

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




 


 


Copyright © 2021 Ian Buxton


The right of Ian Buxton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in 2012 by Hachette Scotland


Revised, amended and updated edition published in 2021 by Headline Publishing Group Ltd


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain


by Headline Publishing Group in 2021


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Designed by Lynn Carr


Incidental imagery courtesy of Peter Bignell (page 6), Koval Distillery


(page 11), Anssi Pysing (page 16), Reisetbauer Qualitätsbrand


GmbH (page 220), Ian Buxton (pages 222–3), Martin Orozco/Lila


Serenelli (page 224).


Hardback ISBN: 978 1 4722 7901 9


eISBN: 978 1 4722 7902 6


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk





CONTENTS


Title Page


Copyright Page


About Ian Buxton


Praise for Ian Buxton


Also by Ian Buxton


About the Book


Introduction


101 Craft and World Whiskies


Argentina


Australia


Austria


Belgium


Canada


Denmark


England


Finland


France


Germany


Iceland


India


Ireland


Israel


Italy


Japan


Mexico


The Netherlands


New Zealand


Scotland


South Africa


Spain


Sweden


Switzerland


Taiwan


USA


Wales


World


Acknowledgements





About the Author


[image: illustration]


© Ric Bacon


Ian Buxton worked in the drinks industry for more than 30 years as a writer, commentator and consultant, Marketing Director of a world-leading single malt, and accidental owner of a derelict distillery. His distinctive style and deep industry knowledge offer unique insights into the world of whisky, recognised by the award of Keeper of the Quaich (1991, the highest accolade in Scotch) and as one of the few writers inducted into London’s ancient fraternity, the Worshipful Company of Distillers. Ian’s whisky books have been translated into eight languages.





Praise for Ian Buxton


‘An enjoyable romp through the craft whisky industry. Prepare to have your eyes opened and taste buds transported along the ever expanding whisky route.’ Will Lyons


‘Buxton has done it again: a cracking read. A novel and invaluable addition to any whisky library.’ Charles MacLean


‘Ian Buxton is the perfect guide to the rapidly changing world of whisky. Can you afford to be without a copy of 101 Craft and World Whiskies?’ Henry Jeffreys, author of Empire of Booze


‘An excellent source for discovering whiskies beyond the obvious and usual suspects. The book covers some of the well-known whisky-producing countries (such as Scotland, the USA, and Canada) as well as some that may come as a surprise to you (for example, Australia, Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Finland, and South Africa).’ Whisky Distilled


‘... both informative and entertaining. An attractive little book in every sense, and a recommended addition to the whisky-lover’s library.’ Whiskey Pages


‘the book is a nice size to flick through, the bottles are big and clear on each left hand page for ease of visual indexing and the descriptions are short, punchy and to the point... Why can’t more whisky books be like this?’ Dramatic Whiskey
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About the Book


Discover the exciting new world of craft distillers and whiskies from around the world in Ian Buxton’s brilliant new addition to his 101 Whiskies series.


From Austria to Argentina and Norway to New Zealand, the world of whisky is expanding as we have never seen before. Distilleries as far away as Taiwan and as close to home as England are reinventing what whisky means - and an iconoclastic generation of boutique, craft distillers are challenging previous orthodoxies and teasing drinkers with their exciting new styles and radical releases.


101 Craft & World Whiskies to Try Before You Die is an up-to-the-minute guide from best-selling whisky commentator Ian Buxton, author of the popular 101 Whiskies series, and the first independent assessment of this global drinks revolution.


Guaranteed to appeal equally to whisky aficionados and new enthusiasts in search of a trusty and well-informed guide, Ian Buxton’s wonderful new handbook is delivered in his trademark irreverent and trenchant style. There’s a whole world of whisky to be discovered, free of bagpipes and heather and far from leather-clad fireside armchairs, that’s overturning tradition.


Taken neat or over ice, 101 Craft & World Whiskies will blow the cobwebs off your dram.
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The spirit run at Belgrove, Tasmania, Australia.








