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Foreword: A New Voice


ANY TIME YOU SET OUT TO WRITE A WHISKY BOOK, you face a simple problem. What can you say about this centuries-old spirit that hasn’t already been said? How do you find something new to say when some very smart people have already plowed the ground?


Think of the Victorian-era patron saint of whisky writers, Alfred Barnard, whose The Whisky Distilleries of the United Kingdom authoritatively began whisky writing in 1887. The man talked equipment sizes and pump types; he described landscapes of hills and burns; he even admitted to getting a bit buzzed at times and singing with the local children; and he did it all while traveling by horse and steam train. Are you worthy to follow in those footsteps?


The same problem confronts the reader. How could this new book possibly be worth opening? There are hundreds of whisky books you could read, all of them promising to show you the same basics, review the same bottles, drop the same names. And why would you buy any? As one anonymous reviewer who has stalked me from MySpace to newspaper comments and Amazon over the years continues to crank, this is all stuff you can find for free on the Internet!


The answer to both questions is, of course, the voice. Artists make covers of songs all the time. The best of them find completely new interpretations of the songs and new audiences for them. I’ve been listening to a lot of Dwight Yoakam lately, and there’s a country singer who turns songs inside out. An exceptional writer like David McCollough can write 250-year-old history and make you turn the pages to learn how it turns out.


So it is with this book. Margarett Waterbury brings a new voice to whisky, one whose freshness and impatience with worn-out tropes will have you excited about it, whether you are a seasoned fan or someone just learning. Her work reminds me of some of my favorite writing on whisky, on beer, the kind of writing that opens the windows and lets the warm wind change everything you thought you knew and felt.


Open the book, and you’ll soon enough hit the obligatory section on “how whisky is made.” If you think you know what to expect—malt, peat, water, yeast, washbacks, pot stills, and barrels—you’re going to get a brain-filling dose of new information, detail you hadn’t dreamed of, braced by pertinent wisdom from the very people who make and mold malt whisky.


When it comes to the tasting notes, Margarett’s on the wire solo without a net, and she shines. Every note has context, every profile has warmth and humanity. There are no numbers here, no stars. There are, instead, frank descriptions: this is a damned good whisky, this one promises more than it can deliver, this one is a sly secret waiting to be revealed. And isn’t that what you’d expect from a friend? An opinion rather than a number?


I’m tired of reading the same old widget whisky writing, people restating what they read in a Michael Jackson book or a magazine, only in a different order. I want the vision of someone who’s been there, smelled the mash, slapped the washback, knows a Porteus from a Boby, and questioned why things are. If you want that fresh voice, you’ve come to the right place. This is writing that’s as authentic as good, handmade Scotch whisky.


I look forward to a day when I might find myself on the banks of the Spey, or the shore of Loch Indaal, sharing a dram and some stories with Margarett. Until then, like you, I’ll pour a dram and read some notes, and think deep thoughts . . . about whisky.


—Lew Bryson, author of Tasting Whiskey and Whiskey Master Class




















Introduction


LET’S BEGIN AT THE END—the end of my very first trip to Scotland. Our flight home departed early the next morning, so my husband and I stayed in a new, anonymous hotel in Queensferry, not far from the Edinburgh airport. The neighborhood had little to offer—a Tesco, a gas station, several strangely huge roundabouts with spurs that seemed to lead nowhere—but we’d already returned the rental car, so we were confined to our feet.


At sunset, we wandered down the hill to the firth (one of Scotland’s many atmospheric names for bodies of water) to look at the boats and find a perch for a final drink. We stopped at a pub on High Street called the Ferry Tap, a cheerful red-boothed kind of place with a dark wood bar and a surprisingly broad selection of whiskies behind the counter. Two half-pints of cask ale in hand, we evaluated our remaining resources and scraped together just shy of £9 in miscellaneous coinage. With a 6 a.m. flight on the horizon, we decided it would be in our best interest to just spend it all and be done with it. So two drams, then, but not too spendy. What to choose?


The bar was crowded, but that didn’t stop a friendly-faced man standing next to us from overhearing our conversation. Confident he was in the company of other whisky lovers, he stuck out his hand and introduced himself. “Hi. I’m Jacks. I’m a twat.” We raised our eyebrows. He quickly explained that meant he was a member of the Tap Whisky Appreciation and Tasting Society (TWAT), the whisky-tasting group that met every Monday at the Ferry Tap to taste and discuss a different whisky. We explained our conundrum and asked Jacks if he had any recommendations.


Jacks looked thoughtful. “Oh, we try lots of things. Some good, some less good. How much did you say you had left again?” We counted out our coins on the bartop. Jacks waved down the barman and asked, “You got any of that Cigar Malt left? How much is it? And how about that Glenfiddich IPA Cask?” The sum was about 80 pence more than our reserves, but Jacks stuck his hand in his pocket. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll spot you,” he said. “Your last drink should be a good one.” A clink, a sláinte,1 and our paths parted ways.


This was almost certainly a totally forgettable interaction for Jacks, a brief and random weeknight event at his local bar involving two hapless foreigners in need of fortification before a looming transatlantic flight. But I think about this encounter all the time. Regarding a glimmering expanse of Scotch whisky bottles on a back bar or liquor store shelf can be totally overwhelming. There are so many choices, so many identical-seeming labels, that proceeding with confidence can feel impossible.


If you feel this way, remember: you are not alone. I have heard people who have worked in the spirits industry for decades mispronounce “Lagavulin” at high-stakes press events. I have watched deeply accomplished professionals—business owners and physicians and PhD mathematicians—puzzle over a whisky list for several minutes before just giving up and ordering a martini instead. People who make big, scary decisions for a living routinely find that decisiveness abandons them when they reach the Scotch aisle at the liquor store.


