



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]





Contents


Introduction





1 The irresistible rise of Islay malts


2 Ingredients, climate & the production process


3 Deconstructing malt whisky


4 Ardbeg


5 Ardnahoe


6 Bowmore


7 Bunnahabhain


8 Bruichladdich


9 Caol Ila


10 ili


11 Kilchoman


12 Lagavulin


13 Laggan Bay


14 Laphroaig


15 Port Ellen


16 Portintruan


17 Independent bottlers & cask influences





Gazetteer


Glossary


Farewell Islay!


Islay in numbers


About the author




How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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Introduction


A lamplit street led me from Bowmore distillery to a stone pier. It was a serene summer evening on Islay, the full moon casting a band of shimmering silver across the darkness of Loch Indaal; white and amber lights indicated the opposite shore. I raised a glass of Bowmore to toast this view, and took a sip: soft, creamy vanilla and wafting smoke enchanted my palate. Then I was no longer aware of flavours, or thoughts or even myself; just emotions creating an eternal moment. This is the magnificence of malt whisky: it transcends flavour and creates an experience.


I had arrived earlier that day, later than expected as the flight was delayed. But at least I was there. Sometimes the plane takes off from Glasgow airport, but then has to land there as well. Reaching Islay depends on the weather and visibility. The ferry from Kennacraig doesn’t always reach Islay either, if the weather and sea don’t cooperate. That’s the time to repeat an Islay phrase, ‘Och, it’ll be fine’, and to accept that the situation will work itself out, somehow. Residents of Islay, known as Ileachs (pronounced Ee-la-hs), also refer to things happening in ‘Islay time’, meaning don’t worry, it will happen, just not right now. I’m a glutton for punctuality by nature, always arriving early, and I prefer spontaneity when it’s planned. But when I embraced the Islay approach, it was liberating.


Ileachs have another endearing tradition. Drivers wave to each other as they pass by, not because they are all acquainted – the population of 3,200 makes that a fanciful notion. It’s a courtesy known as the Islay wave, which entails raising a finger or two from the steering wheel, or the entire hand. If I drove on Islay I’d do the same. But having passed my driving test at the seventh attempt, I’m more qualified to be a passenger and free to savour the views from buses or taxis.


Much of Islay is flat or gently undulating, and peat bogs abound. It’s a natural asset that endows Islay malts with smoky, earthy, peaty, medicinal and maritime notes. Such distinctive flavours create a sense of adventure and challenge, which explains why peated malts are considered an ultimate style of malt whisky.


I find peated malts exciting and deeply rewarding. I can be called a Smokehead, Peathead, Peatfreak. That’s fine. I don’t consider these terms pejorative; they simply confirm who I am. Similarly, when I’m called a whisky geek or nerd, I accept this as an acknowledgement that I cherish detail. Each detail is integral to the final result, and exploring detail is an illuminating and fulfilling way to live. Writing this book provided plenty of opportunities for me to explore detail, but it was never intended to be a production manual, a history book or a brand directory. I’ve focussed on certain details to evoke a sense of each distillery’s individuality, together with some of the personalities who have shaped this, and the distillery managers who are the current custodians. And as the climate and topography of Islay play a formative role in the character of the malts, I also wanted to convey the character of the island.


I’ve included tasting notes for just a few selected expressions from each distillery, to indicate the house style and the range this encompasses. Some of these malts are currently available and some are ‘archival’ bottlings, which can be purchased from specialist dealers and auctions.
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Chapter One


The irresistible rise of Islay malts


Rather than trying to condense the history of distilling on Islay into a few thousand words, I’d like to focus on recent history, since the past 50 years have (arguably) been the most decisive. But first, some context. The earliest written reference to malt whisky dates from 1494, an entry in Scotland’s Exchequer Rolls, or tax records. This indicates that malt whisky had already been distilled for some time on the mainland, and distillation is thought to have begun on Islay in the sixteenth century.


