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			Praise for Andrew Jefford

			‘Fans of malt whisky, fans of the island of Islay . . . and fans of good writing should make a beeline for wine writer Andrew Jefford’s lyrical book, Peak Smoke and Spirit. This is part history, part geography and only part whisky lesson (quite segregated from the rest of the book), but the writing is so good that it does not feel like education. This is a strong candidate for drinks book of the year’ Jancis Robinson, www.jancisrobinson.com

			‘A cracking social history of Islay which might have been dreamed up by Robert Louis Stevenson. There are shipwrecks and betrayals, acts of great heroism and enormous folly. By the end of this exceptionally well-written book, you will have the sense of knowing much of this island, and a very strong urge to go there for a wee dram or two’ Pete Clark, Evening Standard

			‘Here is a literary ramble around the whisky-saturated island, in which Jefford relates its history, endures its weather, explores the shipwrecks around its shores and meets some of its 3,400 inhabitants – as well, of course, as taking us on frequent excursions to its famous distilleries’ Financial Times

			‘Andrew Jefford, boldest and most stylish of contemporary drinks writers, has defied the trend with a hefty, and totally original, volume on Islay which should interest even teetotallers . . . The book’s a real achievement’ Nicholas Faith, Harpers

			‘This is not simply an appreciation of whisky, but a voyage into the history and georgraphy of a tiny Scottish island’ Daily Mail

			‘The attention to detail and thoroughness of this book brings the distilleries so vividly alive that you can almost smell the whisky. Thoroughly recommended to whisky connoisseur and dabbler alike’ Birmingham Evening Mail

			‘There’s no better book about these whiskies . . . Andrew Jefford has written a compelling narrative that succeeds on every level’ Mid-Atlantic Brewing News

		

	
		
			About the Book

			‘With seven of the world’s most beloved malt whisky distilleries on its shores, Islay is Scotland’s leading whisky island. In this exquisitely-written book, award-winning drink writer Andrew Jefford traces the changing fortunes and ultimate achievements of each of these distilleries.

			That, though, is just part of this fascinating work – Jefford also tells Islay’s own story, providing evocative descriptions of its landscapes, its wildlife and its weather, while the voices of those who live and work on the island, recorded by the author in more than fifty hours of interviews, resonate in each chapter.

			Interweaving stories of the island and its inhabitants with his accounts of each distillery, Jefford creates a beautiful, reverent and richly-textured work that captures the essence of Whisky Island.
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			Foreword

			In Kilchoman graveyard on the west coast of Islay stands an old, worn Celtic cross. It marks the family grave of the Beaton family, who settled on the island in the thirteenth century. The Beatons were doctors and surgeons and for 400 years were physicians to the Scottish crown, serving every royal household from Robert the Bruce to James VI. Upholders of an older botanical-based medical tradition, one of their family members, Patrick, was tried for witchcraft for having the ability to tell the properties of plants by their aroma.

			It was the Beatons who translated early Latin texts on medicine into Gaelic. As distillation was a fundamental element of medical practice at the time, it is now widely believed that the Beatons were among the first people to bring the skill to Scotland. All of this means that Islay could be Scottish distillation’s spiritual home.

			Stand at the Celtic cross and look to the west. Half a mile away, the Atlantic rips into the broad sweep of Machir Bay. The wind is incessant, the sea continually chastising the rocks, battling against the obdurate gabbro and gneiss. This is old land. It has seen much.

			When this book was written, Islay was still terra incognita for many whisky drinkers. The notion of single malt itself was unusual and yet, a whisky style that had been seen as unapproachable because of its smokiness was gaining in recognition. The Islay Wave was building.

			When Andrew wrote this book in 2004, Islay was still dusting itself off after the disasters of the 1980s and starting a new, and at the time uncertain, phase of its life. What had started as a medicine had become a drink made by farmers for farmers, then an illicitly distilled (and smuggled) product, before the early nineteenth century brought control in the form of government legislation, and a certain respectability.

			Although Islay malts were being bottled by the end of the nineteenth century, their role had shifted to being an integral part of the blends that would take Scotch around the world. Islay buckled down and served almost invisibly, a foot soldier in a campaign run by the whisky barons.

			It knew its place. It was there for smoke. The island’s distillers worked diligently. Yes, if you looked hard enough and knew the secret codes you could get it as a single malt – the Scottish poets clustering in Milnes Bar knew the ways, while by the 1960s the Italians had done the same for Laphroaig – but Islay malt remained a drink for those with a penchant for the esoteric and, it was believed, a taste for the extreme.

			Being yoked to the fortunes of blends was all well and good when the market was on the rise. When things took a dramatic downturn in the late 1970s, so Islay foundered. Blends imploded, and as you only need a small amount of smoky malt to give the required effect, distilleries were deemed surplus to requirements. There wasn’t the option of diverting any surplus to single malt – the category didn’t exist – and though prodigious, the consumption rates of the Scottish literati or savvy Italians couldn’t make up the difference. When I started going to Islay for writing purposes in those days, distilleries were either closed or on short-time working, houses were abandoned, visitors were scarce and another generation was leaving its shores.

			Islay gets weather. My oldest friend used to work in Tayinloan, in Kintyre on the mainland opposite. You could tell when rain would arrive with remarkable accuracy by watching the islands to the west. When the Paps of Jura disappeared you had around twenty minutes to seek shelter; Islay would be next – fifteen minutes to go. When Gigha was obscured, you had better be at home . . . or in the pub.

			Islay, those of a negative sensibility would say, is the first place to get rain. I prefer to think of it as also being the first place to get sun. By the late 1980s there were glimmerings in the west as the idea of single malt began to cohere.

			It was not an overnight transformation. The industry was fragile, nervous. The accepted thinking was that most new single malt drinkers would gravitate towards ‘easy’ light and fruity styles, maybe drifting occasionally into sherried examples. In whisky terms, if there was a map of Scotland showing whisky’s flavours, the seas around Islay would have carried the warning, ‘Here Be Dragons’. Only the bravest or maddest would venture across the sea.

			As we know, the opposite happened. This was the place of smoke and no mirrors, a workhorse island making a specific style to be used in blends. Islay’s malts provided an important element within the complex matrix that made up a blend, but was just one element among others.

			When single malt emerged it surprised most people. This extreme style of whisky, reeking of peat and earth and place, rather than being off-putting, was suddenly desirable. No one knew how long this lust for peat would last when Andrew started his research. When he wrote the book, the revived Bruichladdich had only been working for three years, Ardbeg for seven years. And yet, he saw the potential, read the runes.

			New drinkers, with new demands, necessitated not just a new book, but a new style of book.

			Permit me to put this in some sort of context. The earliest whisky books were either technical manuals (J.A. Nettleton) or exhaustive accounts of Victorian engineering dotted with picturesque description (Alfred Barnard). From the 1920s to the 1960s, the Scottish literary establishment (yes, it’s those Milnes Bar poets again) took over with books that were polemics (Aeneas Macdonald, Neil M. Gunn), family reminiscences (Robert Bruce Lockhart), or filtered through a literary critic’s eye (David Daiches).

			The revival of whisky in the 1980s saw the style of book change once more. Now was the time to catalogue: where the distilleries were, what they made, what this new thing called malt whisky tasted like. Enter Michael Jackson.

			This book could have just followed the style of that time and been a geek treat – which isn’t to say that readers won’t be thrilled by its forensic examination of size of stills and mashtuns, times of ferment, angles of lie pipes and degrees of alcohol . . . all of the stuff that some like to think will reveal the secret of the distillery.

			It doesn’t of course, and Andrew knew such a thing wasn’t possible. 

			The joy of the book remains the manner in which he places the distillery in a real and living landscape. He doesn’t just note down the facts and the figures but also walks the land, traces the water, finds the threads of history which are woven into story and legend. There is geology, history, a discourse on weather, an essay on fauna, one on peat. He relates, notates and lists, but most of all he listens to the people whose families would have been making whiskies for generations.

			Dig into Islay and you hit peat, dig into an Islay person’s life and you hit whisky. Patronise them and you’ll get nowhere. Listen to them and they will become your friend. He listened.

			When you read this book, you sense that Andrew got Islay. Not everyone does. Some will see it as a place of bottles, some as a place of birds. Not everyone takes time to absorb its many moods. He gets his boots muddy, opens his heart and head to the sounds and sights, the multiplicity of landscapes.

			Maybe that is why he sees the whiskies not as investments or products of industry, but as having personalities: Ardbeg is ‘a powerful engine, quietly purring’, Bowmore a ‘chameleon’, Bruichladdich ‘sensual and immediate’, Bunnahabhain ‘taut, meditative, masculine, elegant’. He notes Caol Ila’s ‘sinewy, catwalk elegance’, how Lagavulin is ‘a big beast, yet well fed . . . inclined to play’, and then throws himself into young Laphroaig’s wild mix of ‘fierce frankness’, which somehow remains ‘grand and stoic’.

			All of these descriptions still hold true, but a lot has changed in the intervening years. The Islay Wave has not yet broken. There were seven distilleries in 2004. Now, in 2019, there are nine, with three more planned.

			Of the newcomers, Kilchoman arrived with a sweet, smoky, fruity spirit, which conjured up the hot sand and flowers of the machair. It is now firmly established as a new Islay classic.

			Bruichladdich embarked on the long task of re-casking the whisky it inherited, stirred in a mass of wine casks, and rebuilt itself as a sweet, oily, floral, fruity classic style. Its peated distillates – Port Charlotte and Octomore – are increasingly assured and elegant, speaking of earth and a thrilling funkiness.

