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The revised edition of Malt Whisky is dedicated to Dr Nicholas Morgan, to mark his 20 years in the whisky industry, and in gratitude for 20 years of help and friendship.
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FOREWORD


No one knows who first conceived the simple but ever wondrous idea of converting the humble barley grain into spirit but all agree it has been a collective gift from our Celtic forefathers. Perhaps they knew only too well that after a cheerful summer would surely come the dank drip or icy cold and snow of winter. Their foremost guard to ensure survival was the water of life – uisge beatha – itself.


That distillation in earliest times was an art, cultivated as much in remote Highland glens as in devout Lowland abbeys, cannot be denied. Nor can the claim be resisted that, on August 24, 1494, Friar John Cor of Lindores Abbey in Fife converted eight bolls of barley malt into aqua vitae for his sovereign, King James IV; the first record of distilled spirit in Scotland.


Now, more than 500 years on, Scotch whisky has established itself as a gift to discerning drinkers throughout the world; with care it improves from birth; it traces its original line through fire and water, themselves the chief elements of creation. It can be enjoyed as a single malt and yet will blend easily with brotherly spirits from across Scotland. It will never fail to offer a challenge to those most wise parts of the human body – the senses of taste and satisfaction.


That is why I commend this remarkable book. You may well be encouraged to try out the marvellous range of flavours and styles, then perhaps be inspired to come and visit the source. You will then realise how profound, through the medium of malt whisky, is Scotland’s contribution to humanity.


THE EARL OF ELGIN AND KINCARDINE KT
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INTRODUCTION


The genesis of this book was a talk I gave in Brussels in September 1995 to mark the launch of the Scotch Single Malt Whisky Society of Belgium. In it I attempted to answer the question: “Why are all malt whiskies different?” Borrowing Winston Churchill’s description of the Soviet Union, I said that malt whisky was “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, cloaked in an enigma”. The riddle is the product itself, its taste and smell; the mystery is how it comes to be like this, made as it is from the simplest ingredients – malted barley and water; and the enigma is why so simple a product cannot be made elsewhere in the world.


Happily the conundrum cannot be solved, but in this book I have set about unwrapping the mystery and exploring the enigma from a variety of different angles, but always with the original question in mind. Thus, my rapid canter through the history of Scotch whisky pauses only to look at how flavour might have been affected by, for example, innovations in still design or taxation. My consideration of ingredients and the production process continually asks: “What contribution to flavour does each stage make, relative to the others?” My exploration of the differences between malts from one region of Scotland or another looks at flavour through the glass of geography.


Scotland is at the heart of the matter, for malt whisky is the quintessence of Scotland. It recollects the land of its birth with every sip – peat hags and bog myrtle, the sun on the loch, the rain on the mountain, white beaches and salt spray: the fugitive aromas of the land itself. It also speaks of the people of Scotland, the tough farmers who developed the art of distillation, the intrepid “smugglers” who kept the still-fires burning in the face of the law, the remarkable entrepreneurs who built a world market for Scotch in the later decades of the nineteenth century.


And in its effects, malt whisky epitomises the inherent dichotomy of the Scottish psyche – at once passionate and rational, romantic and ironic, mystical and sceptical, heroic and craven, full of laughter and despair.


As JP McCondach wrote in The Channering Worm: “Much abused, by its addicts and traducers alike, it is a complicated simple, the whisky, pure in essence, but diverse in effects; and against it none can prevail”.
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


BIBLIOGRAPHICAL


This book owes a debt to many other books published on its subject. An extended list appears in the bibliography – alas, there is not room to list the general historical, scientific and topographical texts consulted – but I should like to single out a handful of sources that I have referred to in the text.


First, six relatively recent books which have made major contributions to the history of Scotch: Michael S Moss and John R Hume’s The Making of Scotch Whisky [1981] is the leading account of the subject, Charles Craig’s Scotch Whisky Industry Review [1994], an infallible archive of dates and details, the late Dr RB Weir’s The History of the Distillers Company 1877 to 1939 [1995], Gavin D Smith’s engaging A-Z of Whisky [1997], Misako Udo’s exhaustive The Scotch Whisky Distilleries [2006] and C Anne Wilson’s intriguing Water of Life [2006].