Introduction


101 Craft and World Whiskies: what’s that about?


Well, as far as ‘world’ whiskies go it’s straightforward. It’s generally agreed that there are five major whisky-producing nations: Canada, Ireland, Japan, Scotland and the USA; anywhere not on that list is a ‘world’ whisky producer. Note that I’ve listed them here, their first appearance in the book, in alphabetical order to avoid controversy.


But, controversially (that didn’t last long, did it), if you were reading this in India you might point out – as from time to time the Indian government and their major distilling companies are prone to do – that India makes more ‘whisky’ than any of those five. In fact, India makes roughly the same quantity of spirit as all of them added together (more than 120 million cases, since you asked) but the vast majority of it, even the ‘premium’ stuff, is classified outside India as rum* and can’t be sold as whisky. At least, not as we know it. Except for the Indian whisky that is actually whisky, which we’ll discuss later.


So getting back to ‘world’ whisky, for the purposes of this book that covers anywhere not in the Big Five. Hence we have whisky here from Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, England, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, India, Israel, Italy, Mexico, The Netherlands, New Zealand, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan and Wales. We’ve included a fascinating selection of images of still houses, illustrating some different approaches to making whisky from round the world.


OK, that’s the ‘world’ part. What about ‘craft’, because, as the more observant reader will have noticed, the 101 whiskies listed here also include examples from distilleries in Canada, Ireland and so on. Here’s where definitions become more problematic because craft whisky is rather like pornography: hard to define but we know it when we see it.


Or do we, because one man’s pornography is another’s erotic art so, like the smutty pictures of old, the very term ‘craft’ is controversial and there’s no one agreed definition of what it means. There’s an implication of superior quality to it, not least because it generally appears alongside feel-good, clichéd epithets from the PR industry’s word generator machine such as ‘hand-crafted’, ‘artisanal’, ‘small batch’ and ‘passionate’. Leaving aside the fact that it’s just lazy writing, the key point about the p-word, which the PR industry appears to miss, is that it’s incestuous and self-referential, so let’s hope this is the only time this hackneyed term sullies these pages. It’s about the producer, not the drinker – tell me what’s in this drink for me, not for the people who made it.


Oh, and ‘craft’ whiskies and their makers have generally been on a ‘journey’, though where to, how we know they got there and why we should even pretend to care is frequently far from clear. Perhaps they simply travel in hope.


Faced with the growing use of this descriptor, a number of very large Scotch brands, blends and single malts got rather upset and were at pains to point out that a lot of ‘craft’, not to mention p*ss**n, went into the making of their whiskies. ‘Craft’ they were happy to imply was little more than a synonym for ‘small’ (though self-styled craft distillers generally prefer the term ‘boutique’) and small wasn’t necessarily a guarantee of beauty – or quality, or great taste, or anything else for that matter. Other than being small, obviously.


Problem is, though, a lot of very large brands selling huge quantities of whisky would claim with some justice to have most if not all of the qualities which craft was appropriating.


And somewhere in every big brand’s history we find a founder and a journey. Johnnie Walker, for example, which just happens to be the bestselling Scotch whisky in the world, was founded over 200 years ago by a real person – who, not entirely coincidentally, was called John Walker. If you asked anyone in the whisky business they would tell you that plenty of craftsmanship goes into the Walker blends and, as for authenticity, provenance and so on well, partly as Walker’s pushback against craft claims, they had a PR guy toiling full-time for several years to produce a rather pompous book about the brand’s long history.


The debate also ran hot and furious on social media, as such things are wont to do, and eventually a sort of consensus emerged. In the USA, people converged around the definition offered by the American Distilling Institute (ADI – the self-styled ‘voice of craft distilling’) who offer this guidance of a ‘craft-distilled spirit’: ‘The products of an -independently -owned distillery with maximum annual sales of 100,000 proof gallons where the product is PHYSICALLY [their capitals] distilled and bottled on site.’