Malt whisky was the original and only style of Scotch whisky for centuries, until blended Scotch (a recipe of malt and grain whisky) emerged in the mid-nineteenth century. The objective was for blends to be a mellower, more ‘approachable’ style compared to rich, robust malts. It worked. Blends took off, and malt whisky was relegated to being a component of blends, which also meant that malt’s future prospects depended on sales of blended Scotch. Sales increased and then decreased on a regular basis. Growth during the 1960s, for example, slowed down in the late 1970s and dwindled in the early 1980s. This resulted in a number of distilleries moving from full-time to part-time production, or closing. Another consequence was a growing stock of malt and grain whiskies with nothing to do except remain in their casks and continue ageing. Admittedly, some malt whisky was being sold by independent bottlers (rather than distilleries), on an ad hoc rather than continuous basis. But the quantities were tiny and the customers were a small, select group: the gentry and connoisseurs. Bowmore and Laphroaig had a following, and a few pioneering distilleries including Glenfiddich and The Glenlivet began to promote their malts more actively, which attracted interest among metropolitan bohemians. And then there was a major development in 1989, when the Classic Malts launched. This was a set of six single malts from different regions, comprising Lagavulin, Glenkinchie, Talisker, Dalwhinnie, Oban and Cragganmore, marketed collectively by the proprietor United Distillers (now part of Diageo) to showcase the styles and flavours malt whisky offered. The set of six was displayed as an ensemble on a specially designed pedestal in retail outlets and on bar counters. The Classic Malts were also available as a set of miniatures, which was an ideal way to explore the category.


Growing interest in single malts during the 1990s increased the number and range of releases, with Bowmore and Laphroaig the most active Islay malts. Interest was based on regionality as much as individual distilleries. Each region – the Highlands (including Speyside), Lowlands, Islay and Campbeltown – was assigned a stylistic definition that made it easier to navigate the category. These were (inevitably) generalizations, as each distillery is, of course, free to choose its own house style. Islay malts were defined as heavily peated, but the reality has long been a comprehensive range from unpeated through to light, medium and heavily peated.


An opportunity to experience some elite Islay malts was made possible by the Rare Malts series, an annual release of limited-edition malts owned by Diageo, that ran from 1995 to 2005. Caol Ila first appeared in the line-up in 1996 with a 20 year old malt distilled in 1975, then again in 1997 and 1998, when the first Port Ellen also featured: a 20 year old distilled in 1978. Diageo launched a similar programme under the Special Releases banner in 2001. The inaugural year included a Port Ellen 22 year old distilled in 1978, and two expressions of Talisker. These received such applause that between 2002 and 2005, several bottlings of Port Ellen, Lagavulin and Caol Ila were launched.


Meanwhile, Ardbeg reopened in 1997 and Bruichladdich reopened in 2001. Additionally, Caol Ila launched three continually available expressions in 2002. However, independent bottlers still provided the broadest range of Islay malts during the 1990s and 2000s.


‘As independent bottlers often purchased stock from distilleries in batches, these were typically ad hoc, single-cask bottlings, and usually less expensive than proprietary bottlings. But that began to change from the 2010s onwards, and prices of independently bottled whisky can now be the same (or sometimes even higher), depending on the reputation of the independent bottler,’ says Isabel Graham-Yooll, Director of Whisky. Auction, an online platform for buying and selling Scotch whisky and other spirits.


Malt whisky continued to account for a minority of Scotch whisky sales, which were still dominated by blended Scotch. But blends weren’t creating any excitement, while malts were creating plenty, and Islay was at the forefront. Islay excitement had an inevitable focus – the peating level – and ‘the higher the better’ was a typical refrain. This preference also reflected a broader change in taste, with a move away from tea to coffee, and from white wine to bigger, richer red wines.