It would be immodest of me to add my own Scotch Whisky: A Liquid History [2003] and Whiskypedia [2009] to this list, but I have used both in revising and updating this edition of Malt Whisky. I have also used the invaluable Malt Whisky Yearbook [2010 edition], edited by Ingvar Ronde, an up-to date mine of information about the subject. The “classical” authorities begin with Alfred Barnard’s The Whisky Distilleries of the United Kingdom [1887], an engaging account of his tour to every distillery in the kingdom, and The Manufacture of Spirit as Conducted at the Various Distilleries of the United Kingdom by JA Nettleton [1898], the “bible” for production practice. My “desert island” book is Whisky by Aeneas Macdonald [1930, re-issued, with a revealing introduction by Ian Buxton in 2006]; other favourites are Sir Robert Bruce-Lockhart’s Scotch [1951], Professor RJS McDowall’s The Whiskies of Scotland [1967] and Professor David Daiches’s Scotch Whisky, Its Past and Present [1969]. All have been reprinted.
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PERSONAL


In earlier editions of this book I listed 39 people who had been especially generous with help for Malt Whisky. All but seven of those named have now retired from the whisky industry – a telling indication of how time passes. I take the opportunity now to thank those who have supported me (materially and intellectually; with laughter and learning) over the years since the first edition:


Rob Allanson (Whisky Magazine), Jon Allen (writer), Michael Alexander (Diageo), Raymond Armstrong (Bladnoch distillery), Helen Arthur (writer), Iain Baxter (Inver House Distillers), Michael Beamish (Tullibardine distillery), Giuseppe Begnoni (Whisky Paradise), Jim Beveridge (Diageo), Dave Broom (writer), Alex Bruce (Adelphi distillery), Rob Bruce (Whyte & Mackay), Ulf Buxrud (Malt Maniacs), Ian Buxton (writer), Ian Chapman (Gordon & Macphail), Geraldine Coates (writer), Trevor Cowan (SMWS), David Cox (Edrington), Ronnie Cox (Berry Bros & Rudd), Jason Craig (Edrington), Katharine Crisp (Burn Stewart Distillers), Douglas Cruikshank (Chivas Bros), Bob Dalgarno (The Macallan distillery), Raymond Davidson (Glencairn Crystal), Gordon Doctor (Ian Macleod Distillers), Rob Draper (SingleMalt TV), Jonathan Driver (consultant), Campbell Evans (Scotch Whisky Association), John Finnie (Balgonie House), Andrew Ford (Diageo), Ken Grier (Edrington), David Grant (Wm Grant & Sons), John and George Grant (Glenfarclas distillery), Kenny Grant (Glen Garioch distillery), Alan Gray (analyst), Micky Heads (Ardbeg distillery), Johannes van den Heuvel (Malt Maniacs), Justin Hicklin (Hicklin Slade), Robbie Hughes (Glengoyne distillery), Olivier Humbrecht (Malt Maniacs), David Hume (Wm Grant & Sons), Kai Ivalo (SMWS), Christine Jones (archivist), Richard Joynson (Loch Fyne Whiskies), Mike Keillor (Morrison Bowmore), Davin de Kergommeaux (Malt Maniacs), Fred and Stewart Laing (Douglas Laing & Co), Mari Laidlaw (Morrison Bowmore), Keith Law (Diageo), Paul Lockyer (Diageo), Ian Logan (Chivas Bros), Graham Logie (Lagavulin distillery), Dr Bill Lumsden (Glenmorangie), David Mair (Wm Grant & Sons), Neil Mackinlay (Inver House Distillers), Stephen Marshall (John Dewar & Sons), Alexander McCall Smith (writer), Frank McHardy (Springbank distillery), Rowan McKenzie (Inver House Distillers), Alastair McIntosh (Scotch Whisky Experience), John McLellan (Kilchoman distillery), Marcin Miller (Quercus Communications), Glen Moore (Morrison Bowmore), Douglas Murray (Diageo), Martine Nouet (writer), Hans Offringer (writer), Silvio Preno (The Vintners Rooms), Lucy Pritchard (Diageo), John Ramsay (Edrington), Andrew Rankin (Morrison Bowmore), Donald Renwick (Royal Lochnagar Distillery), Mark Reynier (Bruichladdich distillery), Captain Stewart Robertson (S.Y. Grampus), Stuart Robertson (Huntly distillery), Maureen Robinson (Diageo), Ingvar Ronde (publisher), Colin Ross (Ben Nevis distillery), Ian Russell, (archivist), Peter and Leonard Russell (Ian Maclead Distillers), Professor Alan Rutherford (Heriot Watt University), Graham Scott (NEVIS Design), Jacqui Seargeant (archivist), Euan Shand (Duncan Taylor), Sukhinder Singh (The Whisky Exchange), Charlie Smith (Talisker distillery), Gavin Smith (writer), David Stewart (Wm Grant & Sons), Kier Sword (Royal Mile Whiskies), Douglas and Willie Taylor (Speyside Cooperage), Hamish Torrie (Glenmorangie), Gerry Tosh (Edrington), David and Michael Urquhart (Gordon & Macphail), Serge Valentin (Malt Maniacs), Billy Walker (BenRiach distillery), Mark Watt (Duncan Taylor), Ian Williams (Cardhu distillery), David Williamson (Scotch Whisky Association), Anthony and Cathy Wills (Kilchoman distillery), Allan Winchester (Chivas Bros) and Vanessa Wright (Chivas Bros).


CHARLES MACLEAN, EDINBURGH, 2011





HISTORY


Some historians believe that the Latin aqua vitae, meaning “the water of life” was translated by the Romans during their occupation of Britain from uisge beatha which is the Gaelic for whisky. The same evocative expression is applied in other languages, for instance eau de vie in French and akvavit in Danish. All these terms describe alcohol that has been concentrated by distillation.