We all want a Jacks. We all crave the homey sensation of walking into our local bar and knowing, if not exactly what you want, at least exactly how to describe what you want. We want the feeling of being in capable hands, with a guide on your side to help cut through the nonsense and find a good drink. My hope for this book is that it does exactly that. It can’t spot you 80 pence, but it should be able to help you find whiskies you like to drink with confidence, ease, and a friendly spirit of exploration.
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ABOVE A sun-drenched view of Aberfeldy Distillery in the southern Highlands.
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LEFT From humble agricultural roots, Scotch whisky has become one of the world’s most popular and prestigious beverages, with a culture of connoisseurship to match.



How I Fell in Love with Whisky


My career in whisky began like all good things do: on Craigslist.


Kidding! Well, sort of.


I first started to get an inkling that whisky might be something I liked in college, when a fake ID enabled me to buy the occasional bottle of Old Overholt for movie night hot toddies when the budget allowed. Yet my first real experience with single malt was not propitious: a roommate’s boyfriend bought her a bottle of Yamakazi 18 Year to celebrate the completion of her mathematics thesis. (It was 2006; such a thing could happen back then.) To my adolescent palate, it tasted like antiseptic and dirty dishwater. I hated it.


In 2015, I responded to a Craigslist ad looking for a contributor to a startup whisky website. I ended up joining the then nascent Whiskey Wash as its founding managing editor. During my tenure, the site grew to be the most trafficked whisky website in the world. We covered it all, from the American craft whiskey scene to the emerging dominance of whisky in Japan, and reviewed hundreds of whiskies—good and bad—every year. Today, I write about drinks, food, travel, and agriculture as a freelancer for more than a dozen different publications. My work has given me the privilege of visiting distilleries around the globe, from Alsace to Taiwan. Yet my opinion remains unchanged. Scotland is still the world’s epicenter of whisky.


There’s one moment that illustrates this for me. In 2017, I visited the Glenfarclas Distillery (page 198). After a long, rambling walkabout with distillery manager Callum Fraser, we decamped to the warehouse for a few samples. The first one came from a single cask filled in 1956. As Fraser poured a hearty dram directly from the barrel, I tried to wrap my mind around the fact that I, a thirty-something from Oregon, was tasting a whisky made during the Eisenhower administration.


It wasn’t my simple sensory experience drinking this once-in-a-lifetime whisky that made the moment so memorable. It was what happened afterward. Holding the still quite full glass of 61-year-old whisky, Fraser turned to a regular guided tour on the other side of the warehouse—the kind of thing anybody with £5 and a couple of free hours can book. A velvet stanchion separated the group from our rarified media moment. “Does anybody want to taste this whisky from 1956?” he asked, and handed over a glass of priceless single malt to the suddenly electrified group of enthusiasts.
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ABOVE Barrels of maturing whisky in a warehouse at Glenfarclas Distillery. Stencils on the barrel head show important information—in this case, the date the cask was filled, its barrel number, its volume, and the name of the producer.


That’s what I love about Scotch whisky. It’s not that it tastes good (although many do), that it has a long and fascinating history (which it does), or that it’s luxurious and collectible and special (although those things don’t hurt). It’s Scotch whisky’s uncanny ability to transform a mundane moment into something special and memorable.


Plus, there’s something wonderfully optimistic about making whisky. Just like planting a garden, filling a cask with whisky to mature for ten, twelve, or fifty years represents a commitment to a place and to tomorrow, no matter how uncertain today may feel. In 1956, it had been just eleven years since the end of World War II. The people who made that whisky at Glenfarclas had undoubtedly been profoundly affected by the war—they may have even fought in it. Yet there they were, filling barrels they would never taste so that drinkers of the future would have something delicious to enjoy and to share. I find it profoundly reassuring that there are people out there right now, as you read this sentence, who are carrying on that very same generous work for our benefit—and the benefit of generations to come.


How to Use This Book


This is a reference book. It’s designed to be consulted, flipped through, and referred to. You can read it cover to cover—and I hope you do!—but unlike a novel, you lose nothing by reading this book in short bursts at times when it’s relevant to you.


The first section of this book is a crash course in Scotch whisky history, production, and appreciation, including some ideas for planning your own excursion(s) to Scotland. This is then followed by more than two hundred profiles of Scotch whiskies that you might find in your town’s better liquor stores. In no way are these profiles a comprehensive picture of the state of Scotch whisky. New expressions, new labels, and new brands are entering the market every month. Capturing it all in a timely manner would be impossible, so think of this book as a snapshot of a moment in whisky time rather than a definitive summation of a static landscape.


Following the tasting notes, you’ll find a short guide to the big, wide world of independent bottlers as well as a collection of playlists. These playlists don’t have much to do with music. Instead, they suggest whiskies for different occasions, tastes, or moods.


Happy tasting, and sláinte!




1 That’s pronounced “SLAWN-juh,” and it means “cheers” in Gaelic.























[image: ]



LEFT Empty casks wait to be filled on Islay.


 



What Is Scotch Whisky?
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IT’S A FRIDAY AFTERNOON, and you’re out the office door at 5:01 p.m. There’s a dinner party on the books for Saturday night, and the last major shopping item on your list is a bottle of something special to pour next to your famous chocolate mousse.


You stop at the good liquor store on the way home. The whisky aisle looks like it’s just been restocked, every shelf brimming with tantalizing options. But after ten minutes of staring down hundreds of bottles—some familiar, some less so—you’re no closer to making a selection than you were when you walked in. What’s the difference between this blended malt and that blended whisky? Why are there so many different whiskies from Highland Park, and how are they different? How come this 21-year Auchentoshan from Old Particular is half the price of the official 21-year Auchentoshan—should you be suspicious? You’d ask the clerk, but then you’d have to pronounce “Auchentoshan” out loud—no thanks.