An ideal way of experiencing Islay malts, and discovering the island, was to attend Fèis Ìle (The Islay Festival). This originated in 1986 as a celebration of Islay culture, music, drama and storytelling, with the first whisky tasting added to the programme in 1990. Islay’s distilleries became more involved from the year 2000, and when I attended my first Fèis Ìle in 2006, each distillery held an open day during the festival. This included a distillery tour, of course, as well as talks and tastings, while evening events included ceilidhs (social dances). I love dancing and always joined in, though I’m freestyle rather than any particular genre. I had no idea how to do the traditional teapot or strip-the-willow moves, but no one minded incorrect footwork or arm movements. All that mattered was enthusiasm, and I had plenty of that.


During Fèis Ìle the island’s population is local, national and international. I met people from Islay, other Scottish islands, the Scottish mainland, Germany, Scandinavia, the USA and Japan. It’s very easy to begin a conversation, as everyone is present for the same reason.


Appreciation of Islay malts continued to grow, including a new demographic of people in their late twenties and thirties, which was traditionally considered young for a malt whisky drinker. Another long-standing belief was that anyone’s first step into Scotch whisky would be blended Scotch, followed by an excursion into elegant, fruity malts, which might subsequently extend into peated malts. But this was made redundant, as more people bypassed blends and fruity malts, and went straight to peated malts. And why not? No one needs to start with poached fish before moving on to sautéed and then the barbecued version. It’s all about the flavours we enjoy.


Innovation at Islay’s distilleries resulted in a greater range and level of expressions being released. A greater appreciation of varied peating levels followed, rather than focussing on the highest. Islay malts were also thriving on the secondary or resale market, meaning discontinued expressions and limited editions that had sold out in the primary retail market, such as whisky shops.


The secondary market originated in the 1990s when some specialist retailers, such as Milroy’s in London, began to offer malts no longer in production. A growing number of collectors also resulted in specialist retailers, dealers and auction houses becoming more active in the secondary market. Islay malts were a major target for collectors, and growing demand for finite bottlings saw prices grow. ‘Generally interest in Islay whisky is all-encompassing. It can be easy to fall into the trap of conflating auction prices with the level of interest, but just because certain distilleries cost bidders less does not mean they are in less demand,’ says Joe Wilson, head of auction content at online platform Whisky Auctioneer.


Collectors are teased, even derided for buying malt whisky and consigning it to a display cabinet rather than opening and enjoying it. But for a collector, enjoyment stems from possessing: opening the bottle is impossible, as it would no longer be in perfect original condition. I’m a collector. But as a whisky lover I also want to taste the whisky. It’s a dilemma. Some limited-edition releases offered a solution to this by including a miniature, for tasting, together with the full-sized bottle that could remain intact. But collectors couldn’t resist collecting the accompanying miniature. While miniatures and full-sized bottles have equal stature for me, miniatures are, of course, far easier to accommodate though don’t always have a mini-price.


‘Some miniatures are still affordable, whereas the equivalent full-sized bottle isn’t,’ advises Isabel Graham-Yooll, ‘though a mini can also be rarer than the equivalent full-sized bottle, and so more expensive. Miniatures were part of our auctions from the start, though we’ve held dedicated auctions of miniatures every three months since November 2017. We now expect new record prices to be set at each auction of miniatures.’


For non-collectors, miniatures can play a very different role. ‘People will also buy miniatures as a means of sampling whiskies without having to commit to a full bottle,’ says Joe Wilson. ‘Those wanting to try the older 1980s Laphroaig 10, Lagavulin 12 or Ardbeg Guaranteed 10 year old, for example, may find more joy bidding on miniatures than wading into the competitive market for the full-size versions.’


Regular auctions, with results available online, provide continual updates on prices achieved for Islay malts. I can check the latest price paid for a bottle I have, or see how much I’d have to pay for a desired addition to my collection. However, the latest auction price is not a guarantee of the value.


‘When a so-called legendary bottle comes to auction for the first time in a long time, you will see highly competitive bidding that pushes the price into record-breaking territory. Should another example of the bottle come to auction again too soon, the bidder willing to pay the highest price last time already has one, so it is not uncommon to expect the price to be slightly lower,’ continues Joe.


Purchasers used to be either collectors (who divided into those collecting miniatures or full-sized bottles) or connoisseurs who were drinkers. And once it was clear how rapidly and significantly prices were increasing, investors also bought into the category.


