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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 complete their whisky education. 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 £1,500 a bottle. Or perhaps Glenfiddich’s 50 Years Old, a snip at £10,000. 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 you might have to look a little bit, every one of these whiskies should 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 they’re 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 simply 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 £100 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. It seems to me palpably absurd, 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 and other unexpected producing nations. 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 more than 20 years; 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 still reckon I’m 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 something 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 (I’m on the judging panel for that one occasionally); 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.


And finally, I asked some of my whisky friends and colleagues to nominate their favourites – in the case of practising distillers, they had to nominate at least one of their competitors’ whiskies for every one of their own, and the same rules on cost and availability were applied. Those who helped are listed in the acknowledgements page – many thanks to them. But I should explain that I used my whisky friends rather like the ancient Greeks used the Oracles – I’ve listened to the advice, but the final choices were mine. So blame me if you don’t agree with the list.


As I write this, there are, entirely coincidentally, 101 whisky distilleries operating in the UK where I live (yes, there are at least two 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, perhaps two hundred or so. Probably more.


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 ‘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 and Venezuela. Inevitably, more than half the whiskies in this book are single malts from Scotland, with Scottish blends and grains taking the total from my home country to an impressive 65 whiskies. But, reflecting the growing popularity, influence and quality of ‘world whiskies’, more than a quarter 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. The price ranges indicated in the text are based on the typical UK retail price from a specialist independent whisky shop, and were correct as we went to press. Around half are under £50. If you dropped the three most expensive, the rest would average around £60 a bottle – go compare that with the world’s best-known wines. Whisky can be a serious bargain!


Here’s the key to the 1 to 5 scale:
[image: Illustration]Under £25 [image: Illustration]£25–39 [image: Illustration]£40–69 [image: Illustration]£70–150 [image: Illustration]Over £150


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 in my 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 Scotch whisky in excise duty and VAT.


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. Then there are brief tasting notes. These are not intended to be the be-all-and-end-all, more a jumping-off point for your own exploration and to help explain why each whisky made the cut. You’ll also find a space to record your own purchases, personal favourites and tasting notes.


You can catch up with my news and views on the ever-changing world of whiskies by following me on Twitter @101Whiskies.


I hope to hear from you there.


Meanwhile, sláinte!




Ian Buxton
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Foreword to Third Edition



This book first appeared in September 2010 and a ‘Revised and Updated’ edition was published in 2013, when whisky appeared to have entered a kind of golden age unparalleled since the expansion of Scotch whisky distilling in the last years of the nineteenth century.


Since then there has been much economic turbulence, resulting in disruptive change. The emerging markets that held such glittering promise have stalled. New world distillers have convincingly demonstrated that the old order held no monopoly on quality or consumer engagement. The last of the ‘whisky loch’ has been drained, leading to the querulously debated creation of ‘no age statement’ (NAS) whiskies and, as supplies tightened, tending to force retail prices ever higher.


Yet the creativity of the industry in responding to these challenges has, if anything, been more than matched by the ardour of whisky drinkers the world over who have continued their love affair with the cratur, though not without maintaining a trenchant commentary on social media.


As old favourites have disappeared from shelves their replacements have been embraced with enthusiasm and so a revision of this little book is already overdue. In the course of bringing it up to date around two-thirds of the entries have either been revised or replaced entirely, such has been the pace, extent and change in the world of whisky. The price banding in the Introduction (page 10) has been maintained for consistency but the individual entries amended to reflect current pricing.


That has generally meant an increase, sometimes so substantial that it has caused me to drop a whisky entirely. But if you are not looking to find whisky for ‘investment’ or as a collectable, and can resist the siren lures of the fashionable brands, there are still bargains to be found and great whisky to be enjoyed and drunk.


If I have pointed out just one or two that were previously unknown to you I hope to have performed a useful service. If you aim to track down all 101, why not stop at 100 – who knows, you might live forever! Good luck, it’s too late for me.


Ian Buxton
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	Producer


	John Dewar & Sons Ltd







	Distillery


	Aberfeldy, Perthshire







	Visitor Centre


	Yes







	Availability


	Widespread international availability







	Price
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www.dewars.com



Aberfeldy


21 Years Old


It’s a great shame this isn’t more widely known 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.