It’s no secret: Scotch whisky can be overwhelming. Fortunately it only takes a little bit of background information (and a spirit of exploration) before you’re dramming with the best of them. Here’s what you need to know.


The Official Definition


Scotch whisky belongs to the larger family of whisky (or whiskey, depending on where you live). Its cousins include American styles like bourbon whiskey and rye whiskey, Irish pot still whiskey and single malt whiskey, Canadian whisky, and many others. The most important thing that all whiskies have in common, no matter where they come from, is that they’re all made out of grain.


Beyond that, there’s plenty of variation. Scotch whisky must be produced in Scotland, just as bourbon must be made in the United States and Champagne must be made in a specific region of France. Many other countries produce single malt and blended whisky, but if it’s not made in Scotland, it’s not Scotch whisky.
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ABOVE Grains of barley, an essential ingredient of Scotch whisky. Before it’s used in distilling, barley must be malted, a process that involves sprouting and then drying the grains.


There are other rules about Scotch. Here are the Scotch Whisky Regulations passed by UK Parliament in 2009. If it doesn’t meet all of these requirements, it’s not Scotch whisky:


[image: ] It must be made from a mash of grain and water.


[image: ] It must be mashed, fermented, and distilled in Scotland.


[image: ] It must be fermented using only endogenous enzymes—in other words, using only the enzymes that naturally form inside the malted barley.


[image: ] It must be distilled to no higher than 94.8% alcohol.


[image: ] It must be aged only in Scotland for at least three years in oak casks no larger than 700 liters, or 185 US gallons.


[image: ] It must contain no additives other than water and caramel coloring.


[image: ] It must be bottled at a minimum of 40% alcohol.


[image: ] It must “retain the color, aroma, and taste derived from the raw materials used in, and the method of, its production and maturation”—in other words, and somewhat circularly, whisky must look and taste like whisky.


Beyond those rules, there are even more rules that apply to the five legally defined subcategories of Scotch whisky:


[image: ] SINGLE MALT must be made entirely from malted barley and distilled at a single distillery using a special type of still called a pot still, which looks like a big copper kettle with a swanlike neck.


[image: ] SINGLE GRAIN must be distilled at a single distillery and can use any grain and any type of still.


[image: ] BLENDED MALT is a combination of two or more single malts.


[image: ] BLENDED GRAIN is a combination of two or more single grains.


[image: ] BLENDED WHISKY is a combination of one or more single malt whiskies with one or more single grain whiskies.


Of these five varieties, single malt and blended whisky are much more common than the other three, but blended malts and single grains are growing more popular.




WHISKEY OR WHISKY?
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THERE ARE TWO DIFFERENT WAYS TO SPELL WHISKY, AND the spelling you choose depends on where the whisky comes from. If it’s made in Ireland or the United States, it’s spelled “whiskey.” In the rest of the world, it’s spelled “whisky.” The plurals are different too: whisky becomes whiskies, while whiskey becomes whiskeys.


The old way of remembering this used to be that countries with an “e” in their name used the “whiskey” spelling. Now that France, England, and Germany are all making whisky, however, that rule has become obsolete.


Why two different spellings? One story is that in the late 1800s, Irish distillers starting spelling it differently to try to differentiate their whiskey from Scotland’s whisky. At the time, Irish whiskey was hugely popular in the US, so American distillers copied their approach, and the alternative spelling stuck. Today, the distinction is entirely an academic one, albeit one that seems to inspire ferocious feelings in a certain kind of enthusiast.






Single Malt


If whisky were Hollywood, single malts would be the A-listers—the Ryan Goslings and Beyoncés. Single malt whisky is the most famous, the most prestigious, the most expensive, and the most beguiling of all whiskies—perhaps even of all spirits—on the planet. It can also be overpriced, overbranded, and just plain overwhelming, especially if you’re just starting to explore what’s out there.


Single malt whisky must be made at one distillery and can only use malted barley. However, a bottle of single malt might contain a mix of different ages of whisky, or a mix of different cask types. As long as they’re all malt whisky and all made at the same distillery, they can be blended together and sold as single malt.


The process of blending different casks to make a batch of single malt is sometimes called “vatting” or “marrying” to distinguish it from other kinds of blending, like when a distiller mixes malt and grain whiskies to make a blended whisky. Of course, distillers are also free to release batches of whisky that come from just one cask, with no blending at all. These are usually labeled as “single cask” or “single barrel.”


The single malt category is hugely diverse, with flavor profiles that range from light, floral, sweet whiskies like Glenkinchie (page 214) to dense, heavy, smoky drams like Lagavulin (page 255). While some single malts are world-class whiskies, the phrase “single malt” is no guarantee of quality. Lackluster single malts are out there, and unfortunately price isn’t always the best indicator of what’s good. The silver lining, of course, is that reasonably priced and exceptionally delicious whiskies are still out there just waiting to be enjoyed.


There are two primary varieties of single malts: official bottlings, which are released by the producer; and independent bottlings, which are purchased and released by another company. Sometimes those whiskies arrive at the indie bottler pre-aged, and sometimes the independent bottler buys fresh, unaged spirit and then ages it themselves, potentially for decades.


Official single malt bottlings are usually sold under the name of the distillery that produced them. But there are exceptions. Some distilleries choose to market single malts under a different brand name than the distillery itself, either to highlight that a product is different than their standard-issue stuff, or to avoid a potential trademark conflict.


