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Introduction


What did the whisky that sank with the SS Politician in the Outer Hebrides in 1941 (the inspiration for the classic Whisky Galore! novel and film) really taste like? I suppose we could still find some antique islander who might, suitably refreshed, recall its clandestine and furtive tang. Perhaps a fugitive bottle might emerge from deep in Eriskay’s machair or the peat bogs of Barra (there were 264,000 bottles on board, after all). But perhaps it’s better that it remains elusive and indescribable. It is a legendary whisky after all.


What about the Glenavon Special Liqueur Whisky, so confidently labelled ‘Bottled by the Distillers’ and, allegedly, the last bottle in existence that sold in November 2006 at Bonham’s in London for nearly £15,000? Was it even genuine? Questions were raised at the time but presumably the buyer was happy. After all, with or without provenance, it’s a bona fide legend.


History tells us that whisky began its long life in Ireland, where records date it to 1405 (in an obituary for a chieftain who drank himself to death – who says binge drinking is a new problem?), then moved to Scotland where it turns up in the tax records for 1494. (A tax on whisky – who would have guessed?) What did it taste like, then? And is there any way we can actually find out.


A personal blend


Over the years I’ve slowly built up a list of the whiskies I wish I could drink. It started with ‘Lost Legends’ – museum-quality, ultra-rare survivors from history that are eagerly sought after by a reclusive, secretive and intensely private group of international collectors. Typically this whisky might be the last-known bottle from a lost distillery (though not every closed distillery is or was legendary – some deserved to close and have been rightly forgotten) or an exceptionally old or very, very valuable, collectable whisky. There are just a few distilleries with a very special place in the hearts of whisky lovers and I’ve tried to give them due prominence. If ever any of these were seen at auction, a fierce bidding war would ensue, after which the bottle would disappear into a vault or private museum that could be anywhere in the world. It’s highly unlikely you’ll ever see one of these in the flesh, let alone taste them – this is whisky to dream about!


After that, I took a long look at some of the very, very indulgent bottles that come on the market these days. This is whisky porn – the world’s most exclusive and ultra-expensive bottles. They are often more expensive than a perfectly decent family car. And, in a few cases, cost more even than a perfectly decent house. I call these the ‘Luxurious Legends’ and you can expect to pay anything over a grand for these (I know, I know). Basically you can forget it unless you’re a lottery winner, a Premier League footballer or a Russian oligarch. But I have been known to press my nose up against the window of an Aston Martin showroom – it’s fun to dream – so I have included them here. And the lottery winner/footballer/oligarch probably feels better about their purchase knowing that you are drooling with envy. Some of these bottles may seem grandiose, vulgar and ostentatious* but they’re out there and they aren’t going away.


To soften the pain, I began a third list – the ‘Living Legends’. Here I catalogue both the whiskies that seem to me under-valued and not fully appreciated and the rare and hard-to-find whiskies from round the world – single-cask bottlings, distillery-only limited editions and collectables. These are generally hard to find, but affordable§ whiskies that are out there somewhere if you are patient and know where to look, and they were all available at the time of writing. You have to move fast for these, though – others are searching as diligently as you, if not harder. In a world of blogging and on-line marketing, such expressions can sell out very fast – sometimes in minutes (I know, it’s hard to believe). And they’re generally not cheap. Budget at least three figures and, if you have to buy off one of the many on-line auctions that have sprung up, expect to pay a hefty premium. But, unlike my Luxurious Legends, almost any of us might conceivably get to drink one of these whiskies one day without winning the lottery. (Although it might help if one of your Premium Bond numbers comes up.)


And then, as I explored these ideas further, I realised there was an elusive fourth category, that of ‘Whisky Legends’. These are the people and distilleries that don’t necessarily fit comfortably into any of the first three groups, yet have fascinating stories to tell or which illustrate the cultural hinterland of whisky. The existence of these legends help mark out the cratur from other distilled spirits. 101 Legendary Whiskies is where the Lost, Luxurious, Living and Whisky Legends meet. Along the way, I share some thoughts on auctions and the curious but increasingly popular habit of collecting whiskies (the distillers love that one) and, at intervals through the text, I include my views on why this all might go wrong and end in tears – feel free to disagree*.


Just for fun, we’ve mixed them up; presenting them in alphabetical order – hours of fun await you. The categories aren’t absolute in any event and the selection is highly personal. In fact, a number of the entries could qualify in more than one category and I’m sure that I will have missed something that you think should be here and included one or two that completely baffle you. But that’s the fun of the thing. Just relax: it’s only whisky and there are no right or wrong answers, whatever anyone else might try to tell you.


