky Magazine


‘Concise and comic… you don't need to be a whisky aficionado for this to warm your cockles.’ Scottish Field


‘A definitive guide to whisky by one of the industry's more illustrious tipplers’ Coolhunting.com


‘I just couldn't put it down… one of the best whisky books in years.’ Ingvar Ronde, Editor, The Malt Whisky Yearbook


‘The perfect stocking-filler for anyone who enjoys a good read or a good whisky.’ Daily Record


‘Awesome sauce for even the slightest of whisky nerds… completely worth picking up.’ LiquorSnob.com


‘A superb book that makes an ideal present for the whisky lover in your life… if you only read one whisky book this year, make it this one.’ Undiscoveredscotland.co.uk




 


By Ian Buxton and available from Headline


101 World Whiskies to Try Before You Die


101 Legendary Whiskies You’re Dying to Try But (Possibly) Never Will




 


This fourth edition of the bestselling 101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die is fully revised and updated.


It is a whisky guide with a difference.


It is not an awards list.


It is not a list of the 101 ‘best’ whiskies in the world in the opinion of some self-appointed whisky guru.


It is simply a guide to the 101 whiskies that enthusiasts must seek out and try – love them or hate them – to complete their whisky education.


Avoiding the deliberately obscure, the ridiculously limited and the absurdly expensive, whisky expert Ian Buxton has scoured the shelves of the world's whisky warehouses to recommend an eclectic selection of old favourites, stellar newcomers and mystifyingly unknown drams that just have to be drunk.


The book cuts through the clutter, decodes the marketing hype and gets straight to the point; whether from India or America, Sweden or Ireland, Japan or the hills, glens and islands of Scotland, here are the 101 whiskies that you really want to taste.


Try them before you die – Slàinte!
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Introduction


101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die is a whisky list with a difference. It is not an awards list. It is not a list of the 101 ‘best’ whiskies in the world.


It is simply, as it says in the title, a guide to 101 whiskies that enthusiasts really should seek out and try – love them or hate them – to further their whisky education (it’s never complete). What’s more, it’s practical and realistic.


101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die does not contain obscure single-cask bottlings that sold out weeks before publication, and it doesn’t contain hugely expensive whiskies that virtually no one can afford to buy anyway (even if they could find them). After all, what’s the point? I might look terrifically smart recommending, say, the Glenglassaugh 40 Years Old that won the International Wine & Spirit Competition’s special trophy for 40-year-old Scotch whisky. By one token at least, that makes it the very best single malt Scotch you can buy. A panel of really well-informed and expert judges (not just one person, and not me) picked it from its peers. Though little known, it is very, very good and I could be seen to be doing you a favour by pointing you its way. But it’s well over £2,500 a bottle now, even assuming you could find one (which you won’t). Or perhaps Glenfiddich’s 50 Years Old, a snip at £27,500. Are you really going to nip out and buy a bottle? I don’t think so. So I set myself some rules when I started writing this book.


Essentially, they can be summed up as: every whisky listed here must be a) generally available (although I’m afraid readers outside the UK might struggle a bit, most of these whiskies should, after diligent searching, eventually be available from a decent whisky specialist or through an online retailer) and b) affordable (read on to see what that means). And, though it goes without saying, there must be a reason for their inclusion. Mostly it’s because theyre very, very good examples of their kind, but sometimes they deserve your support for other reasons. Sometimes it will be because they are made by small distillers swimming against a tide of corporate ubiquity, but it might just be because a particular whisky is simply so unusual that you just have to try it. That might mean reminding you of something familiar that you knew about but had, sort of, forgotten; hopefully, more often, it will point you to something new, unexpected and surprising. Above all, this book is about whiskies to drink, not collect.


So I’ve excluded one-off bottlings or single-cask releases, because there’s simply not enough to go around. And I’ve ignored whiskies that seem to me to be designed primarily for collectors. Perhaps more importantly, I’ve taken a very hard-headed look at retail prices. I’ve been highly selective once a whisky rises above £150 in a typical British whisky shop; very critical indeed if it costs £500 or more, and flatly ignored it once the price breaks the £1,000 barrier. So, sorry The Macallan 57 Years Old Finest Cut, in your Lalique crystal decanter; goodbye Dalmore 62 Years Old; and farewell to Ardbeg’s ritzy Double Barrel. Tasty though you may be, your fantasy price tags rule you out. Let’s get real: this book is for whisky drinkers, not Russian plutocrats.


What’s more, because I don’t believe in the simplistic and reductionist notion of the ‘world’s best whisky’, everything’s in alphabetical order.