In the 1930s, the popular Scottish novelist Neil Gunn imagined the discovery of distilling whisky to have been made accidentally. He described the picture of an ancient Celt observing the steam from his vat of fermented gruel condensing into an ardent spirit.


“It is purer than any water from any well. When cold it is colder to the fingers than ice. A marvellous transformation... But in the mouth, what is this? The gums tingle, the throat burns, down into the belly fire passes, and thence outward to the finger-tips, to the feet, and finally to the head... Clearly it was not water he had drunk: it was life.”


In this opening chapter we will follow the often dramatic and undeniably romantic history of the evolution of the whisky industry, from its simple origins as a mainstay in the crofter’s year, to the massive, international industry it is today.
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This was the first label that used Arthur Bell & Sons as the brand name.
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The production water for Glengoyne distillery runs off the Campsie Fells through a picturesque sandstone gorge.





“The admirable essence… an emanation of the divinity, an element newly revealed to man but hid from antiquity, because the human race was then too young to need this beverage destined to revive the energies of modern decrepitude.”


Raymond Lully
1236-1315


From our perspective – that of the modern consumer – the history of Scotch whisky has two important threads.


First, flavour. Early stills were crude, and the spirit they produced can scarcely be dignified by the description “potable”. The “marvellous transformation” imagined by Neil Gunn in his description of the discovery of whisky by an ancient Celt, would have been more like a sharp blow to the head. Indeed, the Scots word “skelp”, which means just this, derives from the Gaelic sgailc, that is “a bumper of spirits taken before breakfast” – a morning dram.


Second, price. Whisky is made from the cheapest, most elemental of ingredients – water and barley – and is produced by a simple process. Puritan instincts dictate that those things that give us pleasure should be paid for and this was first put into practice by the imposition of tax by a Puritan parliament in 1644.


Subsequent governments have not looked back, and developments in the history of Scotch whisky have often been brought about by excise duty, or its avoidance, by a search for quality and flavour at an acceptable price and by vigorous, pioneering marketing all over the world. The Scotch malt whisky made today is of higher quality than ever before.


HUMID VAPOURS


One peers in vain into the gloom of the Celtic twilight for the smoke of the earliest distillers’ fires. One tradition holds that the mysteries of distilling were borne across the Irish Sea by the Gaelic-speaking Celts who founded the Kingdom of Dalriada on Scotland’s western seaboard in the early sixth century, known to history as the Scots. The Scots Gaelic for aqua vitae is uisge beatha, (pronounced “ooshkie bayahah”) which was abbreviated to uiskie in the seventeenth century, and to whiskie by 1715. The modern spelling – whisky – first appears as late as 1736. The Ancient Irish, it is maintained, were taught how to distil by St Patrick, two centuries before they arrived in Scotland, and he had learned the secrets during his years at Auxerre in central France, before his mission to Ireland, which commenced in 432. When English armies invaded Ireland in 1170, they found monastic distilleries in several parts of the country.


Some authorities hold that the secrets of distilling were brought to Europe from the Middle East in about 1150 by the Moors. Certainly, the Middle East was the cradle of medical and chemical knowledge. Kemi was an early name for Egypt, and it is claimed that potable spirits were created here before 3,000 BC, probably made from grapes or flowers, rather than grain. Further east, the Chinese, Tibetans, Indians and Sinhalese distilled from rice, millet, fermented mare’s milk, coconuts and palm sap.


The Old Testament mentions maaim haaim, which “made human hearts joyful”, and has been translated as aqua vitae. Proverbs xx.1 states: “Wine is a mocker, strong drink is raging”. I have even heard it argued that the “Holy Spirit” should be understood literally, that Jesus Christ learned the secrets of distilling from his earthly father, St Joseph the Carpenter (or cooper?) and that the turning of water into wine at the marriage in Cana was in fact the turning of wine into brandy!


The Alexandrian Greeks distilled turpentine from pine resin; in the fourth century BC Aristotle described how “sea water may be made potable by distillation: wine and other liquids can be submitted to the same process. After they have been converted into humid vapours they return again to liquids”. He also entertained the notion that those made drunk with “strong drink” fell on the back of their heads, while those intoxicated by wine fell on their faces! The equipment used was primitive – for example, sweet water was collected from boiling sea water by hanging sponges in the steam; in the first century AD Pliny the Elder mentions hanging fleeces over boiling resin to catch the vapours and make turpentine. However, nowhere in classical literature is reference made to the convivial drinking of spirits – and the Romans were no strangers to revelry. The truth is that most distillates were used as medicines or perfumes.
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Stones weighted to the roof prevent the thatch being blown away on a traditional croft in Skye.





