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N¯0


INTRODUCTION


Whisky: a drink reserved for elites, where just a handful of international experts can go on and on about it using all the usual pompous phrases? That may be the myth, but these days the reality is very different. We all have some kind of opinion on whisky, positive or negative, whether we are occasional drinkers or simply know people who are. But to get any further into it requires help: just a bit of advice or explanation that can enable us to figure out what kind of drinks we actually like.


As a young man, I was lucky enough to get a chance to discover this world during family gatherings at the home of my grandfather, Georges. He took the time to get me to taste and understand what I was drinking, and I began to realize that the best drinks of all owed their quality to two things: the best-quality ingredients, grown on the land; and the skills and craftsmanship of the people who created them.


Many years later, I created the blog ForGeorges. The idea was to avoid the usual pompous kind of discussions that tend to crop up on tasting blogs, and instead to try to engage as many people as possible with the fascinating world of whisky.


So don’t expect an expert work full of tasting notes and complicated words here. However, if you would simply like help in choosing your next whisky or whiskies, or to understand the sensations that hit


you when you taste, or to discover the fascinating world of whisky production, then you have come to the right place. My grandfather, Georges, though the passion he handed down to me, will be your guide.
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WHISKY: WHO DRINKS IT?


If you thought whisky drinkers were all retired businessmen who play golf, own an Aston Martin and wear a kilt, then think again!


Forget the clichés portrayed in films and novels. Whisky drinkers, in this first quarter of the 21st century, are an eclectic bunch. Many people – perhaps yourself included – have had a bad whisky experience. But don’t give up. As Grandfather Georges liked to say, ‘You can’t not like whisky. You just haven’t found the whisky that suits you yet.’


With so many whiskies on this planet, it is just a matter of discovering the one that is right for you: a drink you start to like, then love – and become attached to for the rest of your life. And if you think you are already there, then keep on looking anyway. You may discover yet another that you grow to love even more.


Here are just a few of the personality types who have joined the ranks of whisky drinkers in recent years.


The urban millennial


While gin, vodka and rum have 


long been the spirits of choice in 


most urban bars, whisky is making a comeback. In trendy districts across the world, from Tokyo to Brooklyn


via Paris, it is impossible not to find a whisky bar packed with millennials enjoying a carefully curated range of spirits, often sourced from micro-distilleries in countries less well-known for their whisky.


The female drinker


Whisky is a man’s drink, right? Wrong. In fact, women make up around 30 per cent of all whisky drinkers worldwide. Often discovering the taste for the first time in a cocktail bar, women tend to


be pigeonholed by whisky marketing departments (see below) as favouring the more mellow, fruity whiskies, though like all whisky drinkers, most will go on to try out more challenging and complex tastes.


SO ARE THERE SPECIFIC WHISKIES FOR WOMEN?


Knowing that women like to drink whisky has led some brands to target female consumers specifically, usually with whiskies that they can describe as ‘light’ or ‘fruity’, on the assumption that this is the kind of whisky women want. Of course, these whisky characteristics appeal to male drinkers too.
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The wine buff


People who know about wine can easily appreciate what it takes to create great whisky. As with viniculture, making whisky needs time and care throughout the process, with the role of a cellar-master at a whisky distillery being rather like that of a sommelier. You could even say that a single malt is akin to a Bourgogne Pinot Noir, while a blended whisky would be more like a blended Bordeaux. Another similarity is in the importance of high-quality casks. It is not unusual to find distilleries using casks from prestigious French wineries during the finishing process of some of their whiskies. 


The foodie


Whisky has traditionally been seen either as an apéritif or as a digestif: something to be enjoyed either before or after a meal. These days, it is also showing up during the meal itself, either


as an accompanying beverage (replacing wine) or used in the kitchen as part of a recipe. At its best, whisky can give a familiar dish an exciting new twist. Not surprisingly, the most edgy and adventurous chefs are leading the way.


