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Introduction


Scotch whisky. A drink named after the country of its birth. The flavours of each of its distilleries are defined by location. This place, this flavour, this individuality. Place has always sat within whisky, but how deep does it go? Is the talk of it being important contrived, or is it real? What does location mean in terms of flavour, how does a distillery fit into a community, how does place impact on sustainability? With 140 distilleries operational in Scotland, will place become more significant? Where is whisky in the Anthropocene, how might it change and what role does place have in that transition?


These questions had been rattling around my brain for years. It was time to find the answers. There was only one way to do this: go on the road. Travel from north to south, go from the Neolithic past to the present…and peek into the future. Gauge the temperature.


At this point, it might be useful to say what this book isn’t. It’s not a guide to every distillery, nor is it a book of tasting notes. There are great titles out there that do that. This is less of a journey along that very busy main highway and more of a drive through the side roads that, hopefully, will give you a new and different view.


The distilleries were picked because they all showed different facets of this idea of place. They are large and small, old and new. There are many others that could have been included. Find them.


Whisky can be written about in many ways, but over the years the aspect that has intrigued me the most is seeing it as a cultural product. It can be a way of looking at a country: its history, people, stories and thinking. Scotch whisky is a distillation of these sensibilities and conditions and can only be made here.


Some of these thoughts became the film The Amber Light, which I made with Adam Park. This isn’t the book of the film, but the idea of looking at Scotch as a reflection of culture is shared by both.


Making the film was the first time I met Christina Kernohan, who was doing the stills photography – while eight months pregnant. When the idea for this book came about, she was the only photographer I wanted to work with. Thankfully, she said yes. I’m in awe of her eye, her lunging ability, her ability to make people relax. She was the ideal travelling companion. This book is a joint enterprise.


It was also important to step back from the whisky world, so we met with craftspeople, farmers, a genealogist and a perfumer. Their stories and insights gave a deeper understanding of whisky’s relationship to location and the way in which it is more than just a liquid in a bottle.


What did I find out? Read on…
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The author, snapped sneakily by the photographer without his knowledge (or permission)
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1


ORKNEY
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It has to start somewhere. Not only this journey, but the whole idea of taking a cereal, turning it into weak alcohol, then strengthening it through distillation to make it more than just a drink – by releasing an element within it that says: ‘this is from here, this is from us, it is distillation of our sensibilities.’ But we jump ahead.


The plane starts its descent through June clouds into Kirkwall airport. A flash of green, a wrecked ship, a beach, then we’re down. This place of headlands and sea, of skies and low hills, thick stone walls and scant tree cover, a scattering of sandstone and fertile soil in the northern ocean, is a bulwark battered by the Pentland Firth, Atlantic and North Sea. All of this made Orkney the right starting point for this journey – the best way to establish conditions.


‘The common conception of evolution is that of competing species running a sort of race through time on planet earth, all running on the same field...[but] if we look at this from the side of the “conditions” and their creative possibilities, we can see the multitudes of interactions through hundreds of other eyes,’ the poet and essayist Gary Snyder wrote in his commentary on Dōgen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra.


‘We could say that a food brings a form into existence: huckleberries call for bear, the clouds of plankton call for salmon, and salmon call for orca and seal…Us? The whole of the earth calls us into existence. The condition dictates the response.’


Scotland’s geology and climatic conditions called barley into existence, and barley made people settle down and start farming. The barley gave bread, then beer and, finally, it called whisky into existence. Who were they, those first people?
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The Ness of Brodgar site has hugely complex archaeology





…


Tyres and plastic cover parts of the trenches, visitors wander around. Archaeologists sit, squat, kneel, probe, write, gently clean, their trowels sifting through light soil. Heads down, they sit among neat, sandy-coloured dry-stone walls; not a single long-buried building, but an entire settlement, which they are reading, layer by layer.


We are on a thin neck of land that links the Stones of Stenness and the larger Ring of Brodgar. The brackish water of the Loch of Stenness is on one side, the fresh water of Loch of Harray on the other. A liminal place. Nick Card of the UHI Archaeology Institute, chair of the Ness of Brodgar Trust and director of the dig, joins us, trowel in back pocket.