			Growing demand has seen Laphroaig and Ardbeg readying themselves to double capacity, and it is surely only a matter of time before Bruichladdich does the same. Of the others, in 2011 Caol Ila increased capacity to 6.5 million litres per annum, and is going to get a new, very swish visitors’ centre, moving it rightly (if belatedly) into the front line.

			Ownerships have also changed. Laphroaig has joined Bowmore as part of the new giant Beam Suntory, Ardbeg’s owner Glenmorangie is now owned by LVMH, and although Bunnahabhain is still with Burn Stewart, its parent firm is now South African giant, Distell. Bruichladdich has also changed hands and is now part of Rémy Cointreau.

			Before some of you begin to mutter about sell-outs and how the majors ruin small-scale ideas, think on this: Bruichladdich and Ardbeg now have the money to be able to invest and build the brand they always wanted, while Distell has invested heavily in root and branch work on Bunnahabhain, making it, too, a must-visit.

			A further reason for visiting the east coast has come with the arrival of Islay’s ninth distillery, Ardnahoe, owned by independent bottler Hunter Laing. Commanding spectacular views over the Sound of Islay, its use of old-style worm tubs will add a further variant to the Islay template.

			There have also been plans submitted for a distillery at Gartbreck, on the road out of Bowmore towards Port Ellen, and Farkin, just outside the village on the road to Laphroaig. The most surprising development came in 2018 when Diageo announced that it was to rebuild the demolished Port Ellen distillery to its original specifications.

			The creation of the cult of Port Ellen has been perhaps the clearest manifestation of the Islay Wave. A distillery that was closed because it was surplus to requirements became the most highly prized (and highly priced) of Islay’s malts, as the remaining bottles became ever more precious as the finite stock levels decreased. On the one hand, this shows the deep passion that now exists for peat; on the other, the manner in which whisky – especially high-aged examples from silent distilleries – has become a commodity for investors.

			Re-reading the book I’m struck at how much is recognisable, yet also how much has changed, not just in terms of distillery ownership, but with regard to the people. Norman Campbell (aka Norrie Kimbel), who taught Andrew the ways of the moss, cut his last peats in 2006 (and became the only ever peat cutter to get a full obituary in the Glasgow Herald).

			He has sadly been joined by that great, kind-hearted distiller John MacLellan. He was at Bunnahabhain when Andrew wrote this book, and subsequently steered Kilchoman to its current status. In 2017, the irrepressible Carl Reavey, ex-hotelier, publican, editor, ornithologist and cyclist, who was latterly communications director at Bruichladdich, also passed away.

			A generation has also moved on in the distilleries. Legends such as Duncan McGillivray who single-handedly got Bruichladdich working again, has retired. His colleague Jim McEwan also retired, then promptly headed the Ardnahoe project. He now claims to have retired again, but no one quite believes him.

			‘Percy’ McPherson and Eddie MacAffrer have both retired from Bowmore, as has Billy Stitchell, the quiet man of Caol Ila, Lagavulin’s Donald Renwick, and the legend that is Laphroaig’s Iain Henderson.

			A new generation has taken their place. Adam Hannett and Allan Logan run whisky-making and distilling respectively at Bruichladdich, John Campbell manages Laphroaig, David Turner has taken the helm at Bowmore, Micky Heads returned from Jura to take over at Ardbeg, while Georgie Crawford, after managing Lagavulin, is now heading the project to revive Port Ellen. All, notably, are Ileachs (natives of Islay).

			The days of Islay being a quiet place are also a memory. The island is never quiet. Planes (now from Edinburgh and Oban as well as Glasgow) and ferries are full; accommodation is at a premium. There’s a classical music festival, a book festival, a jazz festival, and the madness of Feis Ile, the annual meeting of the peat tribes from around the world.

			There’s a downside to this boom. Islay is a small island of fewer than 3,000 people. These days there’s zero per cent unemployment. There is now a reason to stay, or return, or immigrate, but there’s insufficient accommodation for the workforce required for the new developments – be they hotels or distilleries.

			The roads are in need of repair; the number of ferries needs to be increased because of the rise in whisky (and tourist) traffic. The island’s infrastructure is creaking. There’s talk of a whisky levy similar to the oil levy that operates in Shetland. You can’t turn down business but in every pub, each tea shop, the debate eventually returns to how far this expansion can go before Islay loses what makes it special.

			The best thing to do is put down your glass and head west. Steer your way to Saligo Bay. Just before the beach there’s a field which, according to farmer Andrew Jones, is ‘the most beautiful field on Islay’. It shines golden in the late summer sun. He is growing barley (and now rye) for Bruichladdich. If you look up the hill towards Kilchoman, the same sight is repeated.

			It’s not easy. The growing season is short, wintering geese come in and eat the new shoots, then return when the crop is almost ripe, around the same time as the autumn storms, but more farmers are taking up the challenge. There are now eighteen of them growing barley. Both Bruichladdich and Kilchoman now have 100 per cent Islay whiskies in their ranges. Links between farmers and distillers have been re-established.

			There is this thing called terroir. It’s often thought to refer solely to the impact of soil and climate on flavour, but terroir is also about people, history and culture. It is about how, when all these elements are combined, a deep sense of place comes into being. Andrew realised that when he wrote this book. Yes, there’s peat and smoke, but it is the spirit which makes Islay special.

			I head along the coast, back to the graveyard. The waves beat, the barley ripples, the peat is dug, the kilns smoke, the spirit runs, the casks breathe, the pages turn.

			Dave Broom, 2019
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			INTRODUCTION

			The Whisky Island

			Quiet keys. Dead screens.
One sip: the dusk flight. A mouth,
hot with beating wings.

			ON MANY DAYS of the year, you will see nothing. Nothing beyond a grey, clean city dropping away as the swaying aeroplane clambers into the clouds; and then, half-an-hour later, a dark green land, broken by rock, moor and bog, looming out of the cloud vapour as the pilot banks towards a dark, salt-moist runway.

			In May, though, on a day of spilling light, this is a journey from compressed time to unfolded time, from urban intensity to lonely Hebridean calm, from the confining geometry of tower blocks to a blue-green archipelago.

			The old Shorts SD3-60, a winged box seemingly designed by an ungifted nine-year-old, used to take off with the noisy agitation of a wasp; now the plane is a Saab 340, and it trundles into the sky more calmly. Glasgow, with its sandstone banks, its bus lanes and its tenements, dissipates into lush farmland, a briefly pastoral landscape which swiftly grows sombre as the Bridge of Weir is left behind. Conifers darken the rock; pebbly streams and black ditches incise it; pylons make their bleak, seven-league stride towards the sea. The two little Cumbrae islands are scooped greenly up out of the water to the port side; Bute lies beneath. Rocky, mountainous Arran gleams like a mineral crown out in the Firth of Clyde. The mainland soon surges from the water beneath, though it looks much like another island: this is the dangling tongue of Kintyre, its hillsides combed with ancient peat cuttings and lazy-beds. Low-lying Gigha breaks the water just beyond, a little slip of land which the sea seems ready to lap up at any moment.

			In the brilliance of May’s sunshine, the plane hangs serendipitously over the Mull of Kintyre, its waters not their habitual turbid grey but a milky jade. There is motion, but there is also stillness; for a moment, this small capsule of sentience is the core of the world, and the passengers and crew bathe in the crystal air which spins about them. The Hebridean flight is briefly Caribbean, Javanese, Moluccan . . . Then the plane turns and banks over Ardmore Point, Islay’s first landfall, its quartz sand gleamingly white. For those sitting on the starboard side, the parade of distilleries begins: Ardbeg, Lagavulin, Laphroaig, each announcing itself in stout black lettering of dignified plainness on the white-painted warehouse walls. Over Port Ellen, where the peat smoke from the maltings drifts lazily in the afternoon sun, the plane’s aerial trajectory slices the rocky rump of the Oa from the rest of the island. There is water lying in this year’s cuttings, down on the moss; before this swiftly moving shadow sweeps over them, they catch reflected sunlight, and glitter briefly. The plane turns and composes itself above Laggan Bay, then creeps stealthily in over the big strand before bumping down on a treacle-dark strip of warm tarmac. The hay sways in the breeze to each side. Even the newly expanded terminal is barely bigger than a village hall; the firemen unload the luggage from the tail and wheel it in on a hand-trolley. The passengers step down, on to Islay.

			In every continent, and in most countries of the world, the whisky of Islay is being drunk, now. This island alone provides one-quarter of Scotland’s malt whisky exports. Some is thus sipped neat, and advisedly; but most of it is dissolved in blends – a little trace in a glass of Cutty Sark, a big dash in a Ballantines, a spoonful or two in every Johnnie Walker.

			Two Brazilian oil executives lounge in leather armchairs watching a motor race on television while a multi-coloured parrot flits through the palms outside; a skinny Portuguese and his Galician lover spend a rainy Sunday evening in Braga arranging their postcard collection; a bearded French accountant sits in an aeroplane on the way to a three-month audit in Senegal reading St Augustine. None of them has ever heard of Islay, yet all five are sipping its whisky, and it binds them with threads of pleasure to the world of which all are a part.

			Every year, around 25 million litres of whisky (calculated at 40 per cent alcohol by volume) leave the island; if the export and excise revenues on that whisky were to make their way back again, this would be a wealthier part of Britain than Ascot or Henley. As it is, the cars here are old, and nibbled rusty; the houses are small, and not uncommonly damp; little Champagne and less foie gras is sold in Bowmore’s Co-op store; there are never quite enough tourists for nine months of the year; farmers have considered suicide.