And even more unusually, nothing has a ‘score’. Again, I simply don’t believe that you should follow one person’s individual preferences and more or less idiosyncratic scoring system (and that’s all that most tasting books are). There are several reasons why I believe 100-point scoring systems don’t work, not least the idea that any one individual can consistently and reliably differentiate between a whisky scoring 92 and one scoring 93. Half point differences are even more ridiculous. The whole ‘world’s best whisky’ thing seems palpably absurd to me, so we’re not going there.


Better, in fact, to take some advice from Aeneas MacDonald, the original sage of whisky, who in 1930 suggested that the discerning drinker learn to judge whisky with ‘his mother-wit, his nose and his palate to guide him’. Sound words.


But so many whiskies, so little time. With the world of whisky expanding almost daily, an experienced guide may be of some value, if only to point you in new directions and suggest some unexplored and rewarding byways that you may not have considered. Scotch, American, Irish, Japanese and Canadian whiskies are all in here. As are some from Sweden, India, Australia, Taiwan, Finland, Wales and other unexpected producing nations. Even England gets a look in. So I have strenuously attempted to be wide-ranging in my approach and, so far as I am able, to include some whiskies that I personally don’t particularly care for but which are regarded as exemplars of their kind.


So how, you may ask, did I assemble this list? There is no one answer.


First, I used my own knowledge and judgement. I have worked in the whisky industry for alarmingly close to 30 years (though it doesn’t always feel like ‘work’); consulted for a number of distillers; been Marketing Director for one of Scotland’s leading single malt whiskies; created and run the World Whiskies Conference; written widely about whisky; and sat on a number of competition judging panels. So, though I’m still learning about whisky and there’s something new to discover almost daily, I’m privileged to have tried a lot of different whiskies and reckon to know a little about them and the people who made them.


Secondly, I looked at what my peers think. Mainly I’ve looked at the major award winners at important competitions such as the International Wine & Spirit Competition (IWSC); the San Francisco World Spirits Competition; Whisky Magazine’s World Whiskies Awards; and more informal awards such as that from the Malt Maniacs. Tasting notes by luminaries such as F. Paul Pacult and those appearing in various international whisky magazines have all served to draw different whiskies to my attention.


As I write this, there are something around 140 whisky distilleries operating in the UK where I live (with an impressive number outside Scotland), but such is the constantly changing nature of this industry that the number will be wrong by the time you read this. Around the world there are – oh, I don’t know, two thousand or so if the rapidly expanding ‘craft’ category in the USA is included, as it should be. Probably there are more; I don’t think anyone is keeping count.


And they keep opening. One of the exciting things about the whisky industry in the last ten years has been the proliferation of new distilleries across the world, especially boutique craft distilleries in the USA and the ‘new’ whisky-producing countries.


Many have excellent and informative visitor centres, but opening hours and seasons vary. Because of that, I haven’t given specific details, but suggest you check online or phone in advance to confirm when they are open.


We can now get whisky from Scotland, Ireland, Canada, the USA, Japan, India, Sweden, Belgium, Switzerland, Australia, France, Austria, the Czech Republic, England, Wales, Finland, Germany, Holland, Russia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Turkey, South Korea and South Africa. Apparently, there are even whisky distilleries in Brazil, Nepal, Uruguay, Iceland, Israel and Venezuela. In fact, it would probably be easier to find a country that’s not producing whisky now. Inevitably, though, around half the whiskies in this book are from Scotland, taking the total from my home country to an impressive 57 whiskies. But, reflecting the growing popularity, influence and quality of ‘world whiskies’, nearly half of those I have selected are from the USA, Japan and other countries – and I can assure you that you’ll be impressed.


So, when you consider that all of these countries can produce any number of ‘single malt’ expressions differentiated by age, cask type, finish and so forth, and most of them do, and then add blended whiskies and indigenous non-Scotch styles, such as bourbon, rye and so on, to the potential universe, you can see that tasting them represents a lifetime of unremitting toil.


One of the lessons of this book is that you don’t have to spend a lot of money to find really great or interesting whiskies. In fact, I didn’t really look at price until after completing the list.


But of course, prices change all the time. In particular, tax and duty rates change, products are put on promotion or, generally less favourably for the consumer, ‘repositioned’, as the marketing folks would have it. Prices will also vary if you are reading this thousands of miles away from me, in a place where costs may be higher for long-distance imports, but less for local bottles.


High rates of taxation in the UK come as a constant surprise to visitors from many countries, however, who regularly ask, ‘Why is whisky more expensive here in Scotland than at home?’ For the answer, apply to the government who, at the time of writing, take around three-quarters of the retail price of a bottle of standard blended Scotch whisky in excise duty and VAT. The good news, though, is that the percentage of tax declines as you buy better bottles. The lesson is clear.