Just to be clear, that’s a US definition, where a ‘proof gallon’ means ‘one liquid gallon of spirits that is 50 per cent alcohol at 60 degrees F’. But, as every British tourist who’s filled a rental at an American gas station knows, a regular US gallon is smaller than the UK version. They were the same until 1824 when the UK standardised a number of weights and measures, but the USA has clung on to the old Queen Anne gallon ever since – the imperial gallon is about 20 per cent larger at 4.55 litres, compared to 3.785 litres. Incidentally, they didn’t arrive at that 100,000 gallons limit by accident: it relates to the Craft Beverage Modernization and Tax Reform Act. This December 2017 US tax concession for small distillers reduced the federal excise tax from $13.50 to $2.70 per proof gallon on the first 100,000 gallons distilled. Initially intended to be temporary, it was made permanent in December 2020 when, seeking to support smaller businesses, President Trump approved a larger package of Covid-19 Relief measures.


But while that legislation is specific to the USA, there’s much to like in that definition, not least the emphasis on actual production. I’ve nothing against third-party bottlers where it’s clear what’s in the bottle but there have been instances, especially in the USA, of whiskeys that imply they’ve been distilled by some new, small operation where, in actual fact, they originated in a giant plant in Lawrenceburg, Indiana. Be in no doubt that that company, Midwest Grain Products, makes some very fine products under their own labels but, perfectly legitimately, they sell whiskey to other companies. Regrettably, though, some of them haven’t been wholly transparent about where it came from.


But does the distillery have to be ‘independently owned’ as the ADI would insist? Some large distilling companies have been attracted to the whole idea of craft production and bought stakes in their smaller rivals, or sometimes acquired the whole business. Should that automatically disqualify their products?


Sticking my neck out I’ll say not, and as you work your way through the entries you’ll find examples of distillers included here who are wholly or partly owned by their larger competitors. Take the Australian Starward as one example, for no better reason than that it appears quite early in these pages. Starward has received backing from Distill Ventures, Diageo’s incubator fund (other industry giants have similar vehicles providing venture capital – these are not philanthropic endeavours). There’s a very good argument to be made that without their investment and mentorship Starward simply could not have grown as far and as fast as it has. And without that backing very little of their excellent whisky would have ever made it out of Australia, which would have been the rest of the world’s loss.


But the 100,000 proof US gallons of the ADI definition is rather a lot in a smaller marketplace such as the UK, or even the whole of Europe. There are some tiny distilleries where that would represent several years’ production. Generally speaking, they’re quite happy about their Lilliputian scale and like it that way.


So I contacted the Scottish Distillers Association whose raison d’être is ‘promoting the craft of Scottish distilling’ and who count amongst their members most of Scotland’s smaller distillers of whisky and gin (but none, as far as I could see, of the big ones, who work with the Scotch Whisky Association). They suggested it had previously been set at ‘around 100,000 litres’ but it seemed that that was no longer an absolute rule.


In summary the meaning of ‘craft’ is rather vague. Speaking to The Spirits Business, a UK drinks industry magazine, Michael Vachon, head of brand development at UK drinks distribution business Maverick Drinks, says it took a lengthy brainstorming session to agree what ‘craft’ means to him and his team. ‘We agreed on six points of craft: craftsmanship, authenticity, quality, provenance, founders and the purpose,’ he explains. ‘It’s more about a set of values to adhere to rather than hard and fast rules. Things we took out of the definitions were probably what we argued over the most, which were first, being independent. We don’t think a brand being wholly owned by itself makes it more or less craft. And second, being on a small scale; just because something is small doesn’t make it craft.’


So I don’t think anyone really knows but, for my part, I’m comfortable with ‘craft’ as a shorthand portmanteau description of a type of new distillery, generally but not necessarily small in scale and possibly, but again it’s not mandatory, independently owned that, importantly for present purposes, might be located anywhere in the world. That’s why you’ll find whiskies here made in the Big Five producing nations but, as a general rule, they won’t be the larger ones and they’ll probably be doing something interesting, different or groundbreaking.
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In the still house at Koval, Chicago, USA.