			‘That’s Ireland over there, you know,’ said Jack Phillips to me, as we stood outside the Islay cheese factory one sunny morning in August 1999. He managed the factory – until it closed early the next year, eradicating the island’s dairy herds. We looked across to the hazy Antrim hills. Across twenty miles of bright, white-flecked sea; across the journey whisky itself first made, from Ireland to Scotland. Islay was, in all probability, where Scotch was born. This island, with its seven large-scale malt distilleries, source of some of the most characterful whiskies available to human sensory apparatus, remains a backbone for blenders to call on, and a lighthouse for whisky lovers. Among malt whiskies, these are more palpably marked with the place of their birth than any others. Savage, stern, uncompromising: Islay is the conscience of Scotch.

			It is not just whisky which marks Islay out from other Hebridean islands. It is one of the most southern (most of the island lies south of Glasgow and Edinburgh), and very nearly the most western of the Inner Hebrides. Few other islands are as fertile as Islay; it has at times been populous. It was the seat of a great medieval sea realm, that of the Lord of the Isles; Lewis, Skye, Mull and the mainland tracts of Ross were all once ruled from Islay. Today it is a quietly resilient community, battered at times by the ruthlessness of economic life, but tenacious and spirited. Whisky may draw our attention to this place; but it is more than merely a whisky island. In the pages which follow, you will find an intimate portrait of each of the island’s whiskies, but you will also find a picture of the island itself, its physical fabric, its historical tapestry, its rain, its wind. On Islay, you can leave behind stale metropolitan obsessions, shrill nationalist hysteria, dreary media chatter, the pitiful vacuity of celebrity adulation and hollow, doll-eyed fashion; you can meet people whose faces are lifted by weather, song and struggle rather than by cosmetics and the surgeon’s knife; you can find, surrounded by a wilderness of seawater, room to breathe. There is no substitute for making the journey to Islay itself, but for those still waiting for the flight, this book is intended as a diversion . . . with the reek of peat about it.
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			A word or two on whisky

			Fire in the darkness.
Rain patters slates. The promise:
cold bones warmed; eyes lit.

			WHAT IS WHISKY? Simple. It is distilled beer. The only way in which the beer brewed to make Scotch whisky differs from the beer which you might have drunk after work last night is that it contains no hops, and is therefore not bitter in any way. (Historically speaking, such hop-less beers were defined as ‘ales’.)

			All of the whisky which comes into being on the island of Islay is malt whisky. That means that the beer from which it is distilled is brewed using one particular cereal grain only: malted barley. When a bottle of malt contains whisky from a lone distillery, it is generally called a ‘single malt’. If you blend together a number of different malts, you have what is called a ‘vatted malt’.

			Whisky need not be distilled from malted barley beer alone; a range of other cereals can be used. Wheat and maize (corn) are two of these; rye is a third, though not in Scotland. When Scotch whisky is principally distilled from wheat and maize, it is known as grain whisky. Most big-brand whiskies, like Johnnie Walker Red Label, Cutty Sark, J&B or The Famous Grouse, are a mixture of grain whisky and malt whisky, usually in a 60–40 mixture. Grain whisky is also distilled differently from malt whisky, using a towering, office-block-sized piece of apparatus called a continuous still. Mixed-grain beer goes in at one end, and a very pure, colourless, high-strength spirit comes trickling ceaselessly out at the other. Grain whisky is more neutral in character than malt whisky, and takes most of its character from the wooden casks in which it is stored.

			Grain, malt and blended whisky all qualify as ‘Scotch’ – provided they have matured in oak casks for at least three years in Scotland, and provided they are bottled at not less than 40 per cent alcohol by volume (henceforth abbreviated to abv).

			We can now forget all about grain whisky. Islay means malt, and mostly malt of pungent and reverberative character. Each of Islay’s seven major distilleries produces a spirit quite different in character from its neighbours, and some of the distilleries now produce two or even three different styles of spirit. Islay malts are just the kind of thing, in other words, which blenders seek out to give backbone and personality to their blends. Where do their different characters come from?

			I don’t know. No one does. It’s a mystery.

			Or, to be more precise, the answer is so complicated as to remain mysterious. For the time being.

			When a new distillery is built, the type of malt, the shape of the stills, the way the distillery is run and the casks chosen to age the spirit will make the broad style a predictable one. But precisely what its character will be and exactly how good that spirit will prove is almost wholly unpredictable and a matter of some serendipity. Designing and building a distillery is a gamble. Every distillery is different. It is only after distillation, and after ten or fifteen years’ age in wooden casks, that the quality of the spirit will become apparent.

			Each of the distillery chapters in this book describes these seven Islay characters in some detail, supported by as much technical analysis as I have been able to extract from their owners. I hope these descriptions will help the reader towards a more intimate understanding of how aroma and flavour in malt whisky are created – though mysteries, be warned, remain. Scotch whisky distillers have been reprehensibly incurious about their craft; they have, historically, resisted research and experiment. Matching precedent and maintaining consistency has been one industry aim; when things have been changed, meanwhile, it has generally been for the purposes of a second aim, which is to cut costs and make more profit for owners and shareholders. I believe a more curious and questing approach could lift the quality of Islay’s whiskies. We do not, yet, have the best of all possible whisky worlds. Complacency benefits no one.

			The culture of secrecy which surrounded the Scotch whisky industry until the late 1980s is, happily, dissipating. I have had to ask many questions in researching this book. Most of those who I have asked (and most notably the managers of the seven Islay distilleries) have been enormously helpful, yet some questions remain unanswered. In the majority of cases, this is because the answers are not known, since the research has not yet been done. In a frustrating minority of cases, the answers are known, but the residual culture of Scotch whisky secrecy has kept them locked away in company filing cabinets or computers under the vague excuse of ‘commercial confidentiality’. Whisky writers and drinkers are constantly told by distilling companies that flavour is in large part the consequence of still shapes and sizes and distilling practices – yet those same companies sometimes seem unwilling or unable to answer questions about the dimensions of the stills, or provide precise details of those distilling practices. To what end? It is hard to say, since no distillery has ever been, nor could ever be, exactly duplicated.

			This chapter describes how to make malt whisky. Mastering the basics here will help us understand (in later chapters) how Bowmore differs from Bruichladdich, or Lagavulin from Laphroaig. Let’s begin with barley. Raw barley – a handful of grains picked out of the hopper of the roaring harvester in the dust and sunlight of July – would be no use whatsoever to a distiller. Why not? Because it contains starch and not sugar.
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			Yeasts cannot turn raw barley starch into alcohol. To do so, the yeasts need fermentable sugars. The barley has therefore to be malted.

			Malting is a playful deception practised on a barley grain. After an essential post-harvest rest (which the innocent, trusting grain will equate with winter), you moisten it and warm it. The grain thinks that spring rains and the comfort of a sunny day in April have arrived, and it begins to grow. It sends out rootlets (called culms); a nascent grass blade forms inside the grain. Enzymes get to work to turn that starch into the food the growing plant will need.

			At that point, you brutally disappoint the grain – by baking it. The process I have just described is arrested. The hopeful rootlets are discarded. The grains, indeed, don’t look wildly different to the way they looked before – but they are crunchy, and if you chew a mouthful (as, in visiting a distillery, you may be encouraged to do), you will find them sweet. Yeasts (a microscopic fungus) will gleefully notice much the same thing; they can now make alcohol. So let the brewing of our beer commence: grind the grain, add hot loch or river water, and soak all those complex, full-bodied and deliciously fermentable sugars out of the malt. This happens in a giant bathtub called a mash tun, and the resulting hot sweet liquid, a kind of nutritious cereal tea, is called wort. The wort travels through a collecting vessel called an underback, and then into a fermenting vessel called a washback. (My apologies for this swarm of technical terms: these and others like them are listed in the glossary at the back of the book, should you want a reference definition at any time.) Then yeast is added – and the washback begins to seethe.

			Wait a moment, though: what about barley variety? What about the type of yeast? Isn’t the water incredibly important, too? And where does the famous ‘peatiness’ we all notice in a glass of Lagavulin or Laphroaig come from?

			Barley varieties and yeast types do vary in some whisky (or whiskey) cultures, but on Islay almost all the distilleries are at present using Optic malt, and two standard distilling yeasts called Quest and Mauri (sometimes alone and sometimes in combination). A neutral efficiency is what is sought from both, rather than any distinct stamp of flavour. Barley variety and yeast strains are two matters to which the Scotch whisky industry remains indifferent; this is a state of affairs which I hope will change in the years ahead.

			Water, by contrast, is accorded importance by all, and on Islay is prodigiously natural. For five out of Islay’s seven distilleries, the water is super-soft and richly peaty: a deep brown in colour and faintly vegetal to the taste. It flows through the heather, leaches out of the bogs, and trickles across the quartzite pebbles which constitute this island’s heart before plunging down off the hill to the distillery concerned. In a sixth case (Bruichladdich), all of the above is true save that the pebbles are phyllite and sandstone rather than quartzite.

			One of Islay’s distilleries, though, is exceptional: Bunnahabhain. Its water source is unpeaty spring water: limpid, bright and colourless, rising through quartzite and dolostone rather than falling as rain then trickling through the vegetation. Do we conclude from this that Bunnahabhain produces Islay’s only unpeated whisky?