‘You can sense its importance when you see its place in the landscape,’ he says. ‘We’re in the middle of a large natural amphitheatre created by the distant hills, with the Ness as its focal point sandwiched between the two bodies of water. You feel central to the whole landscape. I think that’s why the Neolithic people chose this place.’


The scale is hard to comprehend and, as Nick tells us, what has been uncovered so far accounts for less than ten per cent of the site. ‘We are standing on top of 1.5 metres of archaeology,’ he explains. ‘At the top of the site it can be 4–5 metres, spanning the whole of the Neolithic, from 3500BCE to 2300BCE.


‘We’re trying to understand some of the most complex archaeology you will find anywhere. This is one of the most remarkable complexes of Neolithic buildings anywhere in north-west Europe. As they say about Orkney, when you scratch the surface, it bleeds archaeology.’


In 1999, the Heart of Neolithic Orkney was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which led, in 2002, to a geophysics survey that revealed 2.5 hectares of possible settlement here, at the southern end of the Ness. When a large notched stone was uncovered in 2003 by a farmer ploughing, just scratching the surface, the first of a series of buildings was revealed. What was thought to be a natural mound was in fact a series of hidden structures and midden piles. ‘The scale and complexity of what has been discovered has changed the perception of the site, the monuments and the whole of Neolithic Orkney,’ Nick tells us. ‘In its heyday, the Ness was one of the epicentres of Neolithic culture in the UK.’
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Tools of the trade
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Bere in the breeze
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Nick Card, chair of the Ness of Brodgar Trust and director of the dig





It also gives a lie to the idea that these northern islands were only scantily populated. ‘Thirty or forty years ago there were only three Neolithic settlements known in Orkney. Today, we have thirty settlement sites with more to be discovered, so we can estimate that the population was in many thousands – this land can support a sizeable population. Clearly there were enough people here to undertake building projects like this.’


The Neolithic age was when farming first began, and although it’s still not known how it reached Britain and Ireland (or why it was considerably later than in Europe) it seems as if these proto-farmers arrived on Orcadian shores around 3700BCE.


Why here? ‘It is down to the underlying geology,’ Nick explains. ‘Orkney has light, fertile soils, compared with Shetland. Here, it’s relatively easy to cultivate crops and have animal husbandry. Red deer were probably brought here then. Imagine trying to navigate the Pentland Firth with deer or a cow on board!


‘You’d be growing barley, probably a small amount of wheat, but still exploiting the wider natural landscape.’


Charred remains of naked and hulled barley, and of emmer, have been found at the Ness, but the scale of Orkney’s ancient agriculture was only revealed fully with the discovery in 2006, at Ha’breck on the nearby island of Wyre, of a large, early Neolithic (3300–3000BCE) stone house. Inside were thick layers of tens of thousands of charred barley grains, the remnants of what was believed to have been a massive fire. The volume of debris suggests that this could have been a granary, conceivably for the adjacent islands.


We’re looking into so-called Structure 10, its walls made from the flagstones of old red sandstone of the Orcadian bedrock, the blocks neatly shaped and aligned. This, the largest structure in the Ness, has further changed thinking about the life here at the time.


‘Structure 10 is huge by any standards,’ says Nick. ‘When it was first built, it was probably the finest piece of Neolithic architecture in northern Europe. You can tell from the inside facing of the stones and the quality of the stonework with little imperfections being removed. They’ve been dressed, refined and in places decorated with incised and pecked art.


‘The interior was a large central chamber and the walls were enhanced in different-coloured sandstone brought from quarries in Orphir – the same as you see in St Magnus Cathedral in Kirkwall. For the first time in British archaeology of this period, we’ve found the use of different pigments on the walls and pottery (some colours are derived from hematite found on Hoy). This monochrome image that you have of prehistory is transformed by thinking about these things in colour.’


The building and its decoration mark a shift from the simply functional to an underlying acknowledgment of permanence. The scale, the design, say: ‘we are settled, we are here to stay’. They speak of a culture.


One of Nick’s colleagues walks past, cradling a stone as if it were a child. It just looks like a large, flat, flagstone. ‘It’s that edge’, he says, pointing. ‘It seems worn, not natural. I was wondering if it might be for rubbing hides.’ He makes the action. I wonder to myself if it could be for grinding barley, but wisely think better of saying anything. ‘I suppose I must look a bit odd,’ he smiles, clearly not caring that he does.