 



One man. . . and some winds of change


Though some of these operations go back a couple of decades, this is for the most part a relatively recent phenomenon, certainly in terms of its visibility and public acceptance. There are several reasons for that but a lot can be laid at the door of one man, Dr James ‘Jim’ Swan (1941–2017).


More than any one person, Jim Swan influenced the growth and direction of the world whisky movement. He had long and deep experience in Scotch whisky when he launched his own consulting business in 2002, after which he was in constant demand, criss-crossing the globe from Scotland to Taiwan and Israel to Latin America. At the time of his unexpected and sudden death in February 2017 he was probably busier than ever and acknowledged as the go-to guy if you were starting a new distillery or had a problem with an existing one.


His influence may be discerned in the design of the flavour wheel regularly seen in tasting notes and books on whisky; in still design and distilling practice and, above all, in the manufacture and use of casks. In particular, he was a pioneer and advocate of ‘shaved, toasted and re-charred’ (STR) red-wine casks. That may not seem to be such a big deal but it has had a dramatic impact on the whole world of whisky. Jim Swan’s name will crop up time and again in the individual entries here because it’s almost impossible to overstate the impact that he has had on the whisky you will drink in the future. A consummate gentleman, he’s greatly and sadly missed by all who knew or worked with him.


And other factors have come into play as well: increased consumer interest in whisky, especially single-malt Scotch and small-batch bourbon, and a willingness to pay more for it; greater education and access to information, leading to questioning of the validity and legitimacy of a production hegemony dominated by Scotland; pure entrepreneurial curiosity as to what, for example, a Swedish or Finnish whisky might actually taste like; growing interest in ‘artisanal’ production, as seen in the rise of farmers’ markets and concern for provenance; the availability of small-scale distilling equipment, some marketed as ready for plug-and-play immediate use; and the veritable flood of investment capital, both from venture markets and through crowdfunding as whisky has grown increasingly fashionable. Seen against that backdrop, the explosion of world whisky production seems almost inevitable.



Through various hazards and events we move*



However, as I write, the continuing coronavirus pandemic is putting all operators under severe financial pressure. Many have been able to turn to the production of hand sanitiser, which has been an economic lifeline, and the boom in off-licence sales for consumption at home has provided some relief, though this varies around the world in line with their domestic market’s split between on-trade (hotels, pubs, restaurants and so on) and off-trade consumption and local legislation. Many smaller distilleries rely heavily on direct sales to visitors, to whom they can charge their full retail price and so retain all the usual distributor and retailer margins. These are therefore hugely profitable sales (not to mention the valuable direct relationship established with the customer, not least on the various, and increasingly important, social media channels) and this income has been greatly curtailed by the effects of the pandemic. It goes without saying that, across the world, sales to the on-trade have also been very hard hit.


The full impact has yet to be determined but it’s my very great fear that by the time this book finds its way into bookshops there will be casualties, though hopefully not amongst the 101. If you’re now wondering what you can do to help, the answer is obvious – get online with credit card in hand, and buy, buy, buy!


There is one other, more trivial, effect of coronavirus and that is that onerous travel restrictions since March 2020 have made it impossible for me to visit as many of these distilleries as I would have liked: a scheduled trip to the USA was cancelled at the end of that month and travel has been increasingly difficult ever since. Of course, it’s unlikely that I would have ever made it to Argentina or South Africa, and Zoom has helped me meet some really interesting characters and see their set-up, but there were a number in the USA and Europe that I very much wanted to see at first hand. Fortunately, in happier times, from Finland to Taiwan, I have been able to visit a number of these. It’s a #firstworldproblem, I do realise that, but a frustration nonetheless that a lot of my work has had to be desk based though, as Dryden reminds us (see footnote), this too shall pass.