			We do not, for the simple reason that the peat flavour in a whisky does not come from its water. You can make unpeaty whisky using peaty water: Bruichladdich has done it for years. (And so, too, has Caol Ila, though for a whisky which only ever gets used for blending rather than for sale as a single malt.) Whether the peat in the water has any influence at all on the flavour of the whisky is a controversial matter which will be discussed in some of the distillery chapters which follow. ‘What is water’s effect on the character of the spirit?’ Douglas Murray of Diageo, the Scotch whisky giant which owns both Lagavulin and Caol Ila as well as the Port Ellen maltings, sums up the general industry view. ‘On a scale of one to one hundred, I would rate it at between one and two.’

			Peat flavour does not come from water, then. So where does it come from? The answer is the malt. For thousands of years, peat has been the traditional fuel on Islay, an island with few trees and no coal. Peat was the heat source used to dry the malt – and peat burns smokily. The result was that that smoke (which, as every cigarette smoker should know, is constituted of fine particles of tar) left its trace in the malt. Islay’s malts tasted of smoky peat. Drinkers, once they acquired the taste, liked it; so too did blenders, since a dash of Islay malt mixed into their undemonstrative grain whisky gave it some character. What was once accidental became deliberate, and the peating of the malt remains an option long after it was no longer necessary. Nowadays, of course, you can specify exactly how peaty you would like your malt to be; peat is a question of recipe, rather than an effect of terroir (or ‘placeness’). The peatiness of a particular malt is measured in parts per million (ppm) phenols, though you should be aware that there are different measuring methods which give different results: this subject is discussed more fully in the chapters on Peat and on Bruichladdich. Remember, too, that the phenols in the spirit are always lower than they are in the malt, and that they fall further as the spirit is aged. Laphroaig’s 40 ppm in the malt become 25 ppm in its new make spirit, for example. They then drop to 8 to 10 ppm in the 10-year-old and 15-year-old, and finish at just 6 ppm in the 30-year-old.

			Back to our seething washbacks. After somewhere between 48 hours (Bowmore) and 120 hours (Caol Ila at the weekends), fermentation is finished, and the new beer can be distilled. It is relatively strong: 7 per cent to 9 per cent abv on Islay. As with every other stage of the process, just how quickly or how slowly you ferment the beer, and how clear you allow it to become afterwards, will have an effect on the flavour of the whisky: quick ferments, turbid beer and lower strengths lead to a pungent, spicy character in the spirit, while slow fermentations, very clear beer and higher strengths lead to lightness and finesse. If you visit a distillery and look into a washback, by the way, remind yourself that two-thirds of what you are gazing at will be thrown away during the distillation process – another reason why the water source is perhaps less influential than at first seems likely.

			CHATTING WITH COPPER

			So: what is distillation? It is the exploitation of a natural phenomenon.

			This phenomenon is the fact that different liquids boil at different temperatures. Water, famously, boils at 100°C. Ethanol (alcohol) boils at 78.5°C. If you heat beer to 78.5°C, therefore, the alcohol in it will begin to evaporate, but the water will remain where it is. That alcohol will billow off the warm beer as intoxicating steam. Once this heady steam is cooled, the alcohol will resume its life as a liquid: whisky, in this case. That is the principle of distillation: gentle heating of an alcoholic liquid, followed by the gathering and the cooling of the steam.

			There are, of course, snags. One of them is that ethanol is not the only substance ready to evaporate out of your beer; there are many others, all of which have different boiling points. Methanol, for example, boils at 65°C, and ingesting too much of that may leave you blind, as many illicit distillers have discovered down the centuries. These undesirable substances need to be separated from the desirable ethanol: purity is the great desideratum. The techniques for doing this have been refined down the years in distilling protocols, as we will find out in a paragraph or two.

			A word, too, about another raw material, this time the raw material for most of the distilling equipment: copper. Every malt-whisky stillhouse gleams with copper, often lacquered to a high and beautiful shine. When the stills are puffing away, and the morning sun fills the stillroom, it makes a glorious sight – and the spirity, almost fruity scents and the richly invasive warmth combines with that coppery gleam to give you, the visitor, a sudden moment of joy. Purity, as I said, is the great desideratum, and it is the fine, microscopic hairiness of copper, and its sociable, reactive nature, which makes it such an ideal distilling material. ‘If you look at copper under a microscope,’ says Douglas Murray, ‘it looks like a scouring pad. The result is that, as the spirit vapour passes over it, copper stops that vapour for what we could call a “chat”. The more slowly the vapour passes over the copper, the more the chemical impurities in the spirit attach themselves to the fine scouring-pad threads. The longer this chat goes on, in other words, the lighter the spirit.’

			Malt whisky needs to be distilled twice. Why? Because, technically speaking, the pot stills used for this purpose are crude and ineffective. If obtaining pure alcohol is your aim, then the continuous stills installed in grain-whisky distilleries do a far better job.

			Odd – until you realise that pure alcohol is very much not the aim, since pure alcohol would be vodka. What distinguishes malt whisky from vodka is, precisely, its impurities – a bundle of assorted alcohols, esters, aldehydes, phenols and acids which are usually termed ‘congeners’. These are precious; these are, indeed, the whole point. And the crude old pot stills, when manipulated with great craft and skill by Islay’s stillmen (who are probably at work right now, no matter where in the world or at what time of day you are reading this) are the perfect way to extract just the right bundle of congeners – and eliminate, no less importantly, all the wrong ones. The pot still, if you like, is the bicycle of the distilling world. Technically superseded long ago, but still the greatest and most efficient machine ever invented for the purpose for which it is used.

			So what are these two stages? Simple: you do the same job twice. First of all you heat your beer (or ‘wash’) in what is called a wash still. This process gives you a weak, impure alcoholic beverage called low wines. There is, at this stage, a vast amount of yeasty, alcohol-free leftovers called pot ale (wash stills produce more pot ale than low wines). Most of this, on Islay, goes off to feed the fishes, though Ardbeg’s pot ale gets spread on the fields of the island.

			You then do the same thing all over again in what is sometimes called a low wines still, but which I will henceforth refer to (for reasons of clarity) as a spirit still. Once again there is a residue, though rather less of it this time, called spent lees. It is mixed with the pot ale before dispersal.
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			Are the two distilling jobs identical? They are not. Running a wash still is a relatively straightforward operation: you drive off more or less every drop of alcohol, plus whatever congeners wish to travel steamily with it, in one operation. This usually begins at around 46 per cent – 50 per cent abv, and finishes at 1 per cent abv or less, giving an average strength of about 21 per cent. The less full you fill your still, and the slower you run it, the finer and lighter in style your final spirit is likely to be.

			Running a spirit still is much more complex, since the unwelcome or toxic congeners will be both the first and the last to be distilled; we could casually call these ‘baddies’. The desirable alcohol and welcome congeners (or ‘goodies’) are distilled during the middle part of the run. The standard practical test to detect the end of the baddies and the start of the goodies is to mix equal quantities of water and distillate: if the result is hazy, there are baddies about; but when the result is crystal clear, then you can begin to collect your ‘new-make’ spirit. The exact point (in terms of alcoholic strength, measured at 20°C) at which you switch on to spirit and later off spirit are known as the cuts, and they vary significantly between distilleries. To make a light, fine, elegant spirit you will once again leave plenty of space in your stills when you fill them, run them slowly, and use relatively narrow cuts towards the high end of the alcoholic spectrum. To make a rich, oily, pungent spirit, you will do the opposite. The narrowest cuts on Islay are those of Bunnahabhain, which comes on to spirit at around 72 per cent and goes off at 64 per cent, though on occasion Bruichladdich’s can be as narrow; the broadest cuts are those of Lagavulin, which comes on at 72 per cent and goes off at 59 per cent. Caol Ila is the distillery which cuts on to spirit at the highest point, 76 per cent, running it down to the island’s highest cut-off at 65 per cent. So far as I know (different means of measuring still capacity make certainty difficult), no stills on the island are filled as full as Lagavulin’s spirit stills (95 per cent of capacity) or left as empty as Caol Ila’s spirit stills (37–41 per cent of capacity).

			We need to take a break for terminology. The precious, salvaged middle part of the distilling run is called the heart, middle cut or spirit cut; it is preceded by the foreshots, sometimes called the heads; and it is followed by the feints, sometimes called the aftershots, tails or tailings. In general, the foreshots are quickly dealt with (foreshot running times on Islay vary from around 10 minutes at Ardbeg and Bunnahabhain to around 45 minutes at Bruichladdich and Laphroaig), while feints take much longer to run off (up to 4 hours 30 minutes at Lagavulin).

			What happens, by the way, to the baddies – in other words the combination of foreshots and feints? This is a prize question. The answer is that they are recycled: they are added to the low wines, and redistilled (a fact which in turn explains why the usual strength of the charge of a spirit still is around 26 per cent or 27 per cent, whereas the low wines themselves only measure 21 per cent; it is the foreshots and feints which boost the strength of the charge).

			But what then? Surely, after a while, these foreshots and feints would accumulate, forming a surly and toxic gang?