The cockTail fan


The most conservative whisky buffs may tut in disapproval, but cocktails based on whisky are making a bit of a comeback. The whisky-quaffing creative director Don Draper, in the TV series, Mad Men was a fan of the Old-Fashioned and may have helped get the trend going again. And please, repeat after me: a whisky-and-coke is not a cocktail!
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TYPES OF WHISKY


Whiskies have different names depending on two main factors: where they come from, and the type of grain used to make them. This may sound like we’re getting into some rather geeky territory, but stay with us. There are just three main types of whisky (opposite) and only two possible ways to spell it.


H


I


S


W


K


Scotland, Japan, France


Y


OR


W


Ireland,


United States of America


Y


H


I


K


E


S


whisky or whiskey?


If you are reading this book in Ireland or the USA, then you will be used to seeing the word ‘whiskey’ spelled with an ‘e’. Anywhere else in the world, it’s whisky. Is it just a common mistake? Not at all. When the spirit in question is made


in Scotland, Japan, France or elsewhere, it is called – and usually spelled – ‘whisky’. If it is made in the USA or Ireland, the spelling ‘whiskey’ is generally correct. The reasons are historical. In the 19th century, the quality of Scottish whisky was extremely variable – and often downright awful. Many Irish producers, aiming to differentiate their single-malt products from cheaper grain and single-malt Scottish blends, decided to add an ‘e’ and call it ‘whiskey’ prior to shipping to the United States. Since then, the name ‘whiskey’ gradually became the standard for whiskies produced in Ireland and the USA – although there remain several exceptions. In this book, we will use the spelling whisky (or whiskies) when talking about whisky in general terms, and whiskey (and whiskeys) when referring to Irish or American spirits.
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40% 


single malT


+ =


corn wheaT barley


60%


a single disTillery


grain whisky


single malT


Single malt is produced in just one whisky distillery and, historically, it is regarded as the original whisky of the Scottish Highlands. It is


made exclusively with malted barley, which is distilled in pot stills. In cases where a producer mixes several single malts from different distilleries (without involving grain whiskies), the result is a blended malt whisky.


grain whisky


It is rare to find a bottle of grain whisky on the market, as it is used mainly to make blended whiskies. That said, a few brands still have ‘grain whisky’ on their labels, usually the result of a continuous distillation process using corn, wheat and barley (which may or may not


be malted). While grain whisky is generally considered less complex in flavour than most single malts, some excellent bottles of the former can


be found if you look hard enough.


blended whisky


Blended whisky is the best-known 


and most commonly found whisky in the world, and accounts for 90 per cent of Scotch whisky production. Some of the biggest international brands, such as Johnny Walker, Chivas or Ballantine’s, are blended whiskies, and the blending process can created whiskies that


are harmonious in taste while being lighter and generally less costly than most single malts. There are, of course, exceptions to every rule in whisky, and there are also many luxury blends of exceptional quality. 


IS ONE TYPE OF WHISKY BETTER THAN ANOTHER?


Considered by many aficionados as the Rolls Royce of whisky, single malt is often thought to be better than the rest, and the price premium it commands supports this belief. However, some whisky experts, not to mention blind tastings, disagree that single malts have the edge. There is no ‘better’ whisky, only different ones. End of.
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WHO INVENTED WHISKY?


It’s Ireland versus Scotland – not, however, in a Six Nations rugby championship, but in a battle over which of these two nations can claim to have invented whisky. 


Let’s take a look at the origins, myths and reality.


IRELAND VS SCOTLAND


name:


name:


Ireland 


Scotland


surface area:


surface area:


84,421 km2


78,772 km2


PoPulaTion:


PoPulaTion:


6.3 million


5.3 million


climaTe:


climaTe:


Oceanic


Temperate


rugby emblem:


rugby emblem:


The clover


The thistle


six–naTions grand slams won: 3


six–naTions grand slams won: 3 


anThem: 


anThem:


Ireland’s Call


and Amhrán na bhFiann


(home games) 


Flower of Scotland


WITH THE TWO SIDES LOOKING EVENLY BALANCED, DOES ONE HAVE HISTORY ON ITS SIDE? IT IS GOING TO BE A CLOSE-FOUGHT MATCH.