The sharp-eyed reader familiar with my previous efforts in 101 World Whiskies to Try Before You Die, published in 2012 (now rather dated and out of print), and the most recent 101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die (fourth edition published in 2019) will inevitably notice a small number of entries based on those books. That’s because they deserve their place here. I have endeavoured to confirm they remain relevant and corrected for any significant recent change.


Hurry while stocks last. . . or grab it while you can


Sadly for whisky drinkers, the price of almost all whisky has been rising rapidly in recent years and even new distilleries and young whiskies are able to sustain retail prices which would have been thought impossible less than ten years ago. It’s our own fault for buying the stuff, I suppose, and we can’t blame distillers and retailers for taking profits where they can. Broadly speaking, there are no cheap whiskies any more but there are bargains and, where I can, I’ve tried to highlight these as well as suggesting a few whiskies that seem to justify some severe damage to your credit card.


In fairness, producing on a small scale is inherently more expensive than making larger volumes, and craft and world whiskies haven’t seen the price inflation that has characterised many of the more fashionable Scotch single malts and sought-after small-batch bourbons. Except, that is, for Japan where prices have risen dramatically. I blame the pernicious ‘investment’ boom for a lot of this but, thankfully, there’s not a lot of that type of activity around the whiskies listed here. Generally speaking, they represent very fair value, though we all have our own ideas on what that means.


Something else to consider is the strength of the whisky you’re choosing. Normally whisky is sold at 40%, 43% or sometimes 46% abv (alcohol by volume) but it doesn’t start out like that. It goes into the barrel at around 65% abv. Evaporation and aging generally mean that it loses strength over time and then it is usually diluted with water prior to bottling. More recently we have seen higher strength whiskies grow in popularity, most notably so-called ‘cask strength’ bottles – as the name would suggest, these have been bottled as they come from the cask, usually with minimal filtration to remove bits of the charred inside of the barrel. As UK duty is levelled on the alcoholic strength and, quite perniciously, VAT then charged in addition, it stands to reason that all other things being equal a bottle of cask strength whisky will cost more than one at the 40% level; if it helps, try to think of it as offering more bang for your buck. . .


All things, of course, are rarely equal and the trend towards ever more lavish packaging, particularly amongst the more expensive single malts, has also been reflected in higher retail prices. However, relatively few of the whiskies listed here have succumbed to the temptation to gild their respective lilies, for which relief we should all give thanks.


As I’m sure you appreciate, many of the distilleries featured here produce very small quantities that can sell out quickly – in some cases in a matter of hours. So inevitably, you will find availability of particular styles to be patchy at best, and in some cases they may be completely unavailable, but I’d stress that the listing is not necessarily for specific expressions but rather it’s the producer to whom I’m drawing attention.


However, some, though not all, of these distilleries have their own online sales operation, or you can scour specialist retailers’ websites, or hope that a bottle may turn up in one of the many whisky auction sites that have sprung up in recent years. Or, more fatalistically, you could conclude that while a particular style is now out of reach the distillery concerned will still have something interesting to offer and try that. They certainly won’t benefit from secondary sales on auction sites and, if you buy from a current release, it’s nice to know that your money has gone to the people responsible rather than some lucky speculator who got in early and is flipping a bottle for a profit.


The scores on the doors. . . or, indeed, the lack of them


Put simply, there aren’t any. There are several reasons for this.


Scores are simply one person’s opinion – not in my opinion, the opinion of the person that counts here, which is you. I know nothing of your tastes, knowledge, previous whisky experience, budget or other preferred drinks. Apart from the odd 101 gins, I don’t drink many other spirits; only the occasional beer and prefer red wines, especially claret and rioja, for pleasure – if you stop to think about it, this must result in a bias in my palate and thus my scores, and the same is true of all other tasters, whether they care to acknowledge it or not.


Scores out of 100 are absurd and ever more so when recorded with decimal points, as is the case in one popular guide. The taster is, in effect, telling us that they can calibrate their score out of 1,000 (which is what the decimal point in a 100 point system indicates). I have my doubts as to the real-world value of such apparent precision which, in my opinion at least, is best ignored.