The evidence of the domestic humanizes these ancient people. While their stone circles remain enigmatic, here is the quotidian world – albeit one that existed 5,000 years ago. In a field nearby, cows start lowing, a tractor starts up. These Neolithic folk weren’t that different from us. Orkney exists in a strange, constant present.


For 60 generations people ate, hunted and loved here. They clothed and raised children, traded, created, grew their crops. They started it all. Here’s the bedrock.


As one building collapsed or was dismantled, its rubble was used as foundations or robbed to make the next structure. A layering of knowledge, a vertical passing on of information and understanding of not only how to survive, but also to prosper within a landscape.


The Ness is about the building of a community, the realization that, over time, we belong in this place, we eat what grows and lives here, we speak in this way, this is where we mark our presence. All of these are place, and where landscape and people interact, and art is made, culture arrives.


Like us, they would have talked and told stories, made music, drank, and feasted. Was there any evidence they also brewed? I ask tentatively, worried that Nick might think that everything I ask has whisky at its heart.


‘There’s no evidence of it yet,’ he says, ‘but with new technology we can look at the pottery and residues from the fabric of the pottery. We’re about to enter a new project which is going to try and apply these new techniques. If that works, then we have a better chance of seeing how all of that is used. It would surprise me if they didn’t brew beer…or take magic mushrooms. It’s what we do as a species.’


Nick points to the exterior of Structure 10. ‘There’s a paved walkway running around it, and when the structure went out of use around 2350BCE, give or take a decade or two, there was this decommissioning event.
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Evidence of a 5,000-year-old community





‘In that outer passageway we came across hundreds of cattle bones. We recorded every one in 3D, and from that we found they were placed deliberately. In one part there were cattle skulls, covered in heaps of cattle tibia, and over the top of that were complete red deer carcasses. We found that 400–600 cattle had been killed at this time. It was a big gathering and celebration. The evidence for feasting, for mass consumption is quite incredible. Not just that big bone spread.


‘In the next field are remnants of the largest midden mound, probably, in Neolithic Britain. Judging by the size, what they’re trying to do is creating a monument out of this rubbish which is saying, “this is a reflection of what’s happening here, this is what we can consume”. It is a reflection of the Ness’ status and significance.’


All of this, from everything we are standing among, to the dram in the glass, comes from someone, 5,000 years ago, deliberately planting a seed of barley here.


…


We’re picked up at the Ness by John Strachan, who rejoices in the title of Highland Park’s ‘senior visitor experience host’. He’s a walking Viking: broad chested, long plaited beard, silver jewellery, a depth in his eyes. ‘Jump in,’ he says. ‘Let’s go to Stenness first.’


The Stones of Stenness form one of the UK’s oldest stone circles. Four remain, the tallest six metres tall. Behind us is the dome of Maeshowe tomb; in front, the Ness dig and further on, the mighty Ring of Brodgar.


‘My grandmother used to bring me here to tell me the old stories of the Norse gods,’ says John as we wander towards the central hearth. ‘She wanted to make sure that they didn’t die with her. It’s in the blood.’


He pauses, points at one tall stone and two smaller, round ones. ‘Think this place might have something to do with fertility?’ He laughs. ‘In the last two censuses, Orkney was the most godless place in the UK. I think that’s because we remember the old stories.


‘I drive by these stones twice a day. We’re aware of the importance of what society takes to be immutable, but we see things as impermanent. You build from your past, you’re aware of it, how can you not be in this landscape, but we’re not shackled to it.’


Back in the car, we drive west to the cliffs of Yesnaby. Their top is a 400 million-year-old seabed, now high above the Atlantic, the churns of ancient tides frozen in the stone, studded with the bulges of fossilized stromatolites. On the cliff face opposite are alternating strata of sandstone and flagstone: dun, beige, chocolate, ochre. Layer upon layer of time, each era a different shade.