There are several thousand whiskies out there – perhaps even ten thousand. No one really knows. So, as the old joke would have it, it’s tough work but someone has to do it. I’ve picked 101 for you to enjoy, saving you hours of joyless labour. You don’t have to thank me; buying the book will do just fine.


Each one has an entry describing the whisky and the producer, with some background information that I hope you’ll find useful and interesting. You’ll also find a space to record your own purchases, personal favourites and tasting notes, which I suggest are rather more important to you than my opinions, fascinating though I may find these.


So off you go.


Sláinte!


Here’s the key to the 1 to 5 scale:


1 Under £25 2 £25–39 3 £40–69 4 £70–149 5 £150 and over





Foreword to the Fourth Edition


This little book first appeared in September 2010, to be followed by a revised and updated edition in 2013, a third edition in 2016 and now, to my continued surprise and pleasure, this fourth edition, again with extensive revisions and many new whiskies.


May I say how very grateful I am to the loyal readers whose enthusiasm and continued support has made this possible. When I started on this, nearly a decade ago now, there was no expectation of this response; in truth, the project started out as light-hearted fun. But it clearly fulfils a role for many whisky enthusiasts; it has spawned 1,001 imitators (well, a good few anyway) and I know from meeting and talking with purchasers of the book that it is used and enjoyed in a number of ways. Thank you all, and I hope this new edition will prove worthwhile.


In working on this I have been alert to the alarming rise in the price of some whiskies, and the search for quality at a reasonable price has led me to some unexpected places. So be prepared for unfashionable distilleries, previously neglected countries and some whisky styles that may be new to you.


Some whiskies have been dropped because they are no longer readily available; a few because they have soared in price; and, in order to incorporate as many new entries as possible, I have adopted a new rule that any one distillery can only have one entry.


In another, more radical, change I have dropped my own tasting notes entirely, mainly to allow space for your own observations. This is how many readers use the book and, in line with my philosophy that you should ignore ‘experts’ and be guided by your own taste I have taken a step back. So you’re on your own – but it’s more fun that way! The price banding (here) has been maintained for consistency but individual entries revised to reflect current pricing.


Despite the current pernicious fashion for ‘investment’ and the growth in collecting, there are still bargains to be found.


Ian Buxton, June 2019
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Aberfeldy


21 Years in Age


I’ve recommended this since the first edition because I’m willing to guess that people who ‘don’t like whisky’ would like this and people who know and like whisky would like it a lot, if only they tried it. Perhaps Perthshire isn’t fashionable enough, though it was once a major distilling region.


The Dewar’s distillery at Aberfeldy was built between 1896 and 1898 by the restless, innovative and entrepreneurial Dewar brothers, Tommy and John, who hired Charles Cree Doig, the finest distillery architect who ever lived, to design it for them. But, for years, under the ownership of the old Distillers Company Ltd, all of the output went for blending and the single malt boom passed by sleepy little Aberfeldy.


However, in one of the periodic convulsive reorganisations that the Scotch whisky industry indulges in to keep bankers and lawyers in expensive German motor cars, in March 1998 ownership was transferred to Bacardi who, up until then, had only had a minor interest in whisky. The result was a wave of investment, including what has been described by Whisky Magazine as ‘the ultimate Scotch whisky visitor centre’.


Among the exciting new releases that followed we find this 21-year-old single malt. Aberfeldy is noted for a gentle, heather-honey sweetness and this whisky is just delightful: well-mannered, delicate and surprisingly complex. It’s a shame about the rather squat and ugly bottle but don’t let that put you off.


It may be easier to find the 12-year-old version – that’s good, but this is a lot better and well worth the additional money. The extra age really rounds out and deepens this whisky, the subtlety of which would tragically get lost in a blending vat.


If you ever get to the distillery there is usually an excellent range of exclusive single-cask bottlings, all worth trying.






	
Producer


Distillery


Visitor Centre


Availability


Price



	
John Dewar & Sons Ltd


Aberfeldy, Perthshire


Yes


Widespread international availability
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www.dewars.com


[image: Illustration]






2



Aberlour


A’bunadh


A cask-strength whisky has quietly been making a name for itself over the past few years and has now attracted quite a crowd of enthusiastic devotees who praise the big, rich flavours of this Speyside malt.