Despite the media attention, advertising dollars, and periodic jaw-dropping auction sums single malt whisky commands, single malt actually is a relatively small portion of the global Scotch whisky market. In many places around the world, nine bottles of blended whisky sell for every bottle of single malt. Yet there’s something about our cultural moment that makes single malt’s, well, singularity more viscerally appealing than the standardized, predictable nature of a blend.


“Here’s my theory, although it’s probably nonsense,” says Stephanie MacLeod, master blender for Dewar’s blended whisky and single malts. “I think the wine industry has sparked the interest in single malts. Maybe twenty years ago now, new world winemakers started talking about the influence of the grape variety. I think people then began relating that to single malts and the different types of distilleries.” To borrow an (imperfect) analogy from the wine world, single malt is Burgundy and blends are Bordeaux. Single malts are all about place, and blends are all about producers. Neither is necessarily better, but the mindset is fundamentally different.
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ABOVE Bottles of single malt line the shelves of a bar in London.


Blended Whisky


Blended whiskies still make up the lion’s share of the Scotch whisky market by volume as well as value. These include many of the whiskies we remember from our grandparents’ shelves: Johnnie Walker, Ballantine’s, Famous Grouse, Cutty Sark, J&B. They’re made up of a combination of grain whisky and malt whisky, with the better examples typically having a larger proportion of malt whisky in the mix.


Because grain whisky is less expensive to make than malt whisky, blended whiskies are usually cheaper than single malt. That makes them great for cocktails or budget-conscious drinkers. Any flavor profile associated with malt whisky can be found in blended whisky, although often in a less intense guise. Grain whisky’s lighter character gives blends a gauzy transparency on the palate, plus a pronounced sweetness. Good examples are complex, balanced, and sophisticated. Bad examples taste like watered-down single malt.


Most blenders are coy about their ingredients. Sometimes, they’ll share some of the distilleries contributing to the blend. Other times, they might just hint at the region. Why the mystery? Trade secrets are certainly part of it. So, too, is the reluctance of some distilleries to go public with the fact that they sell to blenders. Even blends owned by the biggest companies, like Diageo, include whisky purchased from distilleries outside the group. There are whiskies that buck this trend, but fans of blends must ultimately come to terms with the mystery.


Blended whisky is generally less prestigious than single malt, but there’s no reason a blended whisky can’t be delicious, and many are. Hopefully you’ll find one or two mass-market blends you can happily reach for in airport bars (we could all do much worse than Johnnie Walker Black Label).


Blended Malt


Blended malts (previously called “vatted malts”) are a small but growing category of often very good whiskies. Made of two or more single malts blended together, blended malts combine the flavor intensity of single malts with the creative potential of blends, giving producers the freedom to create unusual flavors or pursue particular styles.


Some blended malts, such as Wemyss Malts’ core range (page 294), are organized around flavor principles. Their names alone—Kiln Embers, Spice Tree, The Hive—give you a pretty good idea of what they might taste like. Other blended malts, like Douglas Laing’s Remarkable Regional Malts, take inspiration from a particular region’s historic style.
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LEFT The whisky blending and cataloging room at William Grant & Sons, owners of Glenfiddich and Balvenie distilleries.



Single Grain


Most single grains on the market today are distilled from wheat on enormous, high-tech column stills. Column stills are many stories high and can make a vast quantity of high-alcohol, light-bodied, near-neutral spirit very quickly. In decades past, corn was also frequently used, and it still makes an occasional appearance. Most are light, sweet, and mildly flavored.


There’s nothing in the law that says it has to be this way. As defined, single grain is basically a catchall category that includes any whisky produced at a single distillery that qualifies as Scotch whisky but doesn’t qualify as single malt. That means it’s likely to be a hotbed of innovation in years to come, especially as Scotch whisky distillers start experimenting with grains like rye and oat, or using pot or column stills in unexpected places.


Well-aged, independently bottled single grains can be extremely delicious and represent excellent value. There are few other opportunities to get your hands on a 20-, 30-, or even 40-year whisky for less than a (couple of) day’s wages. Old grain whisky often develops a luscious sweetness, with confectionery qualities that inspire trips down the childhood memory lane of the corner store candy aisle.


Blended Grain


On paper, blended grain whiskies are also an allowed category, composed of two or more single grains blended together. In practice, they’re virtually nonexistent on contemporary shelves. The one you’re most likely to see is Compass Box’s Hedonism (page 162), a lovely super-premium blended grain featuring older whiskies. Should you ever spot another of these rarities in the wild, know the term refers to a whisky made up of two or more single grain whiskies.
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RIGHT The central column of a column still, which is used to produce grain whisky. Inside, it’s filled with plates that create reflux.
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LEFT This map shows Scotland’s six different whisky regions, described in more detail on pages 11–13.


 



Scotland
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ALL SCOTCH WHISKY, BY DEFINITION, is made in Scotland. To understand the drink, it helps to have a working grasp of the place itself, even if you never set foot on Scottish soil.


Where Is Scotland?


Scotland is located at the northern end of Great Britain, an island in the Atlantic off the west coast of continental Europe. It’s part of the United Kingdom, along with England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. It retains a unique cultural identity all its own thanks to a distinct ethnic, religious, and even linguistic culture that persists, at least in part, today.


Scotland is very far north, on the same latitude as Alaska and Sweden. Despite its extreme latitude, Scotland’s climate is milder than you’d expect thanks to the Gulf Stream, a current that drives warm water from the Gulf of Mexico across the Atlantic to wash up on Scotland’s rocky shores. It doesn’t exactly make the North Sea swimmable, but it does keep Scotland surprisingly warm for how close it is to the Arctic. Average temperatures are moderate, hovering between about 40°F in winter to 59°F in summer. There’s occasional snow, with more accumulation in the mountains, but most Scottish precipitation falls in the form of rain, which the Highlands see an average of 250 days each year.