It’s been my privilege to sample at least some of the whiskies listed here and to discuss them with the people who make them. It’s the least I can do to share that experience. So read on to discover the legendary whiskies you’re dying to try but (probably) never will described, discussed, dissected and, in a few cases, drunk (lucky me). But first, age before beauty…


Old is not necessarily good


I once drank an 80-year-old Glenfiddich.


Distilled in 1929, the sample had been drawn in 2009 and was lying in Master Blender David Stewart’s§ Tasting Room. (Despite its somewhat unpromising location between Coatbridge and Motherwell, inside what resembles a high-security prison, it’s something of an enchanted palace of whiskies.) I pestered him to let me try this nectar and, gracefully, he agreed.


Nineteen twenty-nine was not a great year for Scotch whisky. Hammered by the global economic slump, most of Scotland’s distilleries were silent or, if they were very lucky, on short-time working. Presumably Glenfiddich was one of the fortunate ones.


So I approached the glass with a certain nervous apprehension. It’s not every day, even in the life of a whisky writer, that you get to try whisky of this antiquity, especially not one from a distillery held in such high esteem as Glenfiddich.


After all, this is the distillery that, virtually single-handedly, reminded the world of the virtues of single malt whisky (and, while we’re at it, they invented the distillery visitor centre as well) so we’ve a lot to thank them for. And, even without this heritage, you have to hesitate before downing any 80-year-old spirit.


I’d liken the experience to driving a vintage Bentley – except that after you’ve driven the Bentley you hand it back and someone else can enjoy its power and incomparable grace. Whereas, once you’ve drunk the whisky, it’s gone and can never be enjoyed again. It’s one of the great contradictions of whisky that it only attains its true meaning as it is drunk; something the ‘whisky investment’ lobby appear unable to understand. Its apotheosis comes at the moment of its obliteration. So the glass I was holding was, quite literally, a vanishing asset and, before swallowing, I had to consider my responsibilities in this matter.


I nosed it very carefully and the aromas were enchanting: it seemed to me that I was inhaling the heady scent of decades. Can one nose in sepia? I sensed vanished hopes and dreams, lost empires and faded glories – though, quite possibly, this owed something to an over-active imagination and an exaggeratedly romantic view of the liquid in my glass. There was the distant memory of the dying embers of a wood fire, some cooked fennel and a fleeting suggestion of sweetness. The colour was fascinating; at the meniscus where liquid and glass seemed eternal partners, there appeared hints of a mossy green colour. Rarely encountered in any spirit, this is suggestive of great age; almost as if ancient liquid lichens have been formed in the glass.


Convinced that it held great mysteries and unexpected depths, I brought it reverently to my lips with an equal measure of trepidation and anticipation. And then spat it out.


‘I did warn you,’ said David, and indeed he had. The liquid was harsh and bitter, excessively woody and truly unpleasant. It was completely undrinkable: not that Glenfiddich had the slightest intention of selling it. It was a curiosity, kept to satisfy those fortunate few aficionados and connoisseurs who encountered it, and was preserved, I like to imagine, out of a sense of deference and respect for the long-dead distillers who first crafted it.


After all, even if you couldn’t use it, you couldn’t throw it away any more than you would idly consign a revered ancestor’s furniture to the bonfire. And so this whisky lived on as a spectre – its gaunt, skeletal remains forming a liquid memento mori if ever we should forget that some things can live too long.


But it serves a useful purpose here: to remind us that not all old whisky is good, let alone great; that whisky has a finite life (in cask at least) and that it is made to be drunk, not to be worshipped.


Not so very long ago, it was the received and unchallenged wisdom of the Scotch whisky industry that, after 25 years or so in cask, whisky was undrinkable (or, more to the distillers’ point, unsaleable); it was overly woody, ‘slimy’ and well past its best. In recent years, that view has been challenged and overturned. Whiskies of 30 years’ vintage are commonplace; a 40-year-old whisky is scarcely to be remarked upon; 50 years remains a landmark but you can encounter drams of greater age without the slightest difficulty.


Indeed, as I write, the oldest Scotch whisky currently for sale is a 70-year-old The Glenlivet from the respected Elgin bottlers Gordon & MacPhail. A few bottles still remain available at around £13,000 each. And that brings up the vexed and hotly debated question of price.


Expensive is not necessarily the best


A Macallan of pensionable age in a Lalique decanter or the 50-year-old Glenfiddich in a hand-blown bottle with a sterling silver label will set you back a few thousand more than the 70-year-old The Glenlivet (who’s counting?).