‘The price point at which a bottle is bought to drink or to collect or to keep as an investment varies enormously. I would expect that there are people successfully bidding with all three motivations and at every level of pricing,’ says Joe. ‘For every Bowmore 1966 Samaroli Bouquet that is hailed as a groundbreaking investment bottle, there are speculators looking at more modern releases trying to get the next groundbreaking investment. Equally, there are those who want to try whiskies hailed as being historically significant.’


Islay’s distillery managers, master distillers and master blenders were increasingly in demand at whisky festivals from the 1990s, and particularly since the millennium, and ever more revered by a growing global fan club. A huge increase in the number of whisky festivals around Europe, Scandinavia, Asia and North America meant that travelling and presenting could easily be a full-time job. And with more people travelling to Islay, facilities were continually being added and extended, with Kilchoman and Ardnahoe, for example, opening new visitor centres in 2020. But they soon had to close. The Covid-19 pandemic led to lockdown being announced in the UK in March 2020. Non-essential travel was not allowed, which meant no tourists arriving and no Ileachs leaving the island. The Islay Resilience Group, an amalgamation of community groups, ensured that everyone on the island remained connected. Distilleries stopped producing for varying lengths of time, from several weeks to a few months.


Meanwhile, with so many people largely confined to their homes, distilleries experienced greatly increased sales online, and maintained contact with the locked-down world through online tastings. Fèis Ìle could only be a virtual event in 2020 and 2021, returning to an in-person festival in 2022.


When I visited Islay to research this book in December 2022 and January 2023, there were nine operational distilleries and four more on the way – which means we already have a lot to enjoy, and soon there will be even more.
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Chapter Two


Ingredients, climate & the production process


Islay provides fertile land to grow barley, but farmers have to contend with various challenges before they can gather the harvest. The climate can cooperate or complicate. Islay’s mild temperatures and sunshine, for example, are advantageous. But up to 200 days of rainfall annually, and winds exceeding 12 miles per hour from various directions, are definitely not.


Historically, Islay distilleries were attached to a farm that supplied barley, though importing barley from the mainland has long been standard practice. This essentially means from Aberdeenshire, the Black Isle and Dundee, and on to the Borders, since the east of Scotland is significantly drier and sunnier than Islay. However, in 2004 barley was cultivated on Islay for distilling, the first time in living memory. Commissioned by Bruichladdich, the distillery’s Islay barley project evolved to include 19 farmers across the island, enabling 45 per cent of production in 2020 to be locally grown. Barley from selected farms is stored separately, designated to be made into a single-farm-origin malt, while barley from other farms is combined and spread across all three of the distillery’s expressions: Bruichladdich, Port Charlotte and Octomore.


Similarly, Kilchoman has been distilling Islay barley, which is grown in fields surrounding the distillery, since 2005. ‘We’re increasing the amount of barley we are growing,’ says Anthony Wills, founder of Kilchoman. ‘The farm has potentially 430 acres that we can cultivate, though this needs to be on a rotational basis. Currently we’re at 130 acres, and will go up to 200 acres by 2023. This will provide 400 tonnes of barley, representing 20–25 per cent of our total needs.’


Malt whisky is distilled from varieties of spring barley, which is sown from early April because the temperature needs to be above 10°C (50°F), and the moisture level of the soil needs to be below 20–22 per cent. If the moisture level is higher (which is perfectly possible with Islay’s rainfall), farmers must decide whether to risk it and sow, or to take a different risk, and wait (and hope) for the moisture level to decrease. Nature, of course, doesn’t provide any guarantees. This also applies to the greylag geese that spend the winter on Islay, and which used to fly to Greenland and Iceland at the end of March in order to breed. But this schedule began to change around 2015. Now, some but not all fly off in early to mid-April (whether this is due to changing weather patterns is uncertain). For farmers, it’s preferable that all geese depart on time.