So too are scores where the taster is brand aware, as they will be for the majority of books. Again, it’s a question of bias, albeit an unconscious one. Asked to judge a glass of Glen Whatever, the taster must inevitably call to mind their knowledge of the distillery, recall previous expressions tasted and place the whisky being judged in that wider context. But not here, as this is a score-free zone. Make up your own mind – it’s all that matters.


So too for tasting notes. Though there are a few brief impressions here, there has been a tendency in recent years for them to have become ever more extravagant, baroquely detailed and fanciful. Some are quite intimidating – is the aim, one wonders, to guide the reader or to impress him or her with the taster’s erudition? Curiously, just as the packaging grows ever more luxurious, there is a further trend for the elaboration to grow in a direct relationship to the price of the whisky under consideration. At their worst, such notes act as a barrier to the neophyte drinker, keen to explore and learn; to suggest that true appreciation comes from membership of an exclusive club, membership of which is obscured by arcane and esoteric rules and procedures.


Whisky doesn’t need or benefit from such an approach, which serves to exclude and demean, as does one noted style of tasting notes criticised recently as overtly sexualised, which is crude and off-putting: considering all the above, I believe the space on these pages is better employed not filled with my tasting observations. There is, however, room to accommodate your thoughts, and even a score if you choose, so that the book can become a personal reference archive and permanent record of whiskies you have tried.


The enjoyment of whisky should be a broad church, open and welcome to all. As whisky’s first true poet put it, the enthusiastic student should taste, learn, and thus informed, judge whisky for themselves with ‘his mother wit, his nose and his palate to guide him.*


And, on that note, on to the whiskies!
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Distilling in a cold climate. Teerenpeli, Lahti, Finland.








 


* That’s because it is. Often, well what shall we say, somewhat robust in style.


* John Dryden, after Virgil’s Aeneid. ‘Post varios casus, per tot discrimina rerum.’ (1697). But you knew that.


* Aeneas MacDonald, Whisky (1930). May I just add that, in these more enlightened times, that all are equally welcome.
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La Alazana


As I write this, in a state of interminable lockdown, I find myself reflecting that the past few months have been somewhat disagreeable. So perhaps a song* might cheer us up.




Don’t cry for me, gentle reader


The truth is, I never got there


All through the Covid, its mad persistence


I sent them emails


But kept my distance!





Sorry about that. Now, back to the book: yes, there are single-malt distilleries in Argentina, three of them apparently, but as La Alazana was the first, so to them goes the honour of representing their country – of which I know little apart from the beguiling rhythm of the tango; the deliciously mouth-watering aroma of fine steak and the voluptuous embrace of their fine, warm red wines. Sadly I’ve never been, though in writing that sentence I can almost see the wide-open spaces of La Alazana’s Patagonian home and taste their drams.


Which, because they were kind enough to send me a sample (the package was opened by some busybody at the UK government’s Home Office Border Control who are clearly overwhelmed by work), I can happily endorse as toothsome. It’s around six years of age and matured mainly in ex-bourbon barrels with around a quarter in ex-sherry casks. Textbook stuff. Distilling began here in 2011 by a family of farmers, the Serenellis, who, in creating their field-to-bottle distillery, freely acknowledge their respect and love for Scotland. Lila Serenelli even studied for a master’s degree at the International Centre for Brewing and Distilling at Edinburgh’s Heriot-Watt University and the couple toured Scotland to learn more, though the distillery’s robust-looking copper pot stills were built locally to their own design. They grow and then malt local barley and employ Patagonian peat for a tribute to the Islay style, with other expressions using barley sourced from Scotland, though a strong belief in terroir is apparent from their scanty website. Currently, and regrettably their whisky isn’t available outside Argentina but their pioneering approach more than deserves a place here as illustrative of whisky’s increasingly global reach and appeal. Please read on: there are no more songs.
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