UISGE BEATHA: THE WATER OF LIFE


Both the Scottish Gaelic uisge beatha and Irish uisce beatha literally mean eau de vie or ‘water of life’, a term first coined, somewhat optimistically, by monks. They had observed during experiments that the bodies of their deceased brethren remained preserved for long periods in eau de vie – at that time a distilled liquid made with honey and herbs that became widely used as a medicine, although it would have tasted quite unlike anything we know today as whisky. Its reputation was somewhat tarnished near the beginning of the 15th century, when an Irish clan chief drank too much water of life and died – ‘water of death’ might have been more apt.
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The legend of sainT PaTrick


While there is no written evidence to prove it, the Irish are convinced that the existence of whisky is all down to an evangelist otherwise known as Saint Patrick, whose annual saint’s day celebrations on 17 March often involve alcohol. During the 5th century, when Europe was being invaded by the Barbarian hordes, Ireland became a place of refuge for Christian monks, who brought with them a good deal of what we could now call scientific knowledge, some of which led to the invention of distillation. From this came uisce beatha – the Celtic term for distilled alcohol, or ‘water of life.’ The Scots don’t dispute this version of events – although they do point out that Saint Patrick was Scottish!


0 - 0


Ball is centred


when england comes inTo Play


A third player crashed the party during the 12th century, when England invaded Ireland. Henry II and his soldiers discovered a local liquor that was getting everyone extremely drunk: the famous uisce beatha. The only problem with this story is that there is no written record of it either.


The clash of islay


In 1300, the Mac Beatha family – a rich and cultured bunch who were passionate about the study of science and medicine – settled on the small Scottish island of Islay. When the Scottish King James IV went to war against the Lord of Islay, he discovered their stocks of alcohol: uisce beatha, aka the ‘water of life’ – or, more simply, the water of the Beatha clan, making the Beathas the people who invented whisky. This legend persists to this day, giving the Island of Islay a claim to being the birthplace of whisky.


1 - 0


to Ireland


wriTTen evidence emerges 


1 - 1


Scotland equalizes


One of the first written records of a beverage resembling whisky in the British Isles appeared in 14th-century Ireland, when Bishop Richard Ledred wrote a manuscript known 


as the Red Book of Ossory. In addition to religious hymns and administrative texts, the book includes a recipe for a distilled spirit known as aqua vitae – Latin for ‘water of life’ – but this one was based on wine. 


scoTland refuses To be sidelined


2 - 1


to Ireland


According to the Scottish national archives, mention is made in 1494 of a distilled spirit based on malted barley – proof, if it were needed, of the existence of malt whisky in Scotland at the time. The archives refer to a Benedictine monk receiving a supply of malt to make aqua vitae by order of the king.


2 - 2


Draw


england reTurns To The game


Not until 1736 did an English captain use the word ‘usky’, which later becomes modern ‘whisky’ in correspondences, and links it with the Scots. ‘The pride of Scotland’, he wrote, ‘is usky.’


The final score?


It’s impossible to say. Even Grandfather Georges didn’t have the answer, and truthfully, nobody does. Basically, it’s like supporting a sports team: you simply choose a side and buy into the myth. Alternatively, hedge your bets. If you’re with Scots, tell them you think Scotland invented whisky. And if you’re drinking in Ireland, say it was the Irish. At least you will make more friends during your tastings.
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WHISKY GOES GLOBAL


Whenever you talk about whisky, you can’t help thinking about Scotland. Just think how common it is for someone to walk into a bar and ask for ‘Scotch’ when ordering a whisky. But the global whisky scene is changing fast. Fasten your seatbelts for a quick world tour.


The usa and canada A vast expanse of wilderness, mountains and prairies; cities and skyscrapers; cowboys…and plenty of whisky distilleries! Whether it’s making bourbon or rye on a global scale or in micro-distilleries, the North American whiskey market


has a strong history and is more vibrant than ever.


scoTland 


ireland


Ireland: a beautiful land of rocky coastlines, cinematic landscapes and pints of Guinness. What is often overlooked is how much Ireland dominated the global whiskey market in the 19th century, in particular via exports to the United States. Are its glory days over? Or are they making a comeback? The verdict is still undecided.