‘Some greylag geese now breed here on Islay, and hundreds can land together on a field sown with barley, pecking at the ground to eat the seeds,’ says James Brown, who owns Octomore Farm (where the Octomore distillery once stood) by Port Charlotte. ‘Rooks also fly down from trees in the village and eat the barley. Scarecrows don’t make any difference. There’s no point being stressed; you just have to accept it and hope for the best. They can’t eat all the seeds.’


Sowing one acre takes James about 20 minutes, and with mild rainfall and warm temperatures, the first shoots appear in about three weeks. Sunshine is required in late June when barley flowers for a week or so, which helps to set the seeds. Spring barley is ‘two row’, which means rows of two seeds side by side, with about 24–30 seeds per head. Barley attains its full height in early August when the ear appears. Approaching harvest, the ideal conditions are more sunshine and less rain.
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‘The best harvest recently was 2021. A lot of it is luck, good weather, machines not breaking down. If I get 2 tonnes of barley per acre I’m delighted,’ says James. This is significantly less than mainland yields, which are typically 5–6 tonnes per acre, but then Islay’s climate is significantly less favourable. Whether yields on Islay improve remains to be seen, as plant breeders continually develop new barley varieties that offer greater susceptibility to disease, higher yields per hectare for the farmer and higher yields of alcohol per tonne for the distiller.


For example, in mainland Scotland, Optic was the number one barley variety between 2000 and 2011, yielding around 5.3 tonnes per hectare and 410 litres (90 gallons) of alcohol per tonne. Concerto took over from 2012–18, yielding around 5.7 tonnes per hectare, and 412 litres (91 gallons) per tonne. In 2018, Laureate offered 6 tonnes per hectare and 414 litres (91.1 gallons) per tonne.


New varieties are submitted for approval by the Malting Barley Committee at the Institute of Brewing & Distilling. The first stage is gaining Provisional Approval 1. If test results continue successfully, then Provisional Approval 2 or even Full Approval can be gained the following year. Various Islay distilleries are using Laureate and KWS Sassy, which both gained full approval in 2017. Laureate has a short straw (i.e. height), making it better able to withstand high winds and, together with KWS Sassy, also offers very high resistance to mildew. Another consideration is whether individual barley varieties yield new make spirit with discernible differences. ‘We were distilling Concerto until 2022, with Sassy replacing it in 2023. Sassy produced new make spirit with a richer, creamier character,’ says Anthony Wills at Kilchoman.


Islay’s particular peat


Sightseeing on Islay doesn’t require a special excursion; there are memorable sights wherever you go. The road from Port Ellen to Bowmore, for example, passes through a broad expanse of flat land, the turf tinged with tufts of caramel and sienna. Just beneath this surface layer is an underworld of deep, dark, glistening peat, the result of vegetation that has gradually decomposed and became compressed, as layer upon layer built up over 10,000–18,000 years.


Islay peat contains deluxe levels of different mosses, of which sphagnum is the most prominent and the most instrumental, together with grasses, bog myrtle, heather and significant levels of seaweed. Sand is also a component – historic ocean sand washed up when Islay was formed – and contributes saltiness to the peat. Salt levels peak in coastal peat, whereas Islay’s inland and hillside peat is more fibrous, due to higher levels of bog myrtle and heather. However, regular rainfall adds sea spray wherever it falls, and the most plentiful component of peat is water, accounting for up to 75 per cent. The level of water depends on the amount of sphagnum moss, which varies among peat bogs. This moss has small branches and leaves that are able to retain many times their own body weight in water, even after they stop living. The level of water determines the rate at which vegetation decays, which is more gradual in wetter bogs.


The peat-cutting season is April to September, when peat bogs are (hopefully) dry enough to walk upon. Islay peat is either cut by hand or mechanically involving tractors. Learning how to cut by hand takes time. Derek Scott, who provides Kilchoman with peat, spent a year alongside an experienced peat cutter. Derek’s peat bank is 180 metres (200 yards) from the shores of Loch Gorm, Islay’s largest freshwater loch, home to numerous brown trout and a small island with the ruins of an eighteenth-century castle. ‘Working between April and July I hear tremendous birdsong; there are skylarks, curlews, herons and geese around me, and it’s not unusual to see an osprey eating a fish in the loch, though adders can be a problem,’ says Derek.