			I must have asked this question a dozen times, and I have never had a wholly satisfactory answer; indeed I am beginning to believe that even those of great chemical experience don’t fully understand everything which is going on inside a spirit still, let alone the technically uninitiated. The fact is, though, that no such surly and toxic gang ever makes its presence felt. So far as I understand the matter, some of the undesirable elements are reconverted into desirable alcohols; some eventually leave in the spent lees residue in the spirit still; some form into a doubtful sludge which is periodically removed from the tank in which foreshots and feints are collected (called the feints receiver); and some eventually pass into the spirit itself. ‘We cannot claim,’ says Douglas Murray, ‘that all “toxic” alcohols are completely removed and small (very small) levels will remain in the spirit – but at levels which would not be considered harmful.’ Indeed these traces may well be vital components of what we, as drinkers, recognise as ‘distillery character’. ‘After a still has been in production for a while,’ says Douglas, ‘the chemistry becomes balanced and amount of flavour enhancement and off-flavour removal gets to the point where the true unique distillery character is produced.’

			You may, by this stage, be under the impression that all stills are the same. They aren’t. They vary enormously in size and shape and those differences will, just like everything else, play their part in making each malt whisky unique. Let’s start, though, with the similarities before we move on to the differences.

			As the name ‘pot still’ suggests, all malt-whisky stills look round and ample at the bottom, and grow narrower as they get to the top. They contain steam coils or pans (and sometimes both) to heat the liquid (wash or low wines) with which they are charged. They also have vents – partly for safety reasons, to stop stills collapsing or exploding, but partly also because some highly volatile compounds in the wash or low wines refuse to condense back to a liquid at all, and so have to be vented either before or during distillation.

			Once the stillman heats the coils and pans, distillation begins. Vapour begins to rise, like steam off hot soup. Later, the process may get more boisterous and jacuzzi-like, especially in wash stills – which tend to foam in the early stages. Some wash stills have little porthole- like windows through which the excitable wash may be viewed, and devices called ‘switchers’ to keep it calm and stop it frothing over the top of the still. If it does go charging over the top in liquid form (this is called carryover), the stillman may be in trouble.

			Ideally, the vapour rises steadily up to the neck of the still, then passes into a pipe called the lyne arm (sometimes also called a lye pipe), which carries it to the condenser where it will be cooled back into a liquid. Simple, no? Well, it would be, were there not ten thousand minute variants on this process.

			CINDERELLA IN THE STILLROOM

			There are three fundamental still shapes (see diagram). Plain stills are the most common and will, given a plump pot and a broad neck, provide the least copper contact. It’s a hard generalisation to make, though, since some plain stills (like Bruichladdich’s spirit stills) have very long, thin necks which will provide extensive copper contact. In principle, ball stills and lamp-glass stills provide more copper contact than plain stills. Not only that, but they also provide what is called ‘reflux’. In other words, they offer a mechanism by which rising vapour is held in check and sent back down again before rising once more – and enjoying, as it does so, more of a chat with the copper. In the case of wash stills, too, the lamp-glass and ball designs allow the stillman more time to react during the initially foamy phase. There are no ball stills on Islay, however, and the only lamp-glass stills are found at Ardbeg (both wash and spirit) and Laphroaig (spirit alone).

			[image: ]

			The overall size of a still is very important, too, with bigger stills (providing they are not charged too full) providing the most copper contact and the lightest styles of spirit, while smaller stills (especially when charged full) tend to produce heavier, more pungent spirits. The biggest wash stills on the island are those of Bunnahabhain (35,356 litres total capacity) and the biggest spirit stills at Caol Ila (29,549 litres total capacity), while the smallest spirit stills are probably those of Laphroaig (the company was not able to provide the total capacity of the ‘teapots’ and visitors should note that the figures which have been shown on the signs at the distillery over many years are a fiction: they claimed a capacity of 3,630 litres but the charges alone are 4,700 litres). Without knowing the capacity of Laphroaig’s wash stills it is hard to say whose are the smallest on the island, but it seems likely to be Lagavulin’s (whose wash stills have a total capacity of just 12,300 litres). The squattest stills are at Ardbeg.

			Lyne arms, naturally, vary as well. They may run horizontally from the still; they may rise up from the still; or they may descend from the still. Those which rise will provide a measure of reflux, as you might imagine, depending on how steep an angle is adopted (up to about 30°); those which are horizontal will provide little reflux; and those which descend (to about 20°) will provide no reflux at all, and may even entail carryover. More reflux emphasises lightness and finesse; no reflux and the chance of carryover implies a heavier, nuttier style. ‘The vapour from the still is hunting the coldness of the condensers,’ says Iain McArthur of Lagavulin, one of the most experienced distillery workers on the island. ‘When the lyne arm falls, it is getting siphoned over to some extent. When the lyne arm rises, the vapour has to be pushed over.’ The rising lyne arms on Islay are those of Ardbeg, Bowmore (spirit still only) and, particularly, Laphroaig; while the most steeply descending lyne arm on the island belongs to Lagavulin’s wash still. Both Bunnahabhain’s stills and Bowmore’s wash still have straight lyne arms, and the rest descend gently.

			That is not, though, the end of the gripping lyne-arm story. Those visiting Ardbeg will discover a bulbous growth hanging off its spirit- still lyne arm, with a tube dropping away from it: this is called (descriptively) a purifier, and is a way of organising a massive dose of reflux every time – to the extent that manager Stuart Thomson says that his spirit is distilled two-and-a-half times. See the Ardbeg chapter for more details.

			And so to bed – which, for newly liberated spirit vapour, means a condenser. That is where, in the close confinement of a water-cooled copper tube, the hot spirit vapour turns back into liquid. That is the end of the distilling process.

			Poor old condensers. No one knows their internal architecture, not even the distillery managers (they are usually ordered and fitted by the engineers of head office). When visitors troop through the stillrooms on distillery tours, they all gawp at the beautiful stills, but no one pays any attention to those Cinderellas of the whole process, the condensers. Even I feel guilty about them, since despite great efforts I have been able to marshal few statistics about the condensers in Islay’s distilleries. For all that, they matter.

			Copper contact, as we have discovered, is very important in creating the distinctive characteristics of a malt, and huge amounts of copper contact take place inside condensers. Bruichladdich’s, for example, weigh two tonnes each, and contain 210 one-inch copper tubes. No wonder a new one costs three times as much as my car did: £20,000. Their two aspects of greatest consequence are the number and size of tubes inside them (more tubes of smaller bore will once again emphasise finesse and elegance), and the temperature at which they operate, known as the ‘recovery temperature’. A higher recovery temperature, as at Caol Ila, will mean slower condensing, more copper contact, and more lightness and finesse; a cooler recovery temperature, as at Lagavulin, will mean quick condensing, less copper contact, and a heavier, sturdier style. It follows that distilleries producing a heavy, punchy spirit prefer to operate in the winter, when recovery temperatures can easily be kept down, whereas those producing lighter spirits are happier with the naturally higher recovery temperatures which summer furnishes. There is, by the way, a primitive condensing alternative still used at some distilleries (like Dalwhinnie or Craggan- more) called a worm tub; there are, though, no worm tubs on Islay.

			By the end of the distilling process, as you see, the character equation is already a complex one. Hard to summarise, too, since it is the totality of details which matters rather than individual facts. We’d all agree that Laphroaig is pungent, I would imagine, so it comes as no surprise that its stills are small and (presumably) amply charged. Yet Laphroaig’s rising lyne arms and lamp-glass spirit stills are providing reflux and finesse, reinforced by the relatively high recovery temperature which its dual-condensing system provides, and the high number of tubes inside its condensers. Even a pungent spirit needs some lightening finesse, in other words, just as the lightest of spirits would be rather dull without a note or two of pungency buried in it somewhere.

			INTO THE FOREST

			But the story isn’t over yet. The spirit now has to go into an oak cask. Neat – in the case of Bruichladdich, which fills its casks at distilling strength. All the other distilleries on the island, though, add a little water in order to fill at a standard 63.5 per cent – the reason being that casks of whisky have traditionally been traded among companies for blending purposes, and swapping casks of different strengths would make these transactions problematically complicated. (Bruichladdich does not intend to trade in this way but aims to become a ‘malt only’ distillery.)

			Estimates vary as to how important the wood is in the character of the final spirit, but even the conservative reckon it accounts for around 40 per cent of the finished malt’s character, while some tree-hugging radicals believe it may be as high as 70 per cent. Wood matters for flavour, and it matters for time, too: malt whisky takes just six days to make, but ten years or more to mature.

			Almost every drop of Scotch, including all the malt made on Islay, is aged in a second-hand cask. For me, this is the most astonishing whisky fact in this or any whisky book. Every drop of bourbon is aged in a brand new cask, and much Cognac and Armagnac are aged in brand new casks, too; most of the world’s great wines also climb into new wooden barrels at some point along their journey to the customer. But Scotch is aged in the leftovers.

			Is this due to laziness? Lots of second-hand casks are available, after all, since bourbon must, by law, be aged in new wood; no need, therefore, for the Scots to go to the trouble of getting hold of new ones. Is it parsimony? Second-hand American casks cost less than a sixth of what new French ones cost. Or is it, by contrast, a happy accident? Yes, using second-hand wood is easier, cheaper and more environmentally sound than using new wood, but it is also perfect for endowing Scotch malt whisky (and Scotch whisky in general) with the subtlety and nuance which distinguish it. According to Diageo’s wood expert Andrew Ford, the company has carried out experiments ageing malt in new American oak. ‘Within a year,’ he says, ‘it is woody and over the top.’ Using a huge spectrum of second-hand casks (Diageo alone has 7.4 million of them ageing its whiskies at any one time) creates a kind of dappling effect. It tames and mellows the spirit, speckling it with the extraordinarily allusive notes which wood can provide, but the fact that the most insistent of these have already been leached out in America or in Spain allows the distillery character to emerge, embellished but uncompromised.