We’d all love to try these whiskies. But there are two problems: first, and most obviously, the price. For that sort of money you could buy a perfectly serviceable car – a brand-spanking-new Ford Focus, for example, and still have change to buy some perfectly fine whisky to toast it. Or you could acquire a seriously nice watch and some extraordinary handmade shoes in the finest crocodile skin. Or a state of the art sound system. You take my point: £13,000 is a lot of money and there is no shortage of lovely things to spend it on.


And it doesn’t stop there: as I write, Whyte & Mackay have announced that they’ve filled some shelves at Harrods with the Richard Paterson Collection of The Dalmore. Twelve bottles for a cool £987,500. Hold me back.


Money can’t buy you love – or these bottles


Now we have the second problem: availability. Even if you could afford to buy any of the whiskies in this book you couldn’t necessarily get them. Quantities are very limited.


The last bottle of Dalmore Trinitas has gone (at £125,000) but, at the time of writing, you might be lucky and, after due vetting, be allowed to buy one of 60 bottles of Johnnie Walker’s Diamond Jubilee for around £100,000 (form an orderly queue, please).


Glenfiddich release only 50 bottles a year of their 50 Year Old; tragically, those Macallan Lalique decanters seem to sell out as soon as they’re released; and even obscure Japanese whiskies fetch astronomical prices (Karuizawa 1960, a snip at £12,500).


And, when Whyte & Mackay revealed Dalmore Sirius to an expectant world (distilled in 1951 and thus 58 years old, it was £10,000 – curious how fond the distilling industry is of that magical £10,000 price tag), there were just 12 bottles and they promptly announced that all had been pre-sold!


As they very kindly sent me a tiny phial of Sirius, I’ll break off at this point to sample some of that self-same hooch. Wait for it, yes, I can confirm that it’s pretty tasty. At a quick calculation I swallowed less than 1cl (1/70th of a bottle). Call it £100 worth, or a great deal more in a bar.


Was it worth it?


Well, that depends. ‘Worth’ is a relative concept, after all. Clearly there are enough people out there with enough money to find out. Though distillers love the ‘gee-whiz’ PR to be obtained from these luxury bottles, they aren’t offering them and retailers aren’t putting them on their shelves just because they look pretty. Believe it or not, they do sell and people do drink them. At least, I hope they drink them.


Great whisky – or just a pretty box?


You do pay a lot for the presentation, however. Lavish packaging has come to dominate these high-end expressions (with some notable exceptions – Glenfarclas comes especially to mind, to their great credit) and it has to be paid for. By the time you add a custom-made crystal decanter, hand-crafted box, leather-bound booklet and special shipping carton, not to mention gimmicks such as fountain pens, silver tasting cups, museum-quality display cases and even archive-quality white gloves to handle the bottle, considerably more than £2,000 can be added to the retail price. After all, everyone wants a bit of the action and with the distiller’s, distributor’s, wholesaler’s and retailer’s margin to be covered – not to mention VAT or sales tax – the price soon soars away.


Take the Glenfiddich 50 Year Old, for example. For years it was available in a relatively simple bottle and wooden box for around £5,000, which, you might think, was quite enough for a bottle of whisky. There were only 500 bottles, each packaged in a handmade oak box with a brass plaque; the bottle label and tasting notes personalised with the bottle number and bottling date; and each bottle was signed by Alexander Grant Gordon, former chairman of William Grant & Sons Distillers Ltd and great-grandson of Glenfiddich distillery founder William Grant. To top it off, the happy owner was issued with a certificate and appointed a Freeman of the Glenfiddich Distillery (whatever privileges that may bestow, you have to admit it sounds great).


But then ‘Marketing’ got their hands on it and it was repackaged and relaunched (generally, when you hear this, check your wallet: it’s unlikely to be good news for the humble punter). In July 2009 the ‘new’ Glenfiddich 50 Year Old was unveiled by Peter Grant Gordon with the claim that ‘Glenfiddich 50 Year Old is not just a part of our history; it is our history.’


Was it twice as good as the earlier version? At a staggering £10,000* it was certainly twice as expensive. It came in a hand-blown triangular bottle with a sterling silver label, a leather-bound book of history and tasting notes, a very impressive casket and – of course – the by-now obligatory certificate of authenticity.


I went to meet the chap who blows the bottles. He told me that technically it was extremely demanding to create a triangular bottle at exactly the right size (you wouldn’t want your bottle on the small size and you can be sure that Glenfiddich don’t want it any larger than it should be) and for every bottle that Glenfiddich accept as perfect, he has eight or nine rejected. Quite right, too, if you’re paying that kind of money, but it’s a sobering thought when you consider the skill and time that goes into making every one of them. And you can guess who pays for this.