In addition to kilts and sheep, this country has the greatest number of single-malt distilleries in the world: more than a hundred of them. This abundance of production


is divided into five distinct regions: Speyside, the Highlands, the Lowlands, Islay and Campbeltown, and the Islands.
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WHISKY WITHOUT BORDERS


There are no geographical restrictions for where you can produce whisky, as long as it meets the specific ‘spiritual’ requirements: in other words, it must be made from distilled alcohol based on malted (or non-malted) grains. If you want to set up a distillery in your garden tomorrow, you will be able to start making whisky. There is even an excellent whisky that comes from Tasmania!


The resT of The world


India, France, Australia…whisky is 


now a worldwide phenomenon, and you don’t need to have invented it in order


to produce and market it successfully. Unbound by tradition, these newer producers are learning and constantly revising the definition of whisky. Perhaps here, more than anywhere else, the real evolution of the drink will take place.


15 Whisky goes global


JaPan


Despite the relative youthfulness of the industry, Japanese whisky distilleries have managed to produce spirits that are close to perfection, presenting a serious challenge to distillers in the more established whisky-producing countries. 
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THE WHISKY TIMELINE


The history of whisky is a complex one, with the story unfolding, sometimes simultaneously, in various parts of the world, often in completely unrelated ways. 


Here are some key dates and events.


5th to 14th centuries


Invention of distillation and the production of uisce beatha


1608


The Bushmills region is authorized to distil whisky


1500


1600


1700


1750


1494


First written reference to aqua vitae in Scotland


1724


A ‘malt tax’ is imposed, and major strikes break out in Edinburgh and Glasgow


1759


Birth of Robert Burns, renowned Scottish poet and whisky drinker


1784


The Wash Act comes into effect, creating a border between the Lowlands and the Highlands; taxes in the Highlands are calculated according to still size and are lower


1505


Barber-surgeons are the only people licensed in Edinburgh to distil aqua vitae


1644


First taxes on alcohol in Scotland


1781


Distillation on unlicensed stills is banned


1791


Excise Whiskey Tax voted into law, leading to emergence of illegal moonshine and the ‘Whiskey Rebellion’1794 George Washington sends 12,500 men to Pennsylvania to quell the Whiskey Rebellion 


1783


Evan Williams (a pioneer of bourbon) founds his distillery in Kentucky


1671


The first still arrives in Quebec City, Canada


1755


The word ‘whisky’ enters the famous dictionary compiled by Dr Samuel Johnson in London


1736


First appearance of the word ‘whisky’
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1872


First evidence of Scotch whisky in Japan


1923


Yamazaki builds the first whisky distillery in Japan


JAPAN


1853


The fleet of American Commodore Mathew Perry disembarks in the bay of Tokyo with casks of bourbon in the hold


1918


Masataka Taketsuru arrives in Scotland to learn about the whisky-making process


1831


Aeneas Coffey fine-tunes Robert Stein’s still and applies for a patent


1980


The Irish Whiskey Act becomes law


IRELAND


1826


Irishman Robert Stein applies for a patent for his continuous column still. The Irish are sceptical and, ultimately, the Scots commercialize it successfully


1966


Creation of Irish Distillers, which merges the remaining distilleries in Ireland


1800


1850


1900


1950


2000


SCOTLAND


1823


With the Excise Act, the United Kingdom tries to stop whisky smuggling by charging small-scale distillers a licence fee to declare their activities and pay excise duties


1843


Chivas becomes the official supplier of Queen Victoria


1933


The first legal definition of Scotch whisky is published


1909


Thanks to a royal commission, both single malts and blends can now be known as ‘whisky’


1960


Creation of the Scotch Whisky Association


1820


Launch of the Johnny Walker brand


1915


Whisky has to be aged in a warehouse for two years, increased to three years in 1916


1820


Invention of charcoal filtration to purify whiskey


1920


Start of national prohibition in the USA


1964


The US Congress recognizes bourbon whiskey as a ‘distinctive product of the United States’


USA


1798


The state of Kentucky has more than 200 distilleries


1887


Publication of the first book on the distilleries of the United Kingdom, by Alfred Barnard


THE WORLD


1841


Old wine bottles are used to distribute whisky to grocers


1863


Arrival of the phylloxera outbreak, which destroys many of the vineyards in France
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THE MYSTERIES OF THE WHISKY STILL


Strange and fascinating, and above all an object of great beauty, the copper still is an iconic part of the whisky-making tradition. 