			There are, of course, drawbacks to the system. Every distillery manager hates being sent poor quality wood (exhausted casks, many times re-used; heavily sulphured casks; damaged casks) since he or she knows that the carefully distilled spirit will fail to live up to expectations if stored in such containers. There is no shortage of disappointing wood used by the Scotch whisky industry, as anyone who has ever tasted a range of cask samples will know. Even the good casks are unpredictable; no two casks are ever truly alike. If new wood were used, this would not be the case; there would be a greater measure of predictability in the ageing stocks. The use of second-hand casks creates a huge amount of work for managers and blenders, since every cask has always to be nosed and assessed before use; coopers are kept busy, too, in looking after, repairing and rejuvenating this vast wooden junkyard. Yet the fact that Scotch blends and malts are as popular as they are around the world is no accident, and the subtlety and finesse which are the legacy of second-hand wood has its role in this.

			What is happening during the eight to forty years which whisky passes in a cask? Two things.

			The first thing is that the whisky is breathing. This controlled oxidation (not too little, not too much) has a mellowing effect of its own, and can add both complexity and apparently ‘fruity’ notes to the whisky. Too much, of course, can flatten a whisky completely, which is why some very old single casks can be dully disappointing, and why blenders tend to ‘freshen’ very old whiskies with younger ones.

			The second activity is that the whisky is making exchanges with the wood. Wood contains, among many other substances, hemi-cellulose, which adds sweetness and colour to a spirit; lignin, which adds complexity and can evoke vanilla (artificial vanilla essence, indeed, can be made from wood); and tannins, which add a textural dimension. The charring which American casks receive (and which Scottish coopers reimpose on the casks when they are rejuvenated) emphasises these characteristics, helps deepen colour, and assists in the removal of sulphur compounds. (The lighter toasting which European casks receive makes them less immediately active.) These are all additive effects; but wood can also remove the more unpleasant notes of immaturity from a malt, and act interactively, too, to form acetal, a volatile compound also used in perfumery.

			Ah; I nearly forgot the angels and their celebrated share. We could say that a third thing is happening while a malt is passing those long years in dark silence: it is evaporating. In warm, dry America or Cognac, the water evaporates more quickly than the alcohol, therefore the strength of a bourbon or a Cognac rises with age. In cool, damp Scotland, the alcohol evaporates more quickly than the water, therefore the strength sinks with age. In both cases, though, there is some concentration of flavour due to evaporation; since Scotch whisky casks are not topped up, the oxidation effects also increase with age. British Customs and Excise allow distillers to write off 2 per cent of their inventory (lost to the angels) per year.

			There are, of course, different types of cask in use to age the malts on Islay, and each will have a different effect. The fundamental distinction is between ex-bourbon casks and ex-sherry casks. Bourbon casks are made of American oak, Quercus alba, whereas sherry casks are made of European oak, Quercus robur. The fact that sherry casks have contained sherry of various sorts (dry, yeasty Fino; nutty Amontillado; dark, tangy Oloroso or super-sweet, viscous Pedro Ximenez) is, of course, important, but probably not as important as the fact that toasted European oak will, over long years of ageing, stamp a different character on a malt, making it darker, more brooding, more dense and more fruity than will the often flamboyantly sweet yet light American charred oak, with its vanilla and coconut characters.

			Casks, of course, come in different sizes. The American standard barrel contains 180–200 litres; these are often broken down before shipment to Scotland, and when they arrive are remade into hogsheads or dump hogsheads (250 litres). Note, though, that the remade casks are given new ends which are untoasted and uncharred: the effect is therefore different to that of an unbroken barrel. The traditional sherry cask is a 500-litre butt; puncheons also contain around 500 litres, but are slightly rounder in shape than the elongated butts. Since most sherry casks used for ageing Scotch today are commissioned and specially prepared in Spain, ex-sherry hogsheads also now exist.

			The malt stays in the barrel for ten years or more; the barrel could then be used again, for what I term in this book, for reasons of clarity, a second fill (though the industry term is a refill). Another decade passes, and that same barrel could be filled a third time (second refill) or even a fourth (third refill). By this point, forty years after its original emigration, it has little left to give to a whisky, and there is no point in giving it a fifth fill. Ready for the bonfire or the garden plants? Not necessarily. It could, at that point, go off back to the cooperage to be rejuvenated. To have its insides scraped back to white wood, in other words, followed by a new charring session. It would then, suddenly, have a lot more to give – and back it goes into the cycle as a rejuvenated cask, ready to serve for another four fills and four decades. In theory, it could then be rejuvenated twice more – giving any cask a potential life expectancy in Scotland of 160 years, though in truth most will fall apart long before this. Even so, American oak casks only spend four years in America whereas they can look forward to at least 50 years in Scotland. Sherry casks can be rejuvenated, too, though when this happens it is not charring which counts; instead, they must be filled with sherry for at least four months before being used for whisky again. When you take into account all of these different life-stages of a cask, plus the fact that they might be made of American or European oak to start with, we are faced with another of malt whisky’s complex equations. Diageo alone has 29 different wood bar codes in its maturation software.

			When a second-hand cask is used for the first time in Scotland, it will have most to give to a whisky. A smaller cask, too, will have more to give to a whisky than a larger one. All Laphroaig, for example, is now aged in first-fill ex-bourbon American standard barrels, imported whole: that’s a recipe for maximum wood influence. Lagavulin, by contrast, goes into third-fill American remade hogsheads: that’s a recipe for much more discreet wood influence. Overall, a striking change in wood use for Islay whiskies over the last half-century has been the decline of sherry: only Bowmore (around 14 per cent), Bruichladdich (around 25 per cent) and Bunnahabhain (around 10 per cent) are still using more than ‘the odd cask’ of sherry-wood. As I prepared this book, I had a chance to taste from many different warehouse casks at all seven distilleries, and many of the casks which are seared into my mind as producing whisky of superb quality . . . were ex-sherry casks. I greatly regret the disappearance of sherry casks in general from Islay, and I hope they return.

			What of the future? Every malt whisky drinker is aware of the explosion of wood ‘finishes’ over the last decade. This trend has been led by Glenmorangie, whose finishes have made choosing a bottle of malt whisky an even more complex affair than it was before – though with that complexity has come a sense of fun, discovery and excite- ment. What is a finish? This means the transfer of whisky from an ordinary, moderately active cask into a very active, highly characterful cask for the last few months of its maturation. Those months stamp the malt with a distinctive personality twist derived from the cask. ‘Finish’, by the way, is not a universally accepted term: Diageo calls this technique ‘double maturation’, and uses it for the Distiller’s Edition version of Lagavulin, which spends what manager Donald Renwick calls ‘months rather than years’ in butts which formerly contained the dark, unctuously sweet Pedro Ximenez sherry. Bowmore is the other main practitioner of this art on Islay at present: its Darkest is finished in sherry wood for two years after 12 in bourbon wood, while Dawn is finished in the same way in port casks and Dusk in Bordeaux wine casks. The highly creative Bruichladdich has also been using a range of rum and wine casks for ageing its spirit since 2000, and it would be surprising if Glenmorangie-owned Ardbeg wasn’t up to something similar, too. Time will tell.

			EMBRACING THE SKY

			So much for wood – but still the character equation isn’t finished. The last few paragraphs have focused on the micro-location of the malt, locked into its aromatic wooden prison. What, though, about the macro-location, the place those casks are stored?

			There is no more controversial question on Islay than this, so let me summarise the two sides of the argument as fairly as I am able. As you will find out in Chapter Five, Islay’s weather is distinctive. It is relatively mild (rarely hot, rarely frosty), highly changeable (four seasons in a day), splendidly wet (between 40 and 60 inches of rain, or around 100 to 150 centimetres, every year), and often stormy. Islay is also an island surrounded by large tracts of seawater, and its prevailing wind blows from the west, where there is no land at all for several thousand miles. Most of the distillers on the island believe that storing whisky in these conditions on Islay for between eight and 40 years will mark the spirit in some way or other. All of the distilleries except two, therefore, claim to mature their proprietory malt from start to finish on Islay (though Ardbeg specifies that its malt may leave the island after ten years).

			The two exceptions are Caol Ila (which isn’t even filled into cask on the island, but leaves in bulk by road tanker) and Lagavulin (which stores considerably less than 50 per cent of its malt on the island). This is partly for historical reasons: Diageo used to have extensive storage facilities in Campbeltown just across the water on the Kintyre Peninsula, and it also used to own a number of warehouses in Port Charlotte (one has been converted into the Youth Hostel and the Wildlife Centre, while the remainder are now owned by Bruichladdich). These locations made sense in the days when distilleries were principally serviced by deep-bellied little boats called puffers. All the casks left the distillery by water, and it was no trouble for the puffer to pootle round a bay or two. In the era of lorry transport, Kintyre in particular made no sense whatsoever, so warehousing in Central Scotland became the corporate (and logistically savvy) solution.

			Diageo’s experts say that they have compared Islay ageing with mainland ageing and (in the words of Andrew Ford) ‘We can’t find a difference.’ Those who do all their ageing on Islay swear that there is a difference. They point out that Islay is a place where the sea fills the sky, and malt whisky (never, remember, topped up in its cask) embraces that marine air, day and night, for a decade or more. Such a long embrace cannot pass undetected. You, the malt-whisky drinker, must decide who to believe.