Glenfiddich are not alone (there’s a similar story for most of the luxury presentations) but the undeniable fact remains that someone is buying these bottles and the demand for the most outrageously priced whiskies seems to have survived, indeed prospered, during the current economic storms. So we’re going to see more of this sort of thing.


I might deplore the trend towards ever more expensive whisky but I can’t deny the phenomenon and I wanted to explore what was going on. Yes, it’s hard work, but someone has to do it*.


Sadly as they are so rare and obscure, I can’t actually tell you what many of these whiskies would cost to buy. Furthermore, prices are changing so fast at the moment that there’s a real danger that any I quote would be long out of date by the time this book reaches you. So it seemed pointless to give prices. In any event, the internet does this better. And, for much the same reason, there are no tasting notes. In many cases, I’ve never tasted the whisky and never will.


Neither will you.


 


* That’s because they are.


§ A relative term in this context, you’ll understand.


* By the way, there are quite a few footnotes. Read them: some of the best bits are lurking here.


§ Remember David; he’s important and we shall meet him again.


* That was the price at launch. I just checked a well-known website and was even more staggered to see it listed at £15,000.


* Very old joke, sorry; but it seemed appropriate.
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	Producer
	Glenmorangie plc




	Distillery
	Ardbeg, Islay




	Visitor Centre
	Yes




	Availability
	Possibly at auction
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Ardbeg 1965


40 Years Old


Shortly after this was launched in July 2006, I was accompanying a Russian submarine admiral and his defence contractor ‘friend’ (guess who was paying) around some distilleries.


‘I want one of those Ardbegs in the glass case,’ he said. All 261 bottles were sold out but calls were made (I have contacts, I’ll have you know) and a bottle was found (guess who paid). In a gesture of thanks he gave me the accompanying mini, which I sold to a Taiwanese collector, some while later, for £650. It seemed an extraordinary amount of money at the time, though I’ve subsequently been told I could have got £1,000 or more*.


The admiral took his bottle back to Vladivostok and drank it with his chums. We subsequently got him another bottle, but Russian customs impounded it. I wouldn’t have messed with him – the guy had nuclear warheads under his control – but apparently they knew better.


At the time, the bottle had been launched at a retail price of £2,000. Writing in the Scotch Whisky Review, Dave Broom described it as ‘the most absurdly pretentious idea yet from the half-baked minds of luxury whisky marketers.’ At the time, I agreed.


And yet... and yet. The fact, unpalatable as I find it, is that it sold out virtually overnight. It sells today for around £6,000 and if they were launching it tomorrow, that would seem cheap. The boom market for this type of trophy whisky seems to have no visible limit. I don’t care for the phenomenon but I can’t ignore it.


Ardbeg 1965 set – briefly – a new price ceiling and, as such, it qualifies for inclusion here. It wasn’t long, though, before other brands stepped in and Ardbeg, determined not to lose out, launched their absurd and ludicrous Double Barrel at £10,000 (as well as two bottles, you got a sort of ‘lucky bag’ of other very expensive bits and pieces selected apparently at random).


Sooner or later this is going to end badly and someone will get hurt. For the moment, though, price alone has become the signifier and perfectly drinkable whisky gets locked in a vault for cold-hearted Gollums to gloat over.


I could have drunk that mini, I suppose; but what would you have done? I can’t imagine it’s ‘worth’ £650. I just hope the guy in Taiwan is happy.


* Collecting mini bottles is strangely addictive it seems. Don’t start would be my advice.
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	Producer
	Glenmorangie plc




	Distillery
	Ardbeg, Islay




	Visitor Centre
	Yes




	Availability
	Auctions
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Ardbeg Galileo


‘As an Ardbeg 10 and Uigeadail fan I tried the Galileo with high anticipation and left feeling they’d made a horrible mistake.’


So wrote ‘Islay Peat’ on 4th April 2013 on the Whisky.com forum. He wasn’t alone. Opinion was violently split on this release from the painfully fashionable Ardbeg. The phrase ‘emperor’s new clothes’ was bandied about. But plenty of people loved it. And then…


And then, Whisky Magazine voted it ‘World’s Best Single Malt Whisky’. Prices soared on internet auction sites, with single bottles fetching as much as £140 (you can get one now for around half that). But permit me to tell you about my ‘horrible mistake’.


As part of the media briefing, Ardbeg sent out a small number of minis (I’ve heard fewer than 450) in a metal container like a small cocktail shaker, in a special box. I got one*.