The Dewar’s distillery at Aberfeldy was built from 1896–98 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 Aberfeldy by.


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’ and some exciting new products.


The best of these is this 21 Years 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 Years 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 also an excellent range of exclusive single-cask bottlings.






	Colour


	Warm gold and amber.







	Nose


	A creamy, honeyed nose with dried fruits, heather flowers and hints of coconut.







	Taste


	Intense but not cloying sweetness, dark orange marmalade, vanilla and oak wood. Mouth-coating and creamy.







	Finish


	This is long, quite spicy and has hints of lemon. Restrained and elegant.







	Verdict
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	Producer


	Chivas Brothers Ltd







	Distillery


	Aberlour, Speyside







	Visitor Centre


	Yes







	Availability


	Specialists, better supermarkets and duty free







	Price
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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 (booking essential).


There are several easily accessible expressions, and the possibility of bottling your own direct from a single cask at the distillery, but the one to go for 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 quite a bargain. Expect to pay around £50 for the most recent batch. The following tasting notes broadly describe the style, though each batch naturally varies.






	Colour


	Rich and dark.







	Nose


	A marked sherry character, possibly honey and dark fruits.







	Taste


	Can be drunk at full strength but develops with water. Big, mouth filling, Christmas cake, dried fruits, possibly some citrus and chocolate notes.







	Finish


	Expect a drawn-out finish, perhaps with evolving spices, oak and some smoky notes.







	Verdict
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	Producer


	Aldi Stores Ltd







	Distillery


	n/a – this is a blend







	Visitor Centre


	No - lots of shops though







	Availability


	Aldi UK stores







	Price


	[image: Illustration]








[image: Illustration]


www.aldi.co.uk



Aldi


Highland Black 8


Though it might be a bit of a shock (alright, it’s definitely a shock) to find a supermarket own-label blend here, trust me, this is a good thing. Don’t ignore the bargains under your nose I’d say, and at under £15 this is definitely a bargain.


A good few years ago, when the industry was dumping excess stocks from the infamous whisky loch, there were some fabulous buys to be found amongst supermarket cheapies. Then things tightened up, prices began to rise and cheaper and younger whiskies found their way onto the own-label shelves. The proportion of malt in the blend dropped. Generally speaking, the whiskies simply weren’t as good. The distillers had more profitable things to do with their stocks and a few simply stopped supplying supermarkets. Own-label became a dirty word.


Well, not this. This represents remarkable value, especially if you decant it into another bottle. That’s not to suggest you pass it off as something more expensive (heaven forbid; your friends deserve better treatment than that petty deception) but a number of tasters have observed that it’s better for a little air. If you can’t do that, then at least give it a few minutes in the glass to let the initial rather harsh aromas disperse and you will be pleasantly surprised by the result.


Aldi have won major awards for this but I can go back to my own notes when I tasted it blind for a major consumer magazine against a number of well-known brands. It was the top blend that day and I see that my notes have it as ‘sophisticated’, ‘balanced’, ‘smooth’, and ‘creamy’. You can’t say fairer than that.


If you simply can’t bear the idea of the neighbours seeing you in Aldi (what are they doing there, you might well ask) then other top tips from the multiple grocers include the 12 Years Old Highland Single Malt from the good old Co-op and Waitrose’s 12 Years Old Islay Single Malt. They have perfectly respectable bags, so off you trot.






	Colour


	Warm yellow.







	Nose


	Initially superglue – but be patient, it gets better.







	Taste


	Honey, fresh fruits, apple pie. Surprisingly smooth. See comments above.







	Finish


	Malted fruit loaf. Disperses quickly but at the price who’s worried?







	Verdict
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	Producer


	Amrut Distilleries Ltd







	Distillery


	Amrut, Bangalore, India







	Visitor Centre


	No







	Availability


	Specialists







	Price
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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 EU 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 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.


Amrut is real single malt whisky; that is to say, it is made simply with malted barley, water and yeast, so it can be sold in the UK. 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?).