THE ADMIRABLE ESSENCE


It seems that the secrets of distilling were lost to mainland Europe during the Dark Ages, even supposing they had been known here in the first place. They were rediscovered or revived by Arnold de Villa Nova, a thirteenth century Moorish scholar, born in Spain and educated in Sicily, who taught alchemy, medicine and astronomy at Avignon and Montpellier. Arnold has been described as the “Father of Distilling”, for as well as studying the “distillation” of nitric, hydrochloric and sulphuric acids, he distilled wine and named the result eau de vie and aqua vitae – “the water of life”.


His contemporary and pupil, Raymond Lully, is credited with attributing the name “alcohol” to distilled spirits – the word comes from the Arabic al kohl, which means both “a mind-altering drug” and a “genie or spirit”.


Theophrastus Bombast von Hohenheim (aka “Paracelsus” 1490–1541), the most celebrated of all medieval alchemist/physicians, often refers to alcohol.


Although there were a few aristocratic dabblers in science, the earliest European distillers were generally monks and their interest in distilling was primarily medicinal. They applied the process first to wine and infusions of herbs, and later, in the colder climates of northern and western Europe, where grapes did not flourish, to fermented mashes of cereals. Famous contemporary liqueurs like Benedictine, (invented at the Abbey of Fécamp, Normandy in 1510) and Chartreuse (made by Carthusian monks at Voiron, near Grenoble, from a recipe given to them in 1605), continue this tradition.


The distillation of cereal mashes was not unknown to the Ancients. Edward Gibbon, in his historical masterpiece, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, recounts how one Maximin headed an embassy to Attila the Hun from Constantinople in 448 AD, during which they encountered “a certain liquor named camus, which according to the report of Priscus, was distilled from barley”.
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Highland Park distillery, Orkney..





AQUA VITAE


The first record of distilled spirit in Scotland is found in an Exchequer Roll of 1494, where it is written “To Friar John Cor, by order of the King, to make aquavitae, VIII bolls of malt”. The king was James IV (1488–1513), the best loved of all the ill-fated House of Stuart. It has been suggested that he got a taste for aqua vitae – or uisge beatha as it was known in the Gaelic tongue – in Islay where he had been campaigning the year before. Be that as it may, Friar Cor was of the Benedictine Order at Lindores Abbey in Fife; eight bolls amounts to 1,900 lbs or 870 kg, and this quantity of malt would make around 1,250 bottles of today’s whisky. A further Exchequer Roll entry, on 22nd December 1497 while the King was lodging in Dundee, records the payment of nine shillings to a barber (ie. surgeon), for aqua vitae.


In 1505, the Guild of Surgeon-Barbers of Edinburgh was created, the ancestor of the modern Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh. Among the privileges granted to them by Seal of Cause of the Town Council was the exclusive right to “mak and sell aqua vitae within the burgh” – further evidence of its connection with medical uses. Some say that the surgeons used aqua vitae for preserving parts of the body prior to dissection.
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An excerpt from the Exchequer Roll, 1494, the first written reference to distilled spirits in Scotland.





The invention of effective ways of condensing the spirit that came off when a mildly alcoholic wash was boiled, and the discovery of the advantages of concentrating this spirit by further distillation, was crucial to producing a potable liquid, rather than medicine or embalming fluid. Early alembics were small and relied upon the surrounding air to cool and condense the vapours. During the fifteenth century the benefit of cooling the condenser in a tub of water was recognised, but it was only in the middle years of the sixteenth century that this tube was coiled into a “worm” within the cooling tub. At about the same time the still head was elongated into a pear shape, which increased the reflux of condensate back into the body of the still, permitting better separation of spirit from water and reducing the carry-over of noxious impurities. These were major breakthroughs in the production of better quality spirit.


In 1560 the monasteries were dissolved in Scotland, although not as ruthlessly as in England, and there was a move away from the cloister into the community by numerous monks whose knowledge of distilling was eagerly embraced by the laity. From this time, wherever suitable cereals were grown, domestic distilling became part of the farming year, as brewing had long been. Indeed, so widespread had the practice become by 1579 that, in anticipation of a poor harvest and food shortages, an Act of Parliament restricted the manufacture of aqua vitae throughout the land, limiting it to “Earls, Lords, Barons and Gentlemen for their own use”.


Some say that the surgeons used aqua vitae for preserving parts of the body prior to dissection.


Fynes Moryson, a late-Elizabethan travel writer, records that three kinds of spirit were distilled in the Western Isles, graded for strength and quality by the number of times they were distilled. They were usquebaugh (distilled twice), trestarig (distilled three times) and usquebaugh-baul, (distilled four times); also termed simplex, composita and perfectissima. Raphael Holinshed in his Chronicles of 1577 – famous as one of Shakespeare’s sources – distinguishes the same three grades, and stresses the medicinal value of the spirit:




“Being moderately taken it cutteth fleume, it lighteneth the mynd, it quickeneth the spirits, it cureth the hydropsie, it pounceth the stone, it repelleth the gravel, it puffeth away ventositie, it kepyth and preserveth the eyes from dazelying, the tongue from lispying, the teeth from chatterying, the throte from rattlying, the weasan from stieflying, the stomach from womblying, the harte from swellying, the belie from wirtching, the guts from rumblying, the hands from shivering, the sinews from shrinkying, the veynes from crumplying, the bones from akying, the marrow from soakying, and truly it is a sovereign liquor, if it be orderlie taken.”