Before I could write about it (Whisky Advocate magazine in the USA had commissioned§ an article), I foolishly mentioned it to a mini-collecting acquaintance who, before he began frothing at the mouth, begged me to part with it. Numbers were mentioned – scary numbers – resulting in a moral dilemma for your correspondent. So I issued a challenge: get me a bottle and you can have the mini. Remarkably, he pulled it off.


Quandary resolved – Ardbeg got their story; I got more whisky; and that mini survives in a place of honour. All’s well, you might think. But then the minis started to pop up on auction sites – the first one sold for £820!


Damn! I could have sold the mini, bought a bottle and trousered £600. That’s more – generally a lot more – than I earn for an article. I think that qualifies as a horrible – you could say legendary – mistake, and it is certainly recalled as such in this house.


I have no idea how long this craze for minis, especially those containing peated Islay whisky, will continue. After all, it’s not that long since the style was unfashionable – close to unsaleable, even. Blenders only required tiny quantities, the single malt market, such as it was, ignored it. As recently as 1989, the late Michael Jacksonø observed of Ardbeg that it ‘has not operated since 1983, and its future must be in further doubt…’ I recall visiting around then – the buildings were forlorn, desolate and cold, on the verge of dereliction, mouldering slowly in what Michael captured as a ‘Gothic mood’.


How wrong can you be? So let’s blast off! It’s a journey to outer space.


* Thanks, Ardbeg. Keep ‘em coming!


§ Thanks Whisky Advocate. Keep ‘em coming!


ø A highly respected, not to say revered and influential, writer on both beer and whisky.
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	Producer
	Grand Metropolitan




	Distillery
	Midleton, Cork, Ireland




	Visitor Centre
	No




	Availability
	Like hen’s teeth
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Bailey’s


The Whiskey


Can you imagine a Bailey’s whiskey? No, neither can I. But, very briefly, there was one.


Back in 1997 some pretty smart people at Grand Metropolitan* thought it was just the thing to extend the Bailey’s brand.


Grand plans were hatched for ‘Bailey’s The Whiskey’ with the global launch scheduled for mid-1999, following test marketing in some Dublin pubs and off-licences. According to press reports, the product was to be sourced from Irish Distillers using the same blend as employed in the famous cream liqueur.


It was said to have involved ‘two years of intensive research by a core team of up to 30 executives, researchers and designers and a spend to date of at least £500,000.’ Bear in mind this was 1998. That’s a tidy chunk of change. At £15.69 a bottle, this was to have been a premium whiskey and the firm belief was that it could command a significant market share.


Though based on the cream liqueur, the whiskey was said to represent ‘a step forward within that tradition by extending the maturation process by up to six months in oak casks that once housed the Bailey’s spirit blend. The result displays both the unmistakable character of great Irish whiskey and a distinctive nose, reminiscent of Bailey’s Original Irish Cream.’ In other words, it was to be ‘finished’ in casks that had previously held Bailey’s Cream Liqueur – can you see where this is going?


Test marketing began in Dublin in March 1998. A top Bailey’s executive told the Irish Independent newspaper: ‘The only limitation on its potential would be if the tail started wagging the dog; in other words, if its success began to impact on the mother brand.’


But by June he had resigned, going on to found a vodka company. A bigger dog – Diageo – had barked and the Bailey’s whiskey project was canned. The problem was those casks, which seemed to stretch, if not break, the rules on how whisky should be made. Strictly speaking those rules cover Scotch not Irish whiskey, but no one in the newly formed group wanted a fight with the Scotch Whisky Association (SWA) and a tiresome dispute over EU regulations.


In all the turmoil that accompanied the birth pangs of Diageo, the project was quickly forgotten. This is truly a legendary whiskey that enjoyed a short but doubtless happy life before being consigned to the corporate dustbin.


* The drinks conglomerate controlling International Distillers & Vintners, R&A Bailey, J&B, Gilbey’s Smirnoff etc. that merged with Guiness in December 1997 to form Diageo.
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	Producer
	William Grant & Sons Distillers Ltd




	Distillery
	Balvenie, Dufftown, Morayshire




	Visitor Centre
	Yes – but booking in advance is necessary




	Availability
	Very limited
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Balvenie


50 Years Old


There are two entries for The Balvenie in this book, more than 30 years apart. One thing links them: a legend in his own right, David Stewart (remember him?) who has been with the company since he joined in August 1962 as a humble Stocks Clerk. ‘Appears to be the solid type,’ noted his original interviewer, concluding laconically if hardly enthusiastically that David ‘would do’.
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