The Scottish Landscape


The Scottish landscape is rugged, remote, and topographically complex. Its rumpled coastline includes uncountable bays, inlets, and harbors, as well as hundreds of small islands ranging in size from a bit bigger than Maui to rocks that vanish at high tide. The islands to Scotland’s west and northwest are called the Hebrides, while the islands to the northeast are called the Orkney Islands.


On the mainland, Scotland often gets divided into two regions: the agricultural Lowlands and the wilder Highlands. From a whisky perspective, the border between the two is roughly from the Firth of Clyde in the east to the Firth of Tay in the west. (“Firth” is a Gaelic word for a sea inlet or estuary. Scroll around Google Maps for five minutes, and you’ll gain a quick appreciation for the unbridled creativity of the Scots when it comes to naming bits of water.) The Highlands are rural and sparsely populated, with vast stretches of treeless moors punctuated with forests, lochs (lakes in Gaelic), rivers, and valleys. Many parts of the Highlands are also mountainous, including the Cairngorms in eastern Scotland and the Grampian Range in the west, which includes Ben Nevis, the tallest mountain in Great Britain. The Lowlands are flatter and more fertile, with rolling hills covered in a patchwork of farms and forest. They also include Glasgow and Edinburgh, Scotland’s two largest cities.


Scotland’s natural features don’t just provide a pretty backdrop for whisky making. They were critical for making whisky possible to begin with. If the mountainous terrain hadn’t been so hard to get around, farmers might not have been so enthusiastic about preserving their crop via distillation. If it hadn’t been so miserably gloomy so many months of the year, distilled spirits and their ability to enhance merriment might not have gotten such a strong toehold in Highland culture. All those rivers and freshets meant it was easy to find a reliable source of water to run machinery, make mashes, and cool condensers. Freshwater reserves also created just the right conditions for the development of peat, which forms when organic matter decomposes over time in places without much oxygen (like underwater). With abundant peat to burn in malt kilns, Scottish distillers gave their whisky a distinctive flavor that drinkers remembered. Those secluded valleys made it possible for illicit distillers to hide from tax collectors and hone their craft in peace and quiet. The climate-tempering presence of the Gulf Stream current made it possible to farm grain despite Scotland’s near-Arctic location. Even the ever-present ocean played a role by connecting Scotland directly with the outside world, opening up export markets for their delicious whisky.
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LEFT Cows and sheep graze on a grassy paddock in the Lowlands. Generally speaking, the Lowlands are flatter and more agricultural than many parts of the Highlands.


The Regions


The world of Scotch whisky can be divided into six different regions: the Lowlands, Speyside, the Highlands, Islay, Campbeltown, and the Islands. Historically, each of these regions had a recognizable style that evolved over the generations through a combination of local resources, taxation schematics, and whatever mysterious force causes products made near one another to taste similar to one another, too.


THE LOWLANDS: Light, floral, and delicate, typically utilizing unpeated malt and sometimes employing triple distillation. Classic examples: Auchentoshan (page 122), Glenkinchie (page 214).


SPEYSIDE: Rich, fruity, and often—although not always—generously sherried. Classic examples: Macallan (page 264), Glenfarclas (page 198), Glenfiddich (page 204).


THE HIGHLANDS: Floral, waxy, perfumed, and sometimes spicy, using a range of different cask types. Peat is possible, but rarely hugely prominent. Classic examples: Oban (page 270), Clynelish (page 161), Glenmorangie (page 220).


ISLAY: Peaty, smoky, and medicinal, Islay whisky is proudly an acquired taste. Classic examples: Laphroaig (page 258), Lagavulin (page 255), Bowmore (page 147).


CAMPBELTOWN: This small, historic region is known for salty, oily, and full-bodied whiskies. Classic examples: Springbank (page 281), Glen Scotia (page 230).


THE ISLANDS: Think of these like Islay lite, with peaty smoke and salinity. Classic examples: Talisker (page 286), Highland Park (page 235).


Today, a whisky’s region of origin isn’t a reliable way to predict its taste. There are peat-free Islays, peated Speysides, and densely sherried Campbeltowns that taste like a Cadbury Fruit and Nut Bar. “The regions are somewhat dated,” says Billy Sinclair, visitor center manager and global brand ambassador for Bunnahabhain Distillery (page 153). “It’s a starting point that gives you a direction, but it’s just a starting point.” Still, it’s good to have a rough sense of what a region is known for, if only because these styles continue to inform the work of distillers and independent bottlers.
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BELOW Rugged, mountainous terrain is a key feature of the Highlands and Islands.
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LEFT Staff and family members from the Aberlour Distillery pose in front of one of the warehouses in 1895. Distillers no longer move casks by horse-drawn carriage, but many of the buildings from the late Victorian era are still in use at Scottish distilleries today.


 



A Brief History of Scotch Whisky


[image: ]


THE HISTORY OF SCOTCH WHISKY IS, in many ways, the history of Scotland. It’s also a global history, linked to scientific advances made thousands of years prior, the spread of the monasteries in Western Europe, warfare, trade, and the endless vicissitudes of tax policy.


The following is intended to be an introduction, rather than a comprehensive history of an industry that spans many centuries. If it only whets your appetite, try The Making of Scotch Whisky, by John R. Hume and Michael S. Moss, for a much more detailed account.


4000 BCE–1100 CE: The Early Days of Distillation


4000 BCE



The building blocks of whisky emerge in ancient Mesopotamia. Around the same time as human beings invent the wheel, they begin growing barley, a primary ingredient in whisky. It’s one of the very earliest domestic grain crops. Shortly afterward, people discover that letting their barley sprout just a little bit makes it taste sweet—and, if they use that sweet barley to make a kind of grain tea and then allow it to ferment, it produces a beverage (beer) that makes them feel terrific. This sprouting process is called malting, and it’s one of the most common methods of turning grain into alcohol.