These early forms of whisky were made from a mixture of whatever cereals came to hand most readily – oats and wheat as well as more than one kind of barley. Furthermore, it is certain that much of the spirit was “compounded” (ie. mixed with herbs, sugar and spices) and even “rectified” (re-distilled with botanical additions, in the same way that gin is made). Some authorities, including the great lexicographer Dr Johnson in his Dictionary (1755), go so far as to define usquebaugh as “a compounded distilled spirit, being drawn on aromaticks”. By the late sixteenth century production was such that Scotch aqua vitae or uisge beatha was being exported to Ireland and to France.
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Early stills were charged by removing the head. This one dates from the late seventeenth century.





UISGE BEATHA


Loosely defined though it might have been, employing varying ingredients with varying flavours from district to district, the Water of Life was an established part of the social life and economy of Scotland by the early seventeenth century. It was made on farms and in castles up and down the land, especially in the Highlands, during the autumn and winter months when the grain had been harvested. This pattern persisted until modern times. The high protein barley husks and spent grains were also an important form of animal feed during the sparse winter months. The spirit was made on small stills of between 20 and 50 gallons (90 and 220 litres) capacity with cylindrical bodies, charged by removing their heads, which were either domed or conical. This was a part-time cottage industry with only a handful of dedicated “distilleries”.


The quantity of whisky made by each household or community depended upon the surplus grain available, but there was usually enough to supply local needs, with some left over to contribute to rents and even to export to the Lowlands, England and France. Contemporary references to Scotch spirits are few – a Highland funeral here, a wedding there, rewards for recruits to the army – yet production was sufficient to persuade the Scottish Parliament to impose the first excise tax on spirits in 1644, at the rate of 2/8d (Scots) per Scots pint (in English measures, about 7d per gallon), in order to raise money for the army of the Covenant ranged against Charles I. This tax was retained after the Restoration of the monarchy and has been with us ever since, despite being universally resented.


The first distillery mentioned in an official document was that at Ferintosh, on the Black Isle, established by Duncan Forbes of Culloden in about 1670. Forbes was a prominent Whig and a supporter of William of Orange and as a result his distillery was sacked by supporters of James II in 1689. Once the rising had been quelled, he claimed compensation and was granted the privilege of distilling whisky duty free “from grain grown on his own estate... upon payment of an annual sum of 400 merks” (about £22). The dispensation remained in force for 95 years, and made the Forbes family a fortune. They bought neighbouring lands, built three more distilleries on the estate and began to produce whisky in large quantities, and to sell it all over Scotland.


So successful were they that the very word “Ferintosh” became synonymous with quality. By the late 1760s Ferintosh distillery was producing almost two-thirds of the legally distilled whisky in Scotland – some 90,000 gallons (409,000 litres) annually. The Forbes family was reputed to be making an annual profit of £18,000 – equivalent to about £2 million per annum in today’s money. In 1784 the Government terminated the privilege with a lump sum payment of £21,000, an event lamented by Robert Burns:




“Thee Ferintosh! O sadly lost!


Scotland lament frae coast to coast!


Now colic grip, an’ barkin’ hoast


May kill us a’;


For loyal Forbes’ charter’d boast


Is ta’en awa.”





PEAT-REEK AND FIREWATER


Following the union of the parliaments of England and Scotland in 1707, duty on excisable liquors was levied at the same rate as in England and a Scottish Excise Board, manned by English officials, was established in Edinburgh. Six years later the English malt tax was extended to Scotland (although at half the English rate) in the face of vehement opposition from Scottish MPs, who claimed this was in breach of the Act of Union.


This and other vindictive measures fuelled support for the First Jacobite Rising of 1715, which petered out later the same year after the Battle of Sheriffmuir. When the Malt Tax was increased in 1725 there were serious riots in Glasgow, but the ultimate effect of this was to reduce the quantity of ale, which was the staple drink of the populace, and increase the consumption of whisky. Legal output doubled, then tripled in the mid-1720s to nearly 155,000 gallons (700,000 litres). Following the Gin Act of 1736, which did not apply to Scotland, production again increased.
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A satirical scene depicting Johnson and Boswell in a smuggler’s lair at the time of their Hebridean tour.





This growth was made possible by the use of mixed cereals; unmalted barley and wheat as well as malted barley. There was a dramatic increase in small and medium-sized distilleries all over the country and, towards the end of the century, a rise in the number of Lowland manufactories, mainly owned by the Haig and Stein families. Domestic stills were exempt from duty, so long as they used home-grown grains and produced for domestic consumption only. It was illegal to sell the whisky, although it was itself a currency in the Highlands, often being used for part-payment of rents.