Swan neck


a biT of hisTory


The centrepiece of the whisky distillation process, the still can be traced back some 5,000 years, existing well before the manufacture of alcohol. Its earliest uses included making perfumes, distilling water and, later, 


in alchemical experiments. A still can also be known as an alembic, a word that has its roots in the Arabic word 


al’-anbïq, which was itself taken from the Greek ambix, meaning ‘cup’ or ‘cap’. 


The key elemenT


In whisky distillation, the still separates elements of a product via heating and cooling, evaporation and condensation. The shape, size and height of the still, along with the angle and curve of the swan neck – in fact, every aspect of this essential piece of equipment – has an effect on the quality of the finished whisky, as do the speed and number of distillations. When distilleries change a still, it is not unusual for them to reproduce every detail of the old still – even down to the tiniest dent in its surface, 


as even this could have an influence on the final product.


Boil ball


The role of coPPer


A copper still is a beautiful sight to behold, but the copper is not just there to make it look good. It is an essential part of the distillation process, both for its catalytic properties and its efficiency as a


conductor of heat.


It not only acts as a


catalyst by removing sulphuric compounds


(rotten-egg odour)


and fusel oils, but


also contributes to


the creation of fruity, perfumed aromas.


The more the alcohol


vapour is in contact


with the copper, the


more the spirit will 


be light and pure. 


Pot or kettle
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DIFFERENT STILL TYPES


The onion head sTill


The boil ball is the spherical section that sits at the base of the still neck, allowing the heaviest alcohol vapours to return to the pot for further distillation.


This is one of the most commonly used stills in the production of single malt whisky in Scotland. It provides the most contact with the copper, producing a purer spirit.


The boil ball sTill


classic PoT sTill


With its conical form, this is the traditional Scottish whisky still.


GEORGES TALKS TERMS - Swan neck: located just before the condenser, its angle can have a major effect on the taste of a whisky.


- Ascending: heavier vapours will run back, and the condensed alcohol will be lighter.


- Descending: even the heaviest vapour will reach the condenser, and the spirit will be heavier and more full-bodied.


lomond sTill


Used by only a few distilleries (Scapa, Dalmore), the Lomond still has a system of perforated internal


plates that can be


cooled separately,


allowing different 


kinds of whisky to 


be produced from 


the same still.


GEORGES’ FAST FACT


The Glenmorangie Distillery possesses the largest still in Scotland: 5.14m (c. 17ft) tall, it is the height of an adult giraffe.


19


The mysteries of the whisky still









[image: image]















[image: image]





N¯1


AT THE DISTILLERY


Is whisky in the 21st century the product of a highly automated process, perfected over time with advances in manufacturing technology? Not entirely. Many distillers still rely on their senses of sight, taste, smell and touch to produce quality whisky. Put on your walking shoes, Georges is about to take you on a tour of the distillery!
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THE INGREDIENTS


Some distilleries swear that their choice of water is what brings a unique taste to their whisky, others that it is down to the quality of their barley. One thing is certain: it is impossible to work out how much each ingredient influences the final taste. As with any great recipe, it is the alchemy of the ingredients that makes for a great result.


01


BARLEY


CORN (MAIZE)


OATS


WHEAT


RYE


However, barley does not have the monopoly. Other whiskies are made using corn (or maize), such as bourbon. Rye is used to make – you guessed it – rye whiskey, and other whiskies can be made with wheat, oats or even other, rarer grains such as spelt. Barley, however, provides the largest range of aromas.