The sun comes out, and the sea ignites into a deep azure. White waves curl around the skerries, whirl around the caves. ‘Thor made these cliffs,’ John says, as if the god of thunder was a neighbour. ‘Carved them off with his hammer. Then he flung it into the sea. It’s down there somewhere.’
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John Strachan: guide, storyteller, Orcadian





That night, Christina and I, heads still spinning with time, go to Stromness to catch the light and try to find food.


A haar is lifting as we walk along the pier. The silvery light bounces off the sea, illuminating the low islands. Colours pop: blues, yellows and reds. A boat comes in, its skipper wrangling with a neon buoy. Gulls squabble with ducks, razorbills bob about. Opposite, a man stands under the red and yellow Scandinavian cross of the Orcadian flag, adding to the Nordic air.


Every house has its own pier, and both are made of stones the same colours we saw at Yesnaby, the same as those used to decorate the houses of the Ness.


The streets are silent, no sound but our footsteps and the skin slap of water. Orcadians don’t appear to believe in pavements; the roads are a single surface of smooth flat slabs. Houses grow into each other, gable ends like prows of ships. A place that’s thick with time.


At Login’s Well, a plaque commemorates how Franklin, Cook and the Hudson’s Bay Company all took on water and crew here. ‘At its height, 75 per cent of the people working for the Hudson’s Bay Company were Orcadian,’ John had told us. Leif Eriksen started his voyage to America from here, as did Dr John Rae, the Orcadian doctor and great, but forgotten, Arctic explorer.
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The strata of Yesnaby’s cliffs





Orkney wasn’t just a place to settle, but also one of transit, the fulcrum around which trade turned, be it Neolithic, Viking or later.


Scots are as guilty of parochialism as any nation, thinking Orkney and Shetland are the extent of the north, the upper limit. They aren’t. Tromsø is almost 1,000 miles away, Svalbard another 400 further on.


Spin the map around, though, and Orkney sits at the heart of the northern world. Hub, haven and harbour. ‘Orkney is different to the Western Isles,’ John had said. ‘There, people went abroad because they were kicked off their land. Orkney was never like that. You left to make your fortune, but then returned.’ A place in the chain of trade and voyages, of beginnings and returns.
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The Orcadian flag flies over Stromness harbour
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Sky and sea
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Stromness
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Precious few drams up this way





‘It’s like a pet.’ He idly caresses the abrasive green awns (the bristles covering the grains) as he speaks. ‘All the heads were up last week and it had this lovely silvery sheen when the sun hit it.’ A wind blurs the field. The stalks are already almost at our waists. This is the green field we spotted from the plane. It belongs to the man speaking, John Wishart. The green is bere barley.


Barley has been the main cereal crop in the north since the Neolithic. Most of the early finds that Nick Card had mentioned have been of naked (i.e. hull-less) barley, with six-row, hulled barley such as bere becoming dominant in the Bronze Age. Bere is a landrace – a genetically diverse variety of a species (in this case barley), which over time has adapted to its environment and developed specific characteristics. Landraces are not the result of breeding but of natural processes. Along with small oat and Shetland cabbage, bere is one of the oldest agricultural plants growing in Scotland.


‘We don’t know how old bere is,’ says Peter Martin, ‘it’s one of the ongoing research questions.’ In the world of barley, Peter is Dr Bere. Director of UHI Orkney Agronomy Institute, he has been at the forefront of the preservation and the recent rise of interest in bere.


‘There’s a theory that it might have been brought here in Viking times, or been already in situ when they arrived – the Scottish strains of bere are different to those of Scandinavia.


‘Another name for bere is “bigg”, which is old Norse for barley, and six-row, hulled barley was the classical crop of Viking agriculture. Then again, if it was already here when the Vikings arrived they’d still have called it bigg! Most archaeologists think bere is probably older.’


Why bere here? Conditions. It suited the acidic soil, became attuned to the climate. ‘Compared to other British landraces, it came to maturity quicker. That’s an adaptation to the very short, intense growing season we have here, and it’s why it has a lower yield. Farmers plant oats first, then bere, but bere is the first to be harvested before the bad weather comes in. It fitted well into the traditional system.’
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Bere barley: Scottish landrace
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Dr Peter Martin, aka Dr Bere


Across northern Scotland, oats were used for food, and bere for ale and, in time, whisky. The spirit’s story starts with this cereal. Whisky was an agricultural product, which, in the north until the nineteenth century, was made by farmers.