Crop failure in 1757 led to a ban on distilling throughout Britain which continued until 1760, and forced most of the registered distilleries out of business. Home stills were unaffected by the ban and began to meet the demand for whisky. These were the beginnings of the “smuggling” era.


To counter the rise in the illicit trade, and the competition from the duty-free output of the Ferintosh distilleries which, as we have seen, were producing two thirds of the legal whisky in Scotland by 1770, many legal distilleries had to resort to fraud in their excise declarations. The government passed a series of increasingly draconian measures in the attempt to prevent this, forbidding distilling in wash stills of less than 400 gallons (1,818 litres) capacity and ordering that the heads of stills should be padlocked and sealed, to prevent the stills being used without the authorities’ knowledge. This simply encouraged smuggling and discouraged producers from taking out licences. Hugo Arnot estimated in his History of Edinburgh, that there were 400 illicit stills in the city in 1777 and only eight licensed. Led by the Haig and Stein families, by now the major producers of legal whisky, the registered distillers formed a monopoly to flood the Lowland market with raw and fiery, but cheap, grain spirit. The unpleasant flavour of most of the whisky produced at this time was made palatable, certainly amongst the gentry and in many public houses, by mixing it with other ingredients such as lemon and spices, or with warm water and sugar, and serving it as “punch” or “toddy”.


In 1777 the Steins experimented with exporting 2,000 gallons (9,100 litres) of their rough spirit to London for rectification and compounding into gin. This was hugely successful; within five years the export had grown to nearly 184,000 gallons (835,360 litres). The 1783 harvest was disastrous, however, and the Highlands were gripped by famine. Distilling was banned in many places and duty was again raised. Rioters sacked the Haig distillery at Canonmills in Edinburgh, suspecting that it was using grain and vegetables which might otherwise have fed the poor.


William Pitt’s Wash Act of 1784 cut duty, and allied it to still capacity and to the amount of wash that could be distilled off each day. It also introduced the Highland Line, making different provisions for distilleries located above and below the line. Highland distillers were favoured with lower tax and were allowed to use smaller stills (minimum 20 gallons or 91 litres capacity), which they charged with weak washes and worked off slowly, producing flavoursome whisky. However, the Act insisted that they use only locally grown grain and forbade them to export their product outwith the region. The Lowland distillers responded to the Act by using stronger, thicker washes and developing a new kind of still – shallow and wide-bodied, with a large base and tall head – which could be worked off in a matter of minutes. Since there is less fractionation in rapid distilling, the quality of Lowland whisky was further impaired. Highland whisky was infinitely preferable but it was not available legally in the Lowlands.
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Engraving of a pot still with worm tub attached, circa 1870s.





Lowland distillers survived by making gut-rot, and Highland distillers were not legally permitted to sell their better product below the Highland Line.


THE SMUGGLING ERA


The benefits that maturation brought to wine were generally recognised by about 1740, and it is safe to suppose that Highland connoisseurs will have experimented successfully with laying down casks of whisky, at least by the late eighteenth century. The majority of spirit however was sold “straight from the still mouth” and in 1814 public houses in Glasgow proudly advertised that they were selling whisky distilled from that summer’s barley, less than six weeks after the Highland harvest had been taken in. Such whisky was reckoned to be “wholesome, palatable and medicinal in moderation”, while Lowland whisky was judged “obnoxiously the reverse”! A contemporary observer remarked: “Whisky in those days being chiefly drawn from the flat-bottomed stills of Kilbagie, Kennerpans and Lochryan was only fitted for the most vulgar and fire-loving palates; but when a little of the real mountain dew from Glenlivet or Arran could be obtained, which was a matter of difficulty and danger, it was sure to be presented to guests with as sparing a hand as the finest Maraschino is now offered by some laced lacquey... at the close of a first class repast.”


By the 1790s the situation was impossible. Lowland distillers survived by making rot-gut, and Highland distillers were not legally permitted to sell their better product below the Highland Line. The powerful English distillers dropped their prices to quell the flow of whisky flooding south and put pressure on the government to drive out the Scots. They succeeded in this in 1788. The Government imposed excise duties on everything they could think of, including bricks, candles, calico, paper, salt, soap, hides and leather, in order to prosecute the war against France, and when they could no longer be increased in number, they were raised in rate. Meanwhile the smugglers became bolder, often condoned by the landowners, from whose ranks Justices of the Peace were appointed, and who themselves benefited from the illicit trade by being able to increase rents with some hope of obtaining payment.
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A report on smuggling whisky from The Scotsman newspaper, March 1823.





An official report of 1790 describes smugglers as “travelling in bands of 50, 80, or 100 or 150 horses remarkably stout and fleet and having the audacity to go in this formidable manner in the open day upon the public high roads and through the streets of such towns and villages as they have occasion to pass.”