Aberlour distillery was established in 1879 and then remodelled by the leading distillery architect Charles Doig some twenty years later after a disastrous fire. It really came into its own after 1975 when it was acquired by the French group Pernod Ricard and became their lead single malt brand in the days before their purchase of the Seagram distilleries (The Glenlivet in particular). Today the distillery offers an excellent ‘Aberlour Distillery Experience’ which is well worth making the effort to take and where it’s possible to bottle your own whisky direct from the cask (booking essential). There are also a number of excellent events held here during the two Speyside whisky festivals.


But if you can’t get there to bottle your own, the one you want is the strangely named A’bunadh (it’s pronounced a-boon-ah and means ‘the origin’ in Gaelic). It is non-chill filtered and at full-cask strength, the idea behind the product being to replicate a nineteenth-century-style whisky matured exclusively in Spanish oak oloroso sherry butts. So, if you like traditional Macallan or Glenfarclas, you’re going to love this.


Note that this is released in batches, some of which have been criticised as tasting slightly sulphured (an effect of cask treatment), so if you find a batch that you particularly like, it might be an idea to snap up several bottles before it runs out. Equally, it’s fun to keep experimenting and, perhaps, taste one batch against another. And this shouldn’t be a problem, because, for whisky of this quality and strength (it’s usually around the 60% abv mark), it’s still quite a bargain. Expect to pay around £80 for the most recent batch.






	
Producer


Distillery


Visitor Centre


Availability


Price



	
Chivas Brothers Ltd


Aberlour, Speyside


Yes


Specialists, better supermarkets and duty free
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Aerstone


Sea Cask / Land Cask


If you wait long enough, everything seems to come round after a while. Flared trousers. Hibs winning the Scottish Cup (rather a long wait). Whiskies that simplify single malt. Edrington tried this in 2002 with The Easy Drinking Whisky Company, offering a choice of The Rich Spicy One, The Smokey Peaty One and The Smooth Sweeter One. Marketing folks appear mildly obsessed with the idea that ‘traditional whisky language’ needs ‘decoding’, though this earlier experiment suggests that patronisingly childish descriptors don’t excite a new audience (assuming there is one) any more than whisky aficionados. The company quickly failed.


However, here we go again. In 2018, it’s William Grant & Sons, possessors of impeccable single-malt credentials, who aim to ‘allow people to more clearly understand the taste profiles of single malt’ through ‘two clear choices based on flavour’. Sounds familiar? This time round, you can pick Aerstone Sea Cask or Land Cask, the difference being the barrels in which the whisky was aged.


No distillery is declared but the small print reveals that distillation took place at Grant’s Ailsa Bay distillery, near Girvan, thus making these Lowland single malts (I’m sorry if you find this language intimidating). Refreshingly, and perhaps reassuringly for some, the trend to drop age statements is ignored: both are 10 years old. So far, so good. For enthusiasts, Aerstone offers an interesting opportunity to compare and contrast two whiskies from the same distillery, at the same age, with the difference being solely the maturation regime. For neophytes, a simple choice is proposed: ‘smooth and easy’ versus ‘rich and smoky’.


One assumes that the marketing team burnt the midnight oil pulling this together. I hope they’ve done their research because I’d hate to see this follow The Slowly Sinking Whisky Company. The whiskies are agreeable and, importantly in these inflationary times, competitively priced. At the time of writing they’re exclusive to UK branches of Tesco but hopefully that’s changed by now.






	
Producer


Distillery


Visitor Centre


Availability


Price



	
William Grant & Sons Distillers Ltd


Not disclosed


No


Tesco UK stores
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www.aerstonescotchwhisky.com
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Amrut


Fusion


Indian whisky? Some mistake, surely? Well, no. India is a huge whisky market and a giant producer but the vast majority of Indian whisky is made from molasses – and so far as the rest of the world is concerned that means it’s rum and can’t be sold as ‘whisky’.


This is currently the basis of a major and long-running trade dispute, with the Scotch whisky industry claiming that draconian Indian import duties are an illegal restraint of trade, and the Indian producers crying foul and pointing out that much of their distilling industry was set up by the British in the first place. Today, the Indian industry is dominated by United Spirits, producers of such fine brands as Bagpiper and McDowells. Ironically, however, following a byzantine series of transactions it is effectively a subsidiary of Diageo.


But the Indian whisky that has made it into this list is actually distilled by their smaller independent rival Amrut Distilleries Ltd, established in 1948. According to Indian mythology, when the Gods and the Rakshasas (demons) churned the oceans using the mountain Meru, a golden pot called the Amrut sprang out containing the Elixir of Life. Whatever.


Amrut is real single malt whisky: that is to say made simply with malted barley, water and yeast, so it’s available outside India. And that’s our good fortune, because it’s really very good (you didn’t think it was here just out of curiosity, did you?).
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