This was the colour they would have seen, this the sound as it ripened. Bere helped them pay rent, raise spirits, inspire poetry and song, gave them their morning skailk. Bere kept them on the land.


Yet by the 1980s, fewer than 10 hectares were grown in Scotland – and most of that was on Orkney, where it was grown and milled at Barony Mill, Birsay. On any visit to Orkney, I’d buy a bag of flour and dutifully make the nutty, earthy-flavoured bannocks when I got home.


Bere wasn’t suited to modern agricultural practices. It grows tall, gets knocked down by high winds and is hard to combine.


‘It only survived here because we had a functioning mill, and local interest in keeping a few traditional products alive,’ says Peter. ‘In Shetland, where bere was still grown, there wasn’t a commercial mill. Once you’ve used a hand-mill a few times the novelty wears off!’


The whisky industry had turned its back on bere by the end of the nineteenth century. New varieties, each one promising higher yields and easier harvesting, had begun appearing: Plumage Archer, Centurion, Golden Promise, Chariot, Oxbridge, Concerto, Sassy, a progression which continues to this day with exactly the same promises.


‘When we started the Agronomy Institute in 2002, we drew up a list of crops we were interested in, and bere was at the top,’ says Peter. ‘What we aim to do is to develop cropping opportunities to help farmers and businesses, and we thought that bere had a lot of potential. Clearly there was also a heritage link with Orkney, and a connection between the Orcadian folk and bere, which gave it greater importance.


‘In 2004, we managed to purchase some extra seed from the [Barony] mill and started to look for collaborators in the brewing and distilling industries – first Arran and then, more recently, Bruichladdich. When we started, we weren’t aware of how important it had been to whisky.’


What started as a supply contract soon changed to growing for the Islay distillery and, 15 years in, 100 tons per year are being supplied. Orkney’s Swannay brewery is also taking some, as is Sam Britton for his craft vinegar. The Barony Mill has also expanded its acreage.


New distillers, keen to have a point of difference – and also trying to find closer links to the land – are also beginning to look at bere again, but it does come with a higher price tag. ‘Because you have lower yields you have to find end users who are willing to pay a premium,’ says John Wishart. ‘It wouldn’t work with distillers who are trying to screw you down to the last penny. It suits someone who is willing to engage with the story and put it into a premium product.’


There is a deeper connection for him. ‘Here, you’ll have grown up with bere, you’ll have had a bannock. It’s part of being from here. To see on a big scale is satisfying, and to see it evolving into different areas shows there is merit to growing it. There’s scope for farmers to grow more. As long as it is making money, they’d be happy to do it.’ Bere is here because it is meant to be here, and as whisky begins to reconsider its past, so it re-emerges.


Modern varieties have been bred to give higher yields and are suited to the conditions of Scotland’s east coast. They can struggle, however, in the west and north. Might bere offer an answer?


We drive south to the island of Burray, where UHI and the cereal research organization the James Hutton Institute have been running crop trials since 2017. Peter lets a handful of Burray’s gritty grey soil run through his fingers. ‘It’s basically sand,’ he says. ‘It’s deficient, principally in manganese, but is also low in copper and zinc. Many soils globally are manganese deficient, so if we can get varieties that are more tolerant to these conditions it becomes a more sustainable way of growing, because you don’t need to worry about any extra inputs.’


There are 149 small plots on the site, with each replicate containing a mix of different strains of bere, modern barley strains, and rye. ‘One year we just grew a selection of beres and modern varieties, which showed clearly there were beres with greater tolerance to these soil conditions. Even the beres that didn’t grow so well did better than the modern varieties.’


Even with only half a day of getting the eye in, it was easy to spot which was which. The modern varieties were thin, mean hanks, the bere and rye tall, deep green and bruised violet, thriving.


‘You get a bit of grief from the locals who keep telling us that our barley’s looking terrible,’ says John. ‘We just say we’re happy if it dies because that’s a result.’