Fusion is an unusual product, unique in that it combines Indian barley from the Himalayas with peated malt from Scotland and is bottled at a healthy 50% abv. And despite that (and despite having come halfway round the world), it’s pretty good value at a typical £50 a bottle. Just try not to think of the carbon footprint if you’re drinking it in Tannochbrae!






	Colour


	Bright gold. Indian whisky matures faster than Scotch, so spends less time in the cask.







	Nose


	A pronounced wood impact, but also peat, vanilla and fruit.







	Taste


	Surprisingly complex and engaging, the peat mixes with oak, fruit, chocolate and caramel shortcake.







	Finish


	Yes, you will finish this and want to find another bottle. Fades to a dry spiciness.







	Verdict
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	Producer


	Inver House Distillers Ltd







	Distillery


	Knockdhu, Knock, nr Keith, Speyside







	Visitor Centre


	No – visits by appointment







	Availability


	Specialists and online







	Price
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anCnoc


18 Years Old


You have to think that Inver House have made life unnecessarily hard by rebranding Knockdhu as the strange and unpronounceable anCnoc, Gaelic for ‘the hill’. This bestowed upon the whisky the unenviable distinction of no longer being named after the distillery that produces it, but it was apparently done to avoid confusion with Knockando.


It seems a shame, because there is much to commend the Speyside single malts from this little-known distillery between Keith and Banff; in particular, its resolutely traditional style of operation (something of a signature with Inver House). An old-fashioned, cast-iron mash tun is still used, while wooden washbacks made from Douglas fir are favoured over modern stainless steel. More importantly, tradition is also proudly maintained by the continued use of a worm tub, one of just thirteen still in operation across all of Scotland, helping to give anCnoc its depth, body and characteristic rich, meaty aroma.


A mild curiosity about the distillery is that it housed troops from the Indian army during World War 2, along with their mules and horses. Apparently, the local residents would turn out to watch cavalry practice – what the riders thought of this is not recorded!


The 16-year-old version that I previously recommended has given way to this older whisky. Launched in 2014, it has been matured in a combination of European oak ex-sherry and American oak ex-bourbon casks, and bottled at 46% abv without chill-filtration or additional colouring (quite right too). The benefits of the two additional years in cask are apparent in the greater weight and darker colour, adding to the mouthfeel and body of the whisky. If you’re looking for smoke, then stay away – this is all about distillery character and cask aging, with no peat influence to mask the underlying spirit.


Though the price has increased it’s still not excessively expensive when compared to other 18-year-old whiskies.






	Colour


	Rich gold.







	Nose


	Slightly medicinal; lemon zest; fresh fruits; vanilla takes over.







	Taste


	Brown sugar; orange zest; rich and quite full bodied.







	Finish


	Holds together well, with the sherry-cask influence apparent to the end.







	Verdict
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	Producer


	Glenmorangie plc







	Distillery


	Ardbeg, Islay







	Visitor Centre


	Yes







	Availability


	Widespread international availability







	Price
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Ardbeg


10 Years Old


I can’t really make my mind up about Ardbeg. I love the place, admire what’s been done there and acknowledge the legions of passionate fans who have supported this iconic Islay distillery since it reopened in 1997. It also has the best food of any distillery visitor centre I can call to mind.


But I also feel it’s overly pleased with itself. Personally, I find the faux ‘homespun’ tone of much of their promotion grates with me, especially as it could be said to imply that this is some tiny independent struggling for survival against ruthless corporate giants, when in fact it’s owned by one of the biggest luxury goods companies on the planet (Louis Vuitton Moët Hennessy). And don’t get me started on the ludicrous ‘luxury’ nonsense which is Ardbeg’s £10,000 Double Barrel. It’s simply absurd.


However, there’s no denying that the current team have done an excellent job, and Ardbeg does produce some deeply loved whiskies, as long as you like them peaty. This is arguably the benchmark Islay whisky, against which all others must be judged, and for that, we’ll forgive it a lot.


The standard is the ‘entry-level’ 10-year-old expression which critics have raved about. The stills at Ardbeg differ from others on Islay, being taller and having a curious purifier on the spirit still, the combination of which contributes to the finesse and delicacy of what is a very highly peated spirit. Certainly this is truly complex whisky and, love it or hate it, you just have to explore its finer, non-chilled nuances at least once.
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