The Government was bereft of ideas about how to cope with the situation. Duty was tripled in 1793 to £9 per gallon of still capacity, doubled again in 1795 and again in 1800. Further increases took place in 1804, 1811 and 1814. The Small Stills Act of 1816 abolished the Highland Line and permitted the use throughout Scotland of stills of not less than 40 gallons (180 litres) capacity. It also allowed weaker washes and reduced duty by about a third. As a result, the number of legal distilleries increased from 12 to 57 in the Highlands by 1819, and from 24 to 68 in the Lowlands.


There was growing concern among landowners in the Highlands about the growth of violent crime, mostly associated with food shortages, evictions and land clearances for sheep parks, but much of it blamed on the lawless smugglers. Also, improved communications with the Lowlands encouraged a number of lairds to establish their own legal distilleries which, of course, competed with the smugglers. The Fourth Duke of Gordon, one of the most powerful landowners in the northeast, addressed the House of Lords on the subject in 1820, urging a further reduction of duty and a more moderate attitude towards legal distillers, in return for which he pledged that the landowners would cooperate with the excise officers in putting down smuggling.


A Commission of Inquiry into the Revenue was set up, under the chairmanship of Lord Wallace, and based on its findings the Excise Act of 1823 more than halved duty on spirits to 2/5d per gallon and set the licence fee at £10 per annum. The Act sanctioned thin washes, introduced duty-free warehousing for export spirits, and opened the export trade to all. These changes laid the foundations of the modern whisky industry.


No longer was it necessary to design and operate stills primarily to avoid paying tax; no longer need there be a difference in quality between legally produced whisky and illicit whisky and no longer was it so desirable to work outside the law. Distillers could now choose their own method of working; what strength of wash to use and what size and design of still would produce the best whisky.


Distilleries were often built near drovers’ inns, which had long been a source of custom before the days of licensed distilling.


BLENDED WHISKY


Between 1823 and 1825 the number of licensed distilleries in Scotland rose from 125 to 329; 100 of these would not last beyond ten years. Many of the newly entered distillers were former smugglers, although this was not without its dangers from jealous neighbours. Among the first to take out a licence was George Smith of Glenlivet, a remote district of Speyside, where there were as many as 200 illicit stills operating in the early 1820s. His neighbours warned him that they would burn the new distillery to the ground – a fate that befell several others – and he was obliged to carry a pair of hair-trigger pistols in his belt for some years.


New distilleries were often built on sites which had formerly been used by smugglers, not only on account of the water supply, but also because of established connections with local farms for the supply of grain, and the disposal of draff. Similarly, distilleries were often built near drovers’ inns, which had long been a source of custom before the days of licensed distilling.


Some landowners in the Highlands also set up distilleries on their estates, notably Lord Lovat at Beauly, the Duke of Argyll at Campbeltown, (where 27 distilleries were established between 1823 and 1837), Mackenzie of Seaforth in Lewis and Campbell of Shawfield in Islay. All hoped that these ventures would be profitable since smuggling had been suppressed – convictions in magistrates’ courts fell from 14,000 in 1823 to 85 in 1832. However, the sharp increase in production from almost three million gallons (13.5 million litres) in 1823 to ten million gallons (45.5 million litres) in 1828 was nowhere near matched by demand. Most of this was grain whisky, made in the Lowlands by the large distillers and exported to England for rectification. Ninety per cent of malt whisky was consumed in Scotland.
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FROM LEFT Andrew Usher II (1826-98); William Teacher (1810/11-1876); Arthur Bell (1825-1900); John Dewar (1806-80).





A general trade depression in 1829 combined with pressure from the English brewers and distillers to persuade the Duke of Wellington’s government to increase duty on spirits and to remove duty on beer in the 1830 Budget. The Lowland grain distillers were undaunted by this. Several of them had been experimenting successfully with continuous distillation. This process used stills which were radically different and had been patented firstly by Robert Stein of Kilbagie in 1827 and perfected by Aeneas Coffey, former Inspector General of Excise in Dublin, in 1830. Although expensive to install, such stills were cheap and simple to control. They produced strong (94 to 96% ABV), pure and bland spirit at a furious rate, since they did not have to be cleaned and re-charged after each batch. In the Highlands, meanwhile, there was widespread distress owing to bad harvests from the late 1830s to about 1850, compounded by the potato blight in the mid-1840s. Between 1835 and 1844, the number of licensed distilleries fell from 230 to 169 and many firms were forced into liquidation.


Distillers large and small sold their products in bulk, by the cask. Patent-still grain whisky had a market among poorer people in the Central Lowlands, but the majority of it went south of the border to England for rectification into gin. Some malt distillers appointed agents; most sold direct to wine and spirits merchants, who sold the whisky to their customers in stoneware jars holding eight and ten gallons (45.5 litres) or, increasingly after 1845, in glass bottles. Prior to this glass was prohibitively expensive but in that year the duty on it was abolished.


Many spirits merchants were also grocers, selling tea and coffee and general provisions as well as alcohol, and generally known as “Italian Warehousemen”. Almost all of the great names in the whisky industry began as such. Matthew Gloag, whose grandson created The Famous Grouse blend, had his own shop by about 1814. Charles Mackinlay was an apprentice with the tea, wine and spirit merchant Walker, Johnston & Co in 1824. Johnnie Walker opened his grocer’s shop in Kilmarnock in 1820, George Ballantine in Edinburgh in 1827. In 1828, John Dewar walked to Perth to work in a relative’s wine and spirit shop. Arthur Bell was first employed as a travelling salesman by Thomas Sandeman, wine merchant in Perth in the 1830s. James Chivas and his brother arrived in Aberdeen in 1836; James went to work in a wine and spirits shop, which he took over in 1841.


The random mixing of whiskies from various different distilleries had long been practised – even the mixing of whisky with other spirits or herbs – but this was invariably in the interest of producing a cheaper drink, of debatable quality. Nevertheless it is safe to suppose that some spirits merchants did experiment with mixing whiskies for the more discriminating end of the market. In 1853 the mixing together of whiskies of different ages from the same distillery, called vatting, was permitted before duty had to be paid.


The same year Andrew Usher and Company, the Edinburgh-based agent for Smith’s Glenlivet, put the first true brand of Scotch whisky on the market. It was called Usher’s Old Vatted Glenlivet and became one of the most popular whiskies of its day.


The blending of several different malts with cheaper, blander grain whisky was the next logical step, and was pioneered by Andrew Usher II, Charles Mackinlay and WP Lowrie. Gladstone’s Spirits Act of 1860 allowed blending under bond, which made it possible to produce blended whisky in substantial volumes for the first time. Blended whisky had three great virtues: it had broader appeal than the strongly flavoured, smoky malts or fiery grain whiskies of the day; it could be made up to a formula so that its flavour remained consistent; and it was cheap to produce.
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Usher’s warehouse, in Edinburgh for “Old Vatted Glenlivet”, circa 1890.





The coming of the railway both facilitated the spirits dealers’ access to supplies of whisky for “fillings”, and allowed them to send their products to a wider market. The Edinburgh to Glasgow railway opened in 1842 and by 1846 the capital was linked to Newcastle. In 1850, the line between Perth and Aberdeen was laid, and in 1854 a branch line to Huntly and later to Keith, in the heart of the whisky country, was added.


The repeal of the Navigation Acts in 1845 also opened up the export market to the colonies and dominions, and within ten years grain whisky was being exported to Canada, India, New Zealand and South Africa in relatively large quantities, mainly for consumption by expatriate Scots. Blended whisky would soon follow and from then onwards the fortunes of distillers – of both malt and grain whisky – were tied to the blenders.


By the end of the century and right through to the late 1970s, around 99 per cent of the malt whisky made went for blending. Blended whisky put Scotch onto the world stage.


Sir Robert Usher, Andrew Usher II’s son, wrote in 1908: “Before 1860 very little Scotch whisky was sent for sale in England [ie. as such and not for rectification into gin], but after that the trade increased in leaps and bounds.” Sir Winston Churchill, a keen whisky drinker, supported this view in 1945: “My father would never have drunk whisky except when shooting on a moor or in some very dull, chilly place. He lived in the age of brandy and soda.”
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The United Associate Congregation in St Andrew’s,
gave a unanimous call on Wednesday lust to Mr Ebe-
nezer Halley, preacher of the gospel, to be their minis-
ter. The reverend Mr Thom of Anstruther preached,
and the reverend Mr Taylor of Ceres presided.

Irricrr DisTinnaTioN.—On the evening of the
4th inst. Mr. Samuel Milligan, Supervisor of Fxcise,
Paisley, received information that an illicit distillery
was at work in a cottage adjoining the Mansion House
of Carrdonald. Mr Milligan immediately proceeded to
the spot. accompanied by Messrs A. Clerk, E. Cameron,
P. M¢Lellan, H. Cogan, A. Lang, W. Shorman, and
W. Foreman, officers of excise, when they detected a
private distillery, carried on with systematic regularity,
consisting of one still, contents 60 gallons, one still head,
one worm, one worm tub, one mash tun, two wash
tuns and 100 gallons of worls, &c. all of which were ef-
fectually destroyed. T'wo of the smugglers were taken
before one of his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace, for
the county of Renfrew, and they baving failed to pay
the penalty of L30, eacit were committed to the jail of
Paisley. My DMilligan’s exertions in banishing @

baneful traffic from our doors, have been indefatiga
for which he des:
of society.

es the praise of every good men:

Frre Causu.—Appeals have been presented to the
House of Lords against the decision of the Judges of
the Court of Session in Scotland, which lately (con-
firming the judgment of the Jury Court upon the
“issug” directed by the House of Liords to be tried,
which was to establish, whether the deeds executed by
the Jate Harl of Fife were his deeds or not) found that
these were not his lordship’s deeds, and gave the cause
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