			Whatever the analytical or sensorial truth, there is also a philosophical and emotional dimension to this question. You buy, let’s say, a bottle of Caol Ila’s fine 18-year-old from the Islay section of your whisky shop, take it home, open it, pour a dram, and sit down to enjoy it by the fire. If, as you sip it, you leaf through this book only to discover that it has spent just two weeks on Islay compared with 17 years and 50 weeks scattered about various warehouses in Central Scotland, and that all the water used to bring it down to its bottling strength came out of a Central Scotland tap before being demineralised, will you really be satisfied that it is indeed an ‘Islay malt’? Personally, I would like to see legislation to ensure that anything calling itself ‘single malt’ is actually stored throughout its maturation period at its distillery of origin. Which means on Islay, of course, for Islay malts.

			Bruichladdich, typically, has upped the ante even further by building its own bottling line. Its malt has thus become the first on Islay to pass its entire life on the island, from the first drop of rain water percolating off the heather flowers on the hill until the last drop of malt is dripped into the bottle before sealing. The ‘distillery with attitude’ has also implicitly challenged its rivals by becoming the first on the island to bottle its entire range without chill filtering. This self-explanatory procedure prevents malts from becoming hazy once in bottle, though comparisons show that it also robs malts of some of their textural unction and complexity of flavour. More and more malts are now being bottled without chill filtering, including cask-strength versions from those other Islay distilleries which offer them. Abandoning chill-filtering entirely, though, means that the entire range has to be at 46 per cent abv or above to avoid haze problems.

			And now . . . over to you. Each of the distillery chapters which follows will detail the complex equation outlined above, filling it out with exemplary flesh. So much for theory.

			It is empty, of course, without practice – which is why, as you tackle each chapter, I urge you to arm yourself with a bottle of the Islay malt in question, pour yourself a glass, and only then begin reading.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			CHAPTER ONE

			Landfall

			Dawn light on drenched grass.
Always – the ocean wind: hunched
trees, sung homes, scoured lives.

			I WOKE, THIS morning, on the far north-western edge of Europe. Nothing separates Islay and Labrador but the liquid body, moody and restless, of the North Atlantic. The air from the west, too, is sleet- scraped, rain-washed, mist-nourished; only water droplets, in a fan of forms, divide two distant continents. You can feel, as you lie in bed, the shelf edge close at hand; it’s not hard, here, to recall the anxiety of those who knew the earth to be square. From where we sleep, London, Paris and Frankfurt are elementally indistinguishable: cities of the plain, stiff with concrete, maggoty with traffic, noisy with need. Here is elsewhere.

			Having dressed, I walked outside – and remembered the Aegean. It was a calm morning in mid-November. The sun had just crossed the peaks which lie to the east of the island, unrolling a great golden avenue across the long Atlantic bay of Loch Indaal. The sea to each side of this shining way formed a blue field across which tremulous currents, or the hazards of a quiet breeze, had left sheep tracks. Rock-mass silhouettes in foreground and background cut the sky in a thousand places, and sliced and rearranged the sea into as many coves and inlets, roads and reaches. Why does the stony maze of the Hebrides resemble the scattered seed of the Sporades, the broken spine of the Dodecanese, or the star-fallen chaos of the Ionian islands? Drain the sea and you would see. When water meets a naturally mountainous land, this is the result: a coastline nibbled, fragmented and broken; a sea rock-studded. Greece and Western Scotland are close topographical cousins, distinguished principally by rain, which is why one steps out into the mist in soft green while the other walks naked in brilliant sun.

			One of Scotland’s many treasures is the fact that it possesses 163 noteworthy islands, and Islay is just one of these. It is not the most southern, and certainly not the most northern. It is neither the biggest nor the smallest, nor the highest nor the lowest; others lie further out into the Atlantic, and others nestle closer to the mother land. An average island, then?

			No: Islay has long been styled the ‘Queen of the Hebrides’. Rugged Mull and bleak Harris have every right to be jealous of its tracts of fine farming land, while treeless Orkney and distant, northerly Shetland’s envy for its relatively mild climate needs little explanation. The snows lie for far longer on lumpy, neighbouring Jura, whose human population has never rivalled Islay’s, though the deer roam more thickly there. The Lords of the Isles chose well, both politically and agriculturally, when they decided on Islay to administer their sea kingdom from, as we will find out in Chapter Two.

			And, of course, Islay has whisky. There are no certainties here, but it seems probable that the art of distillation reached Scotland from Ireland, and only Kintyre is closer to Antrim than Islay. Macbeth is a name synonymous for most of us, thanks to Shakespeare’s paciest play, with murder-stoked ambition, stone-hearted infanticide and a catastrophic dinner party; yet history cast the Macbeths (or Beatons) in an altogether kindlier role: as hereditary doctors to the Lords of the Isles. Whisky was a medicine before it became a recreational drug, and it is possible that it was on Islay that use of this particular medicine was refined. Whatever the truth, it is certain that during the whisky jungle-warfare of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, where only the fittest distilleries survived, Islay finished the race far ahead of any other island, with seven in business and a great eighth (Port Ellen) just lost. No ordinary seven, either, fashioned merely to slake the oceanic thirst of bulk blenders; but seven of the best.

			The purpose of this chapter is to land you on this island, and to show you around. First, though, how do you get there?

			You start from Scotland’s wet western capital, Glasgow. (‘On a clear day,’ a joshing Glaswegian once told me, ‘you can see your own furniture.’) From Glasgow, you head west. The road is a long and winding one; the journey by air is much shorter and simpler. If you draw a direct line from Glasgow to Port Ellen on Islay, you will find that land is succeeded by sea three times, which is why the road to Islay heads north-west for 40 miles out of Glasgow despite the fact that the island actually lies on the same latitude.

			It is a journey into wind and mildness. I have left a late-December Glasgow in frost and crossed the ‘Rest and Be Thankful’ pass which links Glen Croe and Glen Kinglas wearing dark glasses against the sparkling snow, only to watch the presence of the great sea eventually transform that frozen water into a sweet, sodden softness by the time Islay drew near.

			There are three places to step on to the island’s soil. The ferry, depending on its destiny, may make its way up the Sound of Islay and dock nimbly at the snug little cove of Port Askaig. (The Jura ferry makes its way from Islay to Jura here, too, so this is the crossing those bound for Jura choose.) The second ferry route takes you to the smoky, solemn village of Port Ellen, the axial point between the pretty Kildalton coast with its three distilleries, and the lonely Oa (pronounced ‘Oh’) with its piping birds and its sad memories. If you land by plane, by contrast, you will find yourself in the middle of Islay’s largest peat bog, the Machrie. Depending on the wind direction, the final approach is either low over the sea and across the brown-stained sand; or down from the high land at the island’s heart, skimming the Leorin Lochs and casting a shadow over the black glinting puddles in the peat, setting the bog cotton and the reeds waving.

			It has been said before, but in its overall outline, Islay resembles a witch. This witch has a fierce, long and resolute chin which juts out into the Atlantic; s/he has a small nose, a thin neck and a small, peaked cap. His or her back is inevitably humped, though this hump culminates in a point. She is stout-bodied, but her hands have been gathered together to form a little fist, and her short legs seem to have been bundled into a sack. Should you wish for a naming of parts, here they are. The chin culminates at Portnahaven; the nose is at Coull; and the peaked cap at Ardnave. The lighthouse at Rhuvaal marks the pointed summit of her hump, while her fists are gathered together at Laggan Point. Those short, stumpy legs are hidden away in the sack called the Oa. Kildalton and Ardtalla mark her unspeakable nether regions. And thus, cat-less and with no sign of a broomstick, she is crouched for eternity, ready to meet the Atlantic and face whatever the jaunty hateful sea cares to throw at her.

			In previous lives, this witch was beheaded; time has healed her. That western appendage of the island which resembles her long, chinny head is called the Rhinns or Rinns (meaning ‘promontory’). It was once a separate island to Islay, with a sea channel drowning the lowlands of the witch’s neck. Geologically the Rhinns is different to the rest of the island; some of its rocks are much older. The southern part of the Rhinns, indeed, brings up to the wide Islay sky some of the older rocks on the earth’s surface. They came into being 1,800 million years ago, a period of time which altogether defeats the imagination. The English Channel, for example, did not exist 8,000 years ago; England was then a part of the European mainland. The stone of the southern Rhinns coming into being is 225,000 times more ancient an event. Another way to put it is to imagine the earth’s history as a 24-hour day. Human beings have evolved in the last 8 seconds of that day alone; even the dinosaurs didn’t appear until 22:48 (and they lasted just 51 minutes). These rocks, by contrast, date back to shortly after lunch.

			What are they? Dark green meta-gabbro and pink syenite, though weather and lichen combine to dull this potentially attractive colour combination. They formed far underneath the earth’s surface, and the incalculable hazards of geological chance have brought them to the surface here. Don’t go looking for plant or animal fossils in the rocks on the Portnahaven foreshore, though: not only did they form many miles beneath the earth’s crust, but they predate the evolution of multicellular life.

			The northern Rhinns (the upper part of the witch’s head) is old, too, though not as old as the ancient south. Most of its rocks are based on much crushed and deformed sea sediments, and include what is perhaps Islay’s most beautiful rock, phyllite: a soft, finely foliated rock of grey or verdigris colour which glitters alluringly in sunlight. The etymology recalls leaves: think, too, of a mouthful of filo pastry. This mineral equivalent was created not by flour and brushed oil, but by mud and massive tectonic copulations.