There are practical lessons being learned. ‘All of these landraces have a tolerance to growing on nutrient-deficient soils where modern varieties won’t grow,’ says Peter. Could the solution be a cross between bere and a modern variety, giving tolerance to specific conditions but also a higher yield?


‘That was one of the things the Hutton has done. One year they crossed some tolerant beres with Irena and Concerto, and we’ve then grown these crosses to see which lines have tolerance. They can then go on to further testing.’ A solution emerges from the past.


If a modern variety can only grow with high levels of inputs, and then can only be harvested with an addition of glyphosate to finish ripening, then maybe the crop is saying, ‘I don’t belong here’. Instead, why not look at the conditions and adapt practices to suit them, rather than forcing something onto them.


Whisky is often viewed through the lens of inevitable, inexorable progress and improvement, as if the past is something to be admired, but in a patronizing way. Yet as Nick Card had told us, the Neolithic builders were better than the ones who came after. We can still learn practically from what has gone before, and use and adapt. Time viewed in this way, be it in barley, whisky or architecture, isn’t linear. Instead, all time is present at every moment, and can be engaged with.
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Experimental plots on Burray


He laughs. Covers himself in glaur. ‘Will this do?’


‘It’s probably a bit too much,’ admits Christina. We’re with Alan Eunson at Hobbister Moor, where Highland Park gets its peat. Since peat ‘grows’ 1 millimetre per year and the bank is 2.5–3 metres deep, we’re looking at 3,000 years. Its base is made up of the vegetation that the Ness’ people walked on. There was peat laid down prior to that, the heather, moss and scrubby trees their ancestors had walked on, all the way back to the vegetation that existed before people arrived. Time compressed.


Peat is also here because of conditions. The land is waterlogged, meaning there’s insufficient oxygen to feed the microbes that would normally break down organic material. So, every year for thousands of years, the plants and mosses have grown, died, rotted and been laid down in slowly thickening peat banks.


Tradition is often simply necessary practice repeated over time. The earliest distillers didn’t use peat because they wanted to make smoky whisky. They used it because there was no alternative.


‘We take three layers,’ Alan explains. ‘The top is the fogg – that gives the smoke; the next is the yarph. As there are still some roots it’ll give you a little smoke, but also heat. Then there’s what we call the moss, which is like coal. We’ll use that for heat.’


Peat is a databank, filled with pollen records, fragments of vegetation, the decomposed detritus of life that can be analysed and give meaning to the past. The composition of the peat across Scotland will vary depending on what grew there in the past and because of that, the nature of the aromatics released are different. This treeless archipelago gives a fragrant smoke that calls to mind the heather that covers its moors.
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Layers of time





A skylark starts to sing above us, a wee brown dot in the sky. The talk turns to people, place and community. ‘When I was a lad every house had a peat fire,’ says Alan. ‘Everything smelled of peat, it’s a nostalgic, comforting smell. It smells of place and home.’ The smoke, like the bere, has an emotional connection.
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Alan Eunson, Highland Park
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The old walls of Highland Park


The young team who have been working here are at the start of their whisky-making apprenticeship. ‘Like a lot of boys, I started on the peat hill, then raffled about the distillery doing different things, then just gradually worked up until I got to the stills. Making whisky requires knowledge of the different conditions in each. You’ve got dynasties of families working.’


We drive back into Kirkwall, over the hill looking out at the Scapa Flow, the echo of water in the sky, and join up with John Strachan at the distillery, which sits like a tor on the hill above Kirkwall, a cluster of buildings with wings added as fortunes improved. Shades of grey, burnt umber and amber in the stonework, no pavements (naturally), slopes and slates. Whisky has been made on this site since 1818, though an earlier illicit still once stood higher up the hill.


It’s silent season and the malt barns are empty; there’s just the light playing off the swirling marks of the shiels and ploughs on the flagstones. It is one of only eight (out of one hundred and forty) Scottish distilleries to have retained the expensive and labour-intensive option of floor malting, which has been retained here because of that Orcadian peat and its specific aromas. The distillery’s peated portion is blended with unpeated barley brought over from the Scottish mainland to produce the lightly smoked distillery character.


By the kiln someone’s written ‘swallows back’, the date and a smiley face. Orkney as a place of comings and goings. Those who stayed, those who returned and those who drifted in.
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