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Introduction


Whether you’re a whisky enthusiast or are taking your first steps towards becoming one, then you may raise a glass in celebration. Because, right now, the whisky world has never had it so good. Never before has there been such a huge variety of exceptional whiskies available from countries all over the globe, and never has this bounty been more accessible to you, the consumer, than it is today.


Wander into a well-stocked supermarket, visit a speciality drinks store or browse one of the many online whisky retailers and you’ll be met with an incredible array of bottles. You’ll find whisky from legendary distilleries with centuries of expertise behind them, as well as exciting offerings from innovative newcomers that are only just putting their mark on the industry. You’ll find everything from approachable, affordable whiskies produced by world-renowned brands to rare, decades-old expressions that command a premium price.





You’ll encounter a wide variety of grains used to craft these spirits, an array of barrels imparting their distinctive flavours during ageing and be bombarded with marketing messages that declare why each and every whisky is truly unique. All of which means more flavours and more choices to suit every palate.


But how did we reach whisky nirvana? In this book, we’ll travel back to explore whisky’s origins and discover some of the pivotal events that shaped its remarkable story. We’ll learn how different grains, barrels and many other factors contribute to the range of whisky styles and flavours available today. And we’ll discover the best ways to enjoy each drop, whether that’s neat, on the rocks or in some of the most popular whisky cocktails around.


Are you ready to celebrate? Then let your whisky adventure begin…












Glossary


Throughout this book you’ll come across some technical terms about whisky and its production process. Although each term will be explained within the relevant sections, it’s worth having an overview of them all in one place for reference. Here it is…


ABV: Stands for “alcohol by volume”, which is a measure of the amount of ethanol (alcohol) in a drink expressed as a percentage.


Age statement: The age of the youngest whisky contained within a bottle.


Column still: A still (a large kettle, usually metal) made of tall columns that allows for continuous distillation. Also called a continuous still, Coffey still or patent still.


Cuts: The points during distillation where the distiller separates the fractions. In general practice, a first cut will remove the foreshots and heads, and a final cut will remove the tails.


Distillation: The purification of a liquid by converting it into a vapour and condensing it back into a liquid.





Ethanol: The form of alcohol contained in alcoholic drinks.


Fermentation, alcoholic: The process in which sugars are converted into alcohol and carbon dioxide.


Foreshots: The first stuff to come through the still. It’s high in methanol (which is poisonous) so is discarded.


Fractions: The various components contained in a mix of compounds that are separated throughout the process of distillation (e.g. foreshots, heads, hearts and tails). 


Ghost distillery: A distillery that no longer produces new whisky, but still has old stock available. 


Heads:  The compounds (including methanol and acetaldehyde) released after the foreshots during distillation. These are discarded.


Hearts: The middle part of liquid produced between the heads and tails that contains the best flavours and is collected for the finished whisky.


Illicit distillery: A distillery producing spirit without a legal licence.





Low wines: The liquid produced by the first run of distillation – they contain more alcohol than the pre-distilled wash, but less than the final spirit.


Malt: Grains (such as barley) that have been allowed to germinate then dried to convert their starches into sugars and enzymes that are beneficial for fermentation.


Mash: The sugary, watery mix of grains or fruit before it is fermented.


Mash bill: The recipe of grains that gets mashed.


Moonshine: Illicitly distilled spirit.


New-make spirit: Spirit that has been newly distilled and not gone through a process of maturation.


No age statement (NAS): A whisky that doesn’t have its age specified.


Pot still: A still shaped like a pot that distils alcohol in separate batches.


Proof: A measurement for the amount of ethanol (alcohol) in a drink, commonly used in America – the figure equates to twice the ABV.   


Sour mash: The use of a portion of older mash within a new mash to alter its acidity levels.





Tails: The last portions of liquid produced by the distillation process. These have lower quantities of ethanol and more unwanted flavours so are generally discarded.


Wash: The alcoholic liquid produced by fermentation before it is distilled.


Note on spelling 


In America and Ireland, you’ll find “whiskey” spelled with an “e”. The rest of the world omits this letter. This book spells “whisky” without the “e”, unless it’s referring specifically to Irish or American whiskey, in which case the “e” is instated.
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The Wonderful World of Whisky





The story of how whisky became the hugely successful spirit it is today is a long one. It spans centuries, crosses continents and has seen its fortunes fluctuate. It’s a story that involves a cast of millions and is shaped by our Earth’s environment and the natural resources it produces. Its journey has been altered by politicians, wars and technology, and it has constantly evolved to keep up with changing consumer tastes.


At the heart of the story are the whisky-makers themselves, who hone their craft by using various ingredients, production techniques and maturation options to create an infinite variety of styles and flavours.


Although whisky’s story is long, the book that you hold in your hands is a small one. So, in this first section you’ll find everything you need to know about whisky’s history and production distilled into the most essential pieces of information, and presented in easily digestible pieces. Because a good story, like a good whisky, is best served in small measures.







Where does whisky come from?