			The rest of the island – the witch’s body – is younger still, though in terms of the history of the world we are still dealing with an old and tired land which has endured for 600 million years. As with the northern Rhinns, the minerals which form most of Islay began their existence on the bottom of an ocean, but disappeared later, crushed beneath a monstrous weight of newer rock. The crushing involved cooking: sand became . . . not glass, but not unglasslike either. It became quartzite (a quartz-rich sandstone). This tough rock makes most of the island. It is customary, indeed, to cap gateposts on the island with lumps of white quartz, which resemble mud-streaked gobbets of lard. On the south of the island, at the entrance to the Kildalton estate, an entire cottage has been made of quartz boulders. Just the place, you would say, for a witch to perfect reptilian recipes, though Quartz Cottage is, in fact, the home of an admired accountant. There is naturally much more than quartzite on the rest of Islay; you’ll find further caresses of beautiful phyllite; nourishing limestone in the centre of the island; dull grey sandstone around Bowmore; outcrops of jolly slate and shale; sudden dykes and dramatic intrusions in the south. The fundamental geological fact, though, is that Islay is two islands glued together.

			What did the gluing? Geologists define a ‘fault’ as a fracture along which two planes of rock bump and grind in a stressful embrace, and it is the Loch Gruinart Fault (a slice clean through the witch’s neck) which brought the Rhinns into contact with the rest of the island. Islay’s antique mineral constituents have, unsurprisingly, had a fidgety life. One theory holds that at the time when the sandy sea-bottom sediments which were later to form Islay’s quartzite were quietly accumulating, the Rhinns itself was already part of the precursor continent which became South America, Africa and Australia (Gondwana). At the same moment, most of Northern Scotland was part of the precursor continent which eventually became North America (Laurentia) – and proto-Europe (Baltica) was tens of thousands of miles away from either. What a difference 600 million years of rock-shunting can make.

			What does all of this mean for the landscape, the Islay that we know and can journey around today? To help lend the land a character palpable to those who might never have visited, I will divide the island up into seven landscape zones. That once-separate island of the Rhinns would be one, and the reeds and sands of the collapsed Fault another. The Heartland may deprive you of a sea view, but it is there you will find the grandest farming land (and, not coincidentally, most of the limestone). Mountain Islay is the fourth, largest and emptiest zone: a place of watchers and listeners, of eagles and deer, dominating the eastern half of the island. The boggy Moss lies adjacent to Mountain Islay, taking its water and letting it lie among the shy sundews, gentle milkworts and stoic sphagnums, composing peat. Finally come Islay’s two last, contrasting landscape zones: the lonely, bleak, raven-haunted Oa, protruding like a high rock battleship into the Atlantic; and cosier, lichen-laden Kildalton, certainly the prettiest part of Islay. Let’s begin in the west.

			INTO THE OCEAN: THE RHINNS

			Even those who know nothing of the geological history which I have outlined above might consider the Rhinns a world of its own, an island apart. Once you turn west out of Bridgend, the green and woody hamlet which lies at the head of Loch Indaal, you sense that something has changed. There soon begins to be a clearness and an openness about the landscape; you are leaving the brooding mass of upland Islay behind you. While summer clouds often cling to the mountains, the Rhinns, and particularly its south-western tip, tends to bask in sunshine. If Islay could be said to have a corniche, then it is the road you find yourself on. The fifteen miles from Bridgend to Portnahaven cling as if infatuated to the sea loch. At first, and especially at low tide, the water will lie some distance from you, across marshy, tussocky flats where hundreds of barnacle geese endure cold, howling nights in winter, and over tidal sand bars where salt-hungry sheep and cows wander with the delicate amazement of urban picnickers come summer. You pass some of Islay’s more picturesque cottages, and soon find yourself moving across a grassland which occasional gashes in the turf reveal to be former pebble beach towards the sea. There is livestock here at all seasons, and these sheep in particular seem unfazed by traffic, as if assured that speeding metal will always recognise the superior rights of hooves and wool. At night, with hundreds of quiet acres to choose for a few peaceful hours, a sizeable minority of ewes will perversely choose this road verge for their masticating doze between a late dinner and an early breakfast, as if soothed by the occasional rush of headlights and the rising drone of engines.

			The road draws near to the water at a tragic spot called Blackrock (see page 165), then crests a headland and settles down for a long sinuous curve round a bright beach called Tràigh an Luig (Strand of the Hollow). This is a fine place to pull off the road and doze in the sunlight, for the turf on the foreshore is firm enough not to bog cars, even in wet weather. I have seen dogs walked in storms, here, their owners driving dryly behind them. At the back of the beach, there are low, shrub-capped cliffs over which hunting buzzards often hover; those cliffs are composed of the gravels and sand dumped by the icy glaciers which covered Islay for most of the last 80,000 years.

			Bruichladdich is the first of the three major coastal settlements of the Rhinns; Port Charlotte and eventually Portnahaven with its little twin hamlet Port Wemyss follow. These are all places for those who love light, for there is nothing to clip or trim the huge sky above, while in front of you the widening sea loch busies itself about its reflective work at all moments. The result is an endless narrative of Hebridean changeability. Bruichladdich faces Bowmore across the loch, and on a squally day the two villages see each other then lose each other repeatedly. The view from the Bruichladdich distillery office resembles that from the bridge of a ship, though it is weather-fronts which provide the motion rather than a grinding ship’s screw.

			Port Charlotte looks out at Laggan Point, the witch’s fists, and at the often-dark, shadowy mass of the Oa beyond: gold, silver and lead fill the early mornings as the sun climbs, now cloud-shrouded, now unveiled, spilling across the water. The hills of Antrim (Islay is closer to Ireland than to Glasgow) loom out of the sea on a breezy day, too. Port Charlotte is something of a cultural centre for Islay, in that it is home both to the excellent Museum of Islay Life, and to Islay’s Wildlife Information Centre; the Port Charlotte Hotel (providing Islay’s most comfortable accommodation and some of its best food and drink) and the Lochindaal Hotel (an intermittently rollicking pub with a great musical tradition) add to the sense of community there.

			The road down to Portnahaven, despite its grand ‘A’ status billing, grows quickly slender after Port Charlotte and is often single-track; gloomy conifer plantations, planted for tax breaks rather than in anticipation of a timber return, occupy much of the gentle hill land above the road, while on the seaward side some moist fields of grazing roll swiftly down to the waves. Islay’s most celebrated murder took place here at the Ellisters in 1698, when John McVeir and his confederates strangled a widow (for her money) and then pushed a witness into the sea (for her silence); McVeir was executed in Inveraray, and his severed right hand was returned to Islay for public display at the tollbooth at Kilarrow ‘till it rot or wear away’. This was also the farming home of the brilliant Lincolnshire ornithologist Rod Dawson who, after his tragically early death in 1977 at just 34 years old, was buried near the summit of the Rhinns’ highest peak, Beinn Tart a’Mhill. His widow Jane remained here and in Portnahaven, breeding wildfowl and raising ponies.

			By the time you reach the tip of the Rhinns, you have wandered out into the ocean itself, and it is only by turning back you can recover the bulk of the island. There are two offshore islets at the tip of the Rhinns, Orsay (Oran’s Farmstead) and Eilean Mhic Coinnich (Mackenzie’s Island), with a narrow channel between them; the effect of the tide races is to make the level of the Atlantic beyond the islets seem several feet higher than the calmer water within this natural sea stockade, as if one was looking up and over a weir. It is on this corniche ride down the Rhinns that you pass two of Islay’s six lighthouses, the stubby little Port Charlotte light, grafted on to the tough rocks of an igneous dyke, and at land’s end the grander 29-metre-high Orsay light, which has flashed white every five seconds since being lit in 1825, and which on foggy days used to emit three blasts every 90 seconds. It was sight of this light which initially gave hope but eventually spelled disaster to the ill-fated Captain Isaac Booth of the Exmouth of Newcastle, with his cargo of 230 human beings, as midnight drew near on Tuesday 27 April 1847 (see Chapter Seven).

			Nowadays these three (or four) villages are struggling for year- round existence, since many of their pretty though tiny seaside cottages, built to lairdly decree for the evicted in the early nineteenth century, have become holiday homes. On a rain-lashed winter evening, Portnahaven and Port Wemyss can be lonely places, with more tearful yellow light out on the streets (and not much of that) than in the dark cottages. Summer is cheerier. You can sit on sun-warmed benches around the deep gash of its harbour, looking at the 1,800-million-year-old rocks which climb out of the water as the tide sinks. Then one of the rocks moves, with a flop or a roll. It proves to be a sunbathing, horse-faced grey seal; this is one of the easiest places to eye this large and blubbery species. Suddenly you realise that there are ten or twelve of them, hauled on to those old rocks for a few idle hours between tides and fishing expeditions. Even at a winter high tide you may see a sleek head bobbing curiously out of the water, looking like a mad, pert swimmer in a bathing cap.

			Portnahaven itself has a pretty pink-walled church divided into two halves, one for Portnahaven and one for Port Wemyss, while the village’s other major attraction has until recently been a pub called An Tigh Seinnse or ‘The Changing House’, run by Maureen MacKinnon. The home origins of every public house were never more evident than in this modest Gaelic example, where the bar was what separated Maureen’s kitchen from her barely converted front room. The highly variable opening hours were generally handwritten on a piece of paper which was placed in the front window. Maureen seemed shy at first, yet she was an excellent cook and a surprising disciplinarian, chiding habitual drunkards with the stern words ‘Don’t come in here looking for drink!’ Maureen, however, has just sold up – and the purchaser is Carl Reavey, formerly of the Port Charlotte Hotel, promising excellence of a different order.
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