BAD BARLEY = BAD WHISKY


THE GRAINS


Buying grains for the malting process is one of the most expensive steps in whisky production. For single malt, the choice of barley is crucial. While some distilleries employ staff who are involved in selecting and malting barley on site, others rely on third-party malting companies, often large-scale operations where barley is processed into malt under carefully controlled conditions to ensure that the quality is the same every year. In most cases, the barley in Scotch whisky is imported from suppliers across the border in England, or from South Africa and other countries.


Selecting barley is a crucial part of the expertise required to make whisky. If barley is too rich in proteins, it should not be sold to a distillery. If it contains traces of mildew, it won't be usable as the mould could taint the resulting whisky.
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02


WATER


‘Water is whisky’s best friend,’ so the saying goes. Many Scots are convinced that the quality and purity of their water are essential for making a great whisky. But this belief is difficult to justify, given that water only contributes approximately less 


than five per cent to the eventual taste of whisky. What 


is clear, however, is that it plays a key role in malting and distillation, and also at the bottling stage. The quantities of water used in whisky production are, frankly, astonishing.


HARD WATER


Water that is high in mineral salts (Glenmorangie or Highland Park).


SPRING WATER Running across hard, crystalline rocks, spring water does not flow deep underground, thus retaining its sweetness and a tiny amount of acidity. This is the legendary Highland spring water, considered the purest in Scotland.


PEATED WATER


This slightly yellow, or even brown-coloured water has been strongly impregnated with peat, and is sometimes drawn directly from the lochs (Bowmore, Lagavulin).


01


02


03


YEAST


Yeast is the kind of ‘magic dust’ found in each and every distillery; what strain it is, how it is used, and in what combinations and quantities are all closely guarded secrets. Although yeast may be a kind of fungus, from the same family as mould and mushrooms, it plays an immensely important role in the taste of every whisky. Each distillery has its own recipe; some use just one specific yeast strain, others use up to seven different ones. Nothing remains of the yeast at the end of the process except its fruity aromas – a mark of the distillery’s skill.


03


THE RECIPE FOR A BOTTLE OF WHISKY?


Roughly speaking, you would need around 10 litres (2 gallons) of water and 1.4kg (3lb) of barley to produce just one bottle of single malt whisky. Hence the importance of finding a high-quality water source – and plenty of it.
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THE SEVEN STAGES OF PRODUCTION


It only takes three ingredients to make whisky: barley (or another grain), yeast and water. However, the production process is complex, with seven distinct stages. Mastering each of these determines the final quality of the whisky.


01


MALTING


Once the barley has been harvested, malting it becomes


the first essential step in whisky-making. Most distilleries leave this to specialist industrial malting facilities rather than doing it in-house. The aim is to extract starch from the barley via four stages, beginning with soaking then, finally, drying it. For peated malt, the barley is dried over the smoke of a peat fire.


02


BREWING


The malt is crushed to create a coarse flour – the grist – that is mixed with hot water in a large tank called the mash tun to create a thick paste. Stirring the mixture continuously helps the water extract the sugars, which are used in the following stage.


03


FERMENTATION


The water containing the sugars (the technical term for this is the ‘wort’) is mixed with the yeast, then heated close to boiling point in a tank known as a washback. As the yeast feeds on the sugars in the liquid, it converts them to alcohol and also releases carbon dioxide. This stage takes between 48 and 72 hours, and the result is a rather acidic beer known as the ‘wash’. 
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04


DISTILLATION


Now the serious business begins: the production of strong alcohol. The wash is run into a still (either a continuous column still or traditional pot still). The principle is the same in either case: bring the wash to a boil


to release the alcohol as vapour, which turns back to a liquid as it passes through a condensing coil or ‘worm’, and from there is channelled off as colourless distillate, known as the ‘low wines’. This process is repeated in a spirit still and takes place two (and sometimes three) times.


05


MATURATION IN CASKS


Before putting the whisky in wooden casks for maturation, water is added to the distillate to reduce the level of alcohol to around 64 per cent alcohol by volume (ABV), which is ideal for the ageing process. The choice of barrel and several other criteria – for example, the type of wood, whether it is a ‘first fill’ cask or has been used before – all affect how the whisky will turn out.
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