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THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF WHISKY


Ah, whisky. One of the most popular, varied and beguiling of all alcoholic beverages, whisky is produced and enjoyed all around the world. From the smoky strength of a single-malt Scotch to the warming delights of an Irish coffee, and from spicy American rye whiskey to smooth and refined Japanese offerings, there’s a world of whiskies at your fingertips – and this book is here to help you celebrate them all in style. Let’s start with a quick history of our favourite spirit…


The practice of distilling spirits such as brandy, gin and vodka developed in the Middle Ages, and what we know as whisky is believed to have emerged between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, when Scottish and Irish monks substituted grain mash for the traditional grapes used to make alcohol. In the sixteenth century, following the dissolution of the monasteries in Britain, monks relied on distilling to make their living in the outside world, which made whisky more widely available and popular than ever. But the imposition of taxes in the 1700s led to riots and heavily impacted whisky production in Scotland, resulting in the illegal manufacture and smuggling of ‘moonshine’ – whisky made and transported under the cover of darkness.


Meanwhile, European colonists had taken the distillation method with them to America in the seventeenth century, where new types of grain and mash were used to create variations on the traditional Scottish and Irish spirits – whiskey was even used as currency in the American War of Independence. The USA’s own ‘whiskey tax’ in the 1790s, as well as Prohibition between 1920 and 1933, threatened to curtail American whiskey production, but by 1964 bourbon whiskey was popular enough to be declared a ‘distinctive product of the United States’.


Today, though the Big Three (Scotland, Ireland and America) continue to be the biggest producers of whisky – it is estimated that 34 bottles of Scotch are exported from Scotland every second, and Kentucky contains more barrels of bourbon than people – other countries such as Canada, Japan and Australia have thrown their hats into the ring to compete for the honour of making the world’s finest whisky.









HOW IS WHISKY MADE?


Whisky is a distilled spirit (just like vodka, gin and rum) made from grains, but what does that mean? Here’s how humble grains are transformed into delicious whisky, in five simple steps:


Malting: a process that forces the chosen grain (usually barley, rye, wheat or corn) to germinate – either on the malting floor or in a malting drum. The germination process is then stopped by drying out the grains (now called malt). They are then ground into a coarse flour called grist.


[image: ]


Mashing: hot water is added to the ground-down malt to create a mash. This porridge-like mixture is stirred continuously in a mash tun to extract the malt sugar from the grist. The sugar water, known as wort, is then pumped out, leaving the husks behind.
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