To understand how whisky came about we first need to remind ourselves that, throughout the history of civilization, humans have wanted to make alcohol. And whenever they have managed to make alcohol, they have sought to improve it by making it stronger and more flavoursome. So, the story of whisky begins with beer: an alcoholic drink made by fermenting grains.


In order to turn fermented grains, or any other low-strength alcohol, into a much stronger spirit, it needs to be distilled. It’s likely that some form of distillation took place as far back as 1200 BCE, but it wasn’t until around 800 CE that Arabic alchemists refined the process with the use of stills. Gradually the practice spread throughout Europe, usually at the hands of monks, and wherever these stills were operated, the local alcohol was turned into spirits. In Scotland and Ireland, barley was used to produce beer and, sometime between the thirteenth and fifteenth century, both nations began distilling it, marking the beginning of whisky’s journey…  










Celtic origins


No one really knows who first distilled beer to make whisky’s forerunners, but it’s widely accepted that the Scots and Irish were its keenest early exponents. The two nations might still argue over who should be credited with its invention, however the earliest mention of such a practice occurring in Britain appears in The Canterbury Tales, written by the English author Chaucer between 1378 and 1400.


By the 1500s the Celts had their own words for this new liquor, uisce beatha in Ireland or uisga beatha in Scotland, Gaelic translations of the Latin “water of life”. Distilled alcoholic beverages were often flavoured with local herbs, a practice that was familiar among early distillers whose primary concern was producing spirits for medicinal purposes. However, in these Celtic liquors, it’s extremely likely that additional flavours were also added purely for drinking pleasure. Over time, uisce became anglicized and mispronounced, eventually becoming “whisky”, although the Scots and Irish still couldn’t agree on a common spelling, with the latter opting for “whiskey”.










Scotch whisky goes underground


In the early 1700s, drinking whisky had become a way of life among Scots. It would be drunk neat, straight from the still or mixed with other liquids and flavours to make “punches” and would lubricate all manner of social occasions. Distillation was soon happening on a commercial level, so the government got involved, both to earn revenue from taxation and curb drinking excesses.  


Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the commercial Lowlands distilleries were subjected to high taxation. Some went out of business while others were forced to produce inferior whisky. In the Highlands, where small-scale outfits produced better quality whisky, attempts at controlling the practice sent it underground, with distillers seeking remote areas such as Glen Livet and Islay to produce their illicit spirits away from the gaze of the law. When laws were favourably revisited in 1823, those whisky makers were able to acquire distilling licences, and their remote locations gave birth to many of the celebrated distilleries that still exist today. 





Did You Know? 


In 1830, Aeneas Coffey patented a still design
 that all modern column stills are based on.
 Before this, Coffey had worked as an excise
 officer in Ireland and contributed to drafting
 the 1823 Excise Act. Despite its innovation,
 the Irish whiskey industry initially rejected
 his invention. Instead, it gained widespread
 adoption among the Scots (for whisky) and the
 English (gin). Today, column stills are sometimes
 referred to as “Coffey” or “patent” stills.










Irish whiskey’s rise and fall


Ireland’s whiskey landscape was also reshaped by legal shenanigans. A taxation on still capacity in 1779 dramatically cut the number of legal distilleries from 1,228 to 246 within the year, and just 32 by 1821. As in Scotland, the best whiskey around was the illicit stuff.


The 1823 Excise Act revitalized the industry and some of the biggest names in the business, which by now included Midelton, Bushmills, Power and Jameson, capitalized, greatly increasing their output. In 1835, there were 93 legal distilleries and, thanks to their dedication to pot-still whiskey, its quality was admired throughout the world. With Scotland’s distillers mostly operating on a small scale, Belfast and Dublin become the world’s whiskey centres. But the boom didn’t last – famine, wars, Prohibition and the Irish temperance movement all affected the industry, while the adoption of the continuous Coffey still boosted production elsewhere. Over the course of the twentieth century, distilleries disappeared until, in 1966, the Republic was down to just three, with Bushmills the only survivor in Northern Ireland.










America’s whiskey industry takes off 


Throughout the eighteenth century, as Europeans settled in North America, they adapted their farming practices with crops that grew best in their new homes – both for food and booze. In Pennsylvania, Dutch and German settlers grew rye and its distillation became a profitable enterprise. But, in 1791, a by now familiar threat to the industry emerged: taxation. After staging a rebellion that took an army of 13,000 militiamen to quell, the state’s distillers headed south-west to join Irish and Scots in Kentucky where the main grain was corn.


It’s here that America’s whiskey industry took off, with some of its most famous names including Elijah Pepper, Evan Williams and Jacob Boehm (aka Beam) among Kentucky’s new wave of distillers. This fast-growing industry got a further boost in the 1820s when a Scottish chemist-physician named James Crow moved to Kentucky, eventually working at the Oscar Pepper distillery. He introduced several new techniques that included sour-mashing, and America’s bourbon reached new heights of quality and consistency.
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