The first step is marking a trench 65 metres (213 feet) long, from which peat is extracted using a peat cutter (or peat spade). The handle is traditionally made from a redundant cask stave, with a long wooden pole that has an additional protruding blade like a fin on one side of the tip. The length of the peat cutter, which is around 60 cm (24 in) long and 15 cm (6 in) wide, determines the dimensions of the peat slab extracted. The top layer of turf is removed and set aside; once the trench has been excavated, the turf is replaced to form a surface that regenerates. Three underlying layers of peat are extracted, one layer at a time. The top layer is the most fibrous, and the spade is sharpened regularly with a file so that it can cut through the roots of bog myrtle. The second layer is much darker and oilier, and the third layer is the darkest, being the oldest. Every 2–3 cm (1 in) represents 1,000 years of decomposition.


‘You’re cutting beneath your feet and this angle makes it really difficult work, so 3 to 4 hours at a time is as much as I can do,’ Derek continues. ‘Locals often come over for a chat when they see me cutting, older chaps usually, who 40–50 years ago were cutting peat to heat their homes. And when guys stop to chat they often help out too and show me how they do it, as everyone has their own style and their advice is very welcome.’


When freshly cut, peat can be removed in one piece, despite a moisture level of around 80 per cent, which includes plenty of oil leaking out. The peat needs to dry and this happens on location, laying pieces flat on the ground. Within a few weeks of dry, windy weather, the surface of the peat forms a skin that is waterproof. Each piece is then turned over to expose and dry the other side. In 3 to 4 weeks the moisture level usually reaches around 7–8 per cent, which also sees each piece shrink by around one-third. Pieces of peat can then be handled and stacked for further drying, either in a criss-cross pattern forming a small tower, or leaning upright against each other like a tipi.


Machine-cut peat is harvested using a tractor customized with three vast, wide wheels on either side to prevent it from sinking into the peat (tractors have been lost in this way). The tractor pulls a harvester attachment fitted with a circular saw or a chainsaw. This creates a trench several centimetres (a couple of inches) wide, while the depth can be adjusted to cut from 0.5–2 metres (1½–6½ feet), so extraction can be much shallower than hand cutting. Different machines have individual methods of extruding peat. It can be compressed within a chamber in the harvester, prior to being deposited as evenly spaced ‘bricks’ of peat, around 10 cm (4in) square, on the ground behind the machine as it continues along the trench. These bricks dry where they fall, and are collected around a month later. Alternatively, peat can be squeezed out of a tube within the machine like a very long sausage, for the entire length of the trench. A harvester can cut several trenches and produce a peat sausage from each trench simultaneously. A skin forms on the surface of the peat as it begins to dry, usually within 3 to 4 hours, which prevents rain being absorbed. As the peat continues to dry over the next few weeks, natural shrinkage breaks it up into manageable lengths of around 10–40 cm (4–16in), with a diameter of 5–10 cm (2–4in).


Islay peat is certainly distinctive, being lightly oily, with iodine, medicinal, salty and even tarry notes. This differs from peat in other Scottish regions such as Speyside, which contains plenty of Scotch pine, heather and sphagnum moss (and lacks maritime influence). However, the extent to which components within the peat influence the character of a malt whisky is uncertain, as research has not established direct links.


The use of peat also raises the question of sustainability, and ensuring that a natural asset can be regenerated rather than reduced. In Scotland overall, 1 per cent of peat extracted is used by the malt whisky industry, and research into maximizing the influence of peat while reducing the amount used is ongoing. Moreover, regeneration is an integral part of cutting peat. ‘I only cut as much as peat as is needed, and replace the turf to make it look as though I haven’t been there,’ says Derek.


Malting


Malting is the traditional process used to make barley germinate, which is a preliminary stage that subsequently enables the barley to be distilled. Traditionally, each distillery had floor maltings where this was conducted. Being entirely manual, the process requires significant experience, and the volume of barley that can be malted is limited by the size of the floors, not to mention a 7 to 10-day schedule for each batch. Many distilleries closed their floor maltings in the 1960s, when growing demand for Scotch whisky led to increased production and floor maltings could not keep up. Instead, orders were placed with commercial maltings, which operate on a greater scale and shorter time frame, using automated vessels that can also peat the barley to various levels. Only a few of Scotland’s approximately 130 malt whisky distilleries continue to operate floor maltings; these include Ardnamurchan and Glen Garioch in the Highlands, The Balvenie and Benriach in Speyside, Springbank in Campbeltown and Highland Park on Orkney. This makes it even more amazing that three Islay distilleries operate floor maltings: Bowmore, Kilchoman and Laphroaig. Bruichladdich is additionally planning to open floor maltings.


Steeping


The first stage of the malting process is steeping, which takes place in steeps, traditionally large stone or cast iron troughs, with stainless steel the more contemporary option. Water is added to the steeps, which the grain takes up through the micropyle (small opening) at its tip. This is the only entry point for water, as the outer layers of the grain are waterproof. The moisture level of the barley increases from 12 per cent to around 30 per cent over the next eight to ten hours. The remaining water is then drained from the steep, and the barley receives an ‘air rest’ for around eight hours. This dispels carbon dioxide, a natural by-product of the process, and enables the barley to take in oxygen from the air, which increases its energy levels and enables a more rapid uptake of water.


A second batch of fresh water is then added, raising the barley’s moisture level to around 40 per cent after eight hours, at which point the water is drained and another air rest follows. At this stage, a small white root tip, known as a chit, appears at one end of the grain. A third and final batch of water is added and drained after eight hours, followed by an air rest. The barley then has a moisture level of up to 45 per cent, and the root tip has grown into a rootlet about the same length as the grain itself.


The barley is removed from the steeps and spread across a stone or concrete malting floor in order to germinate over four to five days. During this time, the bed of barley is regularly ‘turned’ to bring underlying barley to the surface. This is done using a wooden shovel called a malt shiel, to dig and redistribute barley across the surface. A plough (a scaled-down wooden version of a farmer’s plough) pulled by a malt man is another way of doing this.


Turning is essential because germination naturally produces heat, up to 20–22°C (68–72°F), with the temperature of underlying barley significantly higher than on the surface. Higher temperatures promote faster rates of germination, so turning ensures that all the barley experiences the same conditions, and germinates at the same rate.


Germination instigates significant changes within the grain. Various enzymes are activated, the most significant being alpha amylase, beta amylase and limit dextrinase. (Enzymes subsequently play a vital role during the mashing process by converting starches into sugars.)


Each grain contains numerous ‘packets’ of starch incarcerated within cell walls. These walls are broken down during germination, which enables the embryo to access starch as a food source to generate energy for growth. This is when any further growth is prevented by drying the barley using the heat of kilning. Otherwise, the embryo would use up starch to grow, leaving less starch from which to produce alcohol.


A traditional test to check that the barley is ready for kilning is to split a grain open with a fingernail and rub the contents between the finger and thumb. If this produces a smooth paste (starch), the crucial development has occurred. A lack of white powder indicates that the starch is still enclosed within cell walls, and requires longer to germinate. Another traditional test was chewing the malt; if the texture resembled soft banana, and it tasted like yeasty, starchy dough, it was ready. Yet another option was for the malt man (who oversaw the process) to inscribe his initials on a spade using a grain. If they were legible, the malt was ready.


Smoke and heat


Barley has a moisture level of around 45 per cent at the start of kilning, and is spread out on a perforated floor above a kiln to form a ‘bed’. If the malt is intended for unpeated production, it is dried using hot air, which reduces the moisture level to around 4.5–5 per cent. The heat of kilning also develops the flavour of the barley, converting the starchy, grainy character into sweet, malty, digestive biscuit notes.
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