1000–1 BCE



Distilling technology is developed, then refined, throughout the ancient world in China, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, and the Mediterranean. Even today, the fundamental principles remain the same. Vapor is collected from a boiling solution, then condensed back into liquid. Because different substances in solution boil at different temperatures, distilling is a good way to separate a liquid into its component parts.


Early distillers mostly made medicine and perfume. Distilling was also seen as one of the most promising possible routes of transmuting lead into gold and achieving the secret of eternal life through alchemy. (They’re still working on that one.)


There’s one written reference to using distilling for beverage production during this time period. Phoenician sailors developed an ingenious method of rendering seawater potable: Fill a kettle with saltwater, cover it with a sheepskin (wool-side down), and bring to a boil. Later, wring the freshwater vapor out of the wool into a waiting receptacle and enjoy.


300 CE



Zosimos of Panopolis, a Gnostic Christian alchemist, writes one of the earliest surviving texts on alchemy in what is now modern-day Egypt. He credits one of his predecessors, Maria Hebraea, often called “Maria the Jewess,” with inventing the tribicos—a precursor to a common modern style of still heated like a double boiler. Even today, these are called a bain-marie, after Maria.


800–900 CE



Arabic and Persian scientists invent a new, much more efficient condenser that uses a curving pipe immersed in a basin of cold water. It’s called a worm coil, and it produces the first truly potable spirit. They call it aqua vitae, Latin for “water of life.”
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ABOVE An engraving showing an early example of a distillery.


Early aqua vitae is flavored with herbs, sweetened, and used to make arak, a liqueur used for settling the stomach after big meals. Trading vessels take it to Europe, where Europeans encounter the wonders of distilled spirits for the very first time.


1000–1100 CE



Alchemists and healers living in places like Spain and Sicily where Islamic and Christian cultures overlap begin distilling beverage alcohol in Europe. Distilling technology starts its geographic spread across Europe, mainly carried by the clergy, the era’s custodians of knowledge. Catholic monks eventually take distilling to Ireland.


1169–1600: The Scots Learn to Distill


1169


The English invade Ireland, where they discover the Irish have grown very fond of a substance they call uisce beatha, an aqua vitae made from fermented barley and other grains. It’s the precursor to today’s whisky, which is also distilled from grain.


1170–1450


Traveling Irish monks spread uisce beatha to Scotland. It quickly takes hold in the southwestern parts of the country like Islay and the Kintyre Peninsula, which have deep cultural links to Ireland. The Scots begin referring to it as uisge beatha. It tastes nothing like contemporary whisky. Instead of being aged in oak, it’s clear, sweetened, and aromatized with herbs and botanicals to cover up its funky taste.


1494


The first recorded mention of whisky in Scottish history appears. King James IV places an order with Brother John Cor at Lindores Abbey, a Tironensian monastery in Fife, for the beverage that would eventually be called whisky. The exchange is recorded in his equecher rolls (a kind of tax document): “To Brother John Cor, 8 bolls of malt, wherewith to make aqua vitae for the King.” If the monks at Lindores knew about making whisky, it’s a safe bet they weren’t the only ones.


1538


Following a protracted conflict with the Catholic church, the English monarchy dissolves the British monasteries, seizes their land, and evicts the previously cloistered monks out into the world. The brothers face a new reality: the need to earn their living through trade. Some of them become distillers, spreading a once ecclesiastical and academic art to the general Scottish public.
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ABOVE Jedburgh Abbey, built in 1138, housed Augustinian monks. It’s located in the Lowlands, near Scotland’s border with England.


1580s


In Scotland, whisky distilling becomes widespread and inextricably linked to agricultural life, especially in Scotland’s famously damp climate. Farmers love how uisge beatha never molds, never mildews, and never attracts mice. In the Highlands, rents begin to be partially paid in whisky. In the towns, a nascent market for whisky begins to spring up.


1600–1821: The Era of Smuggling and Bootlegging


1644


The Scottish parliament passes its very first excise duty on spirit—two shillings, eight pennies Scots per pint. Eventually that tax was allowed to lapse, but it still marked an important turning point in the history of distilling. During every era that followed—including today—taxation would play a critical role in shaping who made whisky, where it was made, what it tasted like, and where it was sold.


1707


England and Scotland sign the Act of Union, creating the United Kingdom and ending centuries of rivalry. Well, sort of. The general feeling in Scotland, especially the Highlands, is one of anxiety. The English are seen as oppressive, and the union is viewed as primarily benefitting the wealthier, urbanizing Scots in Glasgow and Edinburgh, who will now have access to better trade and better systems of finance. One group particularly resistant to union is the Jacobites, many of whom are Catholic. The Jacobites believe descendants of the House of Stuart, the previous kings of Scotland, should be on the British throne. Support for the Jacobites is particularly strong in the Highlands.


1725


The unified government starts taxing malt in Scotland. Scots hate this, responding with violent uprisings in Glasgow and elsewhere. Gaugers—a new category of civil servant whose job it is to regulate distilling and collect taxes—begin to appear on the scene. They’re not popular. An illicit mindset begins to take hold in the whisky industry, with many producers keen to avoid paying taxes if at all possible.


1745


The second and last major Jacobite uprising of the century ends with a crushing defeat of the Highland Scots at Culloden, a village near Inverness, by the British army. Bonnie Prince Charlie, a descendant of the Stuart monarchy that had once ruled Scotland, ends his crusade to claim the English throne. He departs Scotland in exile. The English government dissolves the Highland clans and bans traditional Highland dress.


This cements many Highlanders’ distrust of the English, which lasts for centuries and informs the schism about to appear in the whisky industry: the industrialized, aboveboard, export-oriented Lowlands versus the insular, illicit, and cottage-scale Highlands.


1770s


Illicit Scottish distilling is thriving. Intense regulation has made it hard to get permits, and there’s no concerted effort to enforce the laws. Private distilling is still legal, and the line between personal use and small-scale industry is thin. In Edinburgh alone in 1777, there are eight licensed distilleries registered with the government and liable for taxes, and an estimated four hundred illegal distilling operations paying no taxes at all. Outside the city, there are even more unlicensed distillers operating in the hidden valleys, glens, inlets, and nooks of the Highlands and Hebrides. The spirits they distill are likely not yet standardized; some may have been aged in barrels, while others may have been sold unaged or flavored with herbs and spices. Even when home distilling is banned in 1781, illicit distilling and smuggling continue to thrive.
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ABOVE The Illicit Highland Whisky Still, painted by Sir Edwin Landseer in the nineteenth century, shows a Highland distilling family. While the wood-fired copper still and spring-fed condensing tub are fundamentally similar to gear used today, few modern distillers choose to recline on the carcass of a stag.


1784–1786


The British Parliament passes the first Wash Act. It creates two different whisky regions in Scotland, each taxed differently. The Lowlands around Edinburgh and Glasgow are taxed on the volume of wash they make (wash is the strong beer that gets distilled into whisky). The Highlands, on the other hand, are taxed based on the volume of their still (the boiling pot-and-condenser apparatus used for distillation). That distinction aimed to make it more appealing for illicit Highland distillers to apply for permits by offering them a lower tax rate.


The Wash Act also puts some restrictions on Highland distilleries: they need to be really small, they can only use locally grown barley, and they can only sell their whisky in their district. Lowlanders face no such restrictions. In essence, the act lays the groundwork for the Lowlands to become industrial, while the Highlands are constrained to a smaller scale.


The Wash Act gets renewed in 1786. There are two important changes: First, Lowland distillers are now taxed on their still capacity, just like Highlanders. Second, and catastrophically, it increases taxes on imported grain and exported spirit. This undercuts Lowland distillers’ entire business model, which hinges on importing grain to feed their huge operations, then exporting their spirit to England.


1786–1788


Two Leith rectifiers named John and William Sligo invent a new kind of still to exploit the new tax rules. It’s extremely wide and shallow, resulting in a tiny taxable volume. Ineffective at purification and prone to scorching, distillers can nevertheless run it several times an hour to make a huge quantity of terrible whisky, quickly and cheaply. Other Lowland distilleries immediately follow their lead.


Despite the Sligos’ best efforts to circumvent the Wash Act, it’s not enough to overcome the burden of grain and export taxes. In 1787, Lowland exports to England plummet to just over 32,000 gallons, down from almost 900,000 gallons in 1786. The situation is different up north. Highland smuggling and illicit distilling continue unabated, and the Wash Act rules have done nothing to undermine quality (in fact, they may have increased quality).


Faced with no profitable market for their colossal stocks of crummy spirit, Lowland distillers flood the Scottish market with their wares. They aren’t well received. Poet and exciseman Robert Burns describes the situation from his home in the Lowlands: “The whisky of this county is a most rascally liquor; and by consequence, only drunk by the most rascally part of the inhabitants.”


1814


New legislation requires Scottish distillers follow the same rules as English ones, including higher wash strength (which produces bad-tasting whisky), tax increases, larger stills, and market restrictions. Many legal Highland distilleries close because their stills are too small. Smuggling continues unabated. When the legal Highland distilling industry dwindles to just twelve producers, Parliament passes the Small Stills Act in 1816, which lets distillers throughout Scotland use little stills again. Almost immediately, the industry starts to rebound.


1822–1899: Foundations Formed


1822


King George IV visits Scotland and falls in love with it—kilts, sporrans, piping, whisky, haggis, the whole shebang. He lifts the restrictions on Highland culture that were imposed after the second Jacobite uprising in 1745. Tartans proliferate, bagpipes are heard across the land, and tourism booms. Many of those visitors become enamored with Scotch whisky.


1823


Parliament passes the Excise Act, which drops taxes, reduces regulatory hurdles, and frees the Scotch whisky industry to modernize. For the first time ever, regulations and taxation structures support the industry, rather than penalize it. With the barriers to entry finally down, illicit distilling and smuggling in the Highlands begins to abate.


1827


A Scottish inventor named Robert Stein patents a new type of still that can operate continuously, without needing to be filled and emptied like a pot still. Immediately, William Haig has one installed at Cameronbridge, and other distillers soon follow. The era of the continuous column still (page 57) begins.


Three years later, Irishman Aeneas Coffey refines Stein’s innovation, creating the Coffey still. It can process 3,000 gallons of wash every hour and operates around the clock with no downtime. Its light, neutral, almost flavorless product is great for mixing with malt whisky, but it raises a question that won’t be definitively answered for nearly a century: is this new spirit whisky?
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LEFT A model of a Coffey still at Kilbeggan distillery in Ireland.



1835–1836


Awful harvests lead many rural Highlanders to emigrate to Canada, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, taking their distilling skill and taste for whisky with them and laying the groundwork for a global export market.


1850s


An Edinburgh merchant named Andrew Usher introduces the first smash hit blended whisky: Usher’s Old Vatted Glenlivet, or OVG. It successfully spreads throughout the British Empire.


Following his lead, other merchants start mixing together their own batches of whisky, many featuring this newfangled, light-bodied “grain whisky” being produced by the continuous column stills installed at several Lowland distilleries.


1863


Phylloxera—a root louse that targets wine grapes—arrives in France from the New World. Unlike their American counterparts, European grapes have no resistance to the pest. From its introduction in the Languedoc, it begins to rapidly spread.


By 1870, more than 80% of all vineyards in France are destroyed. The Cognac industry craters. Scotch whisky, previously viewed as rough and uncouth, begins to replace brandy among upper-class Brits who like nothing more than a good post-dinner snifter. In the resulting boom, dozens of new distilleries are built while existing distilleries expand. In Scotland, pot still distillers are increasingly beginning to sell their whiskies as “selfs,” or single malts.


1877


Whiskies made by blending grain and pot still whisky are becoming more and more popular, in Scotland and abroad. Faced with fluctuating demand, six large grain distillers join forces to manage supply and pricing, forming Distillers Company Limited, or DCL. In about a century, this organization will eventually become Diageo, the largest drinks brand in the world and a dominant force in the world of Scotch whisky.


1895–1900


The whisky bubble continues to inflate. More than a dozen distilleries are built in Speyside, including Aultmore, Glentauchers, Ardmore, Benromach, and Dallas Dhu. Much like today’s tech entrepreneurs, the goal is to build a distillery and then quickly sell it to somebody else. The frothy atmosphere and lure of quick fortunes incites many distillers to make risky financial moves, like borrowing huge amounts of money or taking out massive loans against maturing whisky stocks.


1899


The Pattison brothers, a charismatic duo who had grown lavishly wealthy in the whisky industry, default on some debts and tip the first domino in what would become an industry-wide crisis. A number of distilleries are either destroyed or mothballed, awaiting better times to come. The whisky market collapses. The boom officially ends, and a long bust begins.


1900–2000: Fighting Global Headwinds


Early 1900s


As the slump continues, DCL starts taking over struggling producers in the Lowlands, then shutting them down or slowing production to reduce the glut of whisky on the market. A period of consolidation and acquisitions ensues. By the end of World War I, Haig, Andrew Usher & Co., and others join DCL. In 1925, DLC merges with John Walker & Sons, James Buchannan & Co., and John Dewar and Sons to become a blended brand juggernaut.


1908


A royal commission convenes to determine whether grain whisky is really whisky—and, if so, what proportions of grain and malt a blend should contain. They decide Scotch whisky is “a spirit obtained by distillation from a wash saccharified by the diastase of malt” and produced in Scotland, a definition that includes both grain and malt whiskies. The pesky proportion question? Dodged. Even today, no rules regulate this proportion.


1915


As part of a temperance kick, Parliament passes a law requiring all whisky to be at least three years old. Ironically, in doing so, they increase the quality of Scotch whisky, making it more desirable.


1917


During the height of World War I, all pot distilling is banned, and grain distilling faces severe restrictions. With so many young men called to the front, distillers struggle to find workers.



1920


Prohibition begins in the US. While this dings imports, it also gives Scottish distillers an opening to win the hearts and minds of American drinkers. Despite the law, Americans still wanted to be drinking, and by most accounts Prohibition was a bibulous time. Scottish distillers were happy to partner with smugglers, bootleggers, and rumrunners to get their products to America’s dry shores, where they were beloved by drinkers tired of the watered-down swill also flooding the market.


Some Scotch whisky brands, like White Horse and Laphroaig, snagged coveted medicinal whisky permits, which meant imbibers could buy it with a physician’s prescription. When traveling to the dry United States in 1932, Winston Churchill brought a letter from his doctor, Otto C. Pickhardt: “This is to certify that the post-accident convalescence of the Hon. Winston S. Churchill necessitates the use of alcoholic spirits especially at mealtime. The quantity is naturally indefinite but the minimum requirements would be 250 cubic centimeters.” About eight fluid ounces, in other words—a giant dram for a giant of a man.


In 1933, the Twenty-First Amendment ends the “great experiment” of prohibition in the US. Despite the parternships with smugglers, Prohibition and the Great Depression causes the number of active distilleries in Scotland to dwindle to just fifteen distilleries in Scotland (compared to ninety-four just two years prior).


1933


In the UK, the first official definition of Scotch whisky passes Parliament, defining it as a product that “had been obtained by distillation in Scotland from a mash saccharified by the diastase of malt1 and had been matured in bond for a period of at least three years.”
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ABOVE During Prohibition, doctors prescribed alcohol for medicinal use with forms issued by the US Treasury Department.


1941–1945


Many distilleries close, decrease production, or are requisitioned for other purposes during World War II. Balblair Distillery was temporarily repurposed as a camp for a special forces branch of the Norwegian army during World War II. An Indian regime hunkered down in the Knockdhu Distillery. Auchentoshan Distillery in Glasgow narrowly avoids destruction when a shell explodes directly outside. Many American soldiers passing through England and Scotland get their first taste of Scotch whisky.


1945–1950


Faced with huge war debt bills, Parliament imposes a quota on the Scotch whisky industry, forcing them to sell a huge portion of their wares in the export market to raise hard currency. Scottish drinkers go thirsty while the party ramps up across the Atlantic.


1960s


Twelve million gallons of Scotch are shipped to the US in 1960, nearly triple the amount that made the trek across the Atlantic in 1939. By 1968, that number has grown to 33 million gallons. Most of that is blends, but William Grant & Sons senses an opportunity and begins to aggressively promote its Glenfiddich single malt. New distilleries begin opening for the first time since the 1890s, including GlenAllachie, Tormore, and Jura.


1988


Tough times return. A more crowded marketplace means whisky must compete with vodka, rum, gin, the rising tide of craft beer, and wines, creating a huge surplus—the “whisky loch.” In response, the Scotch whisky industry begins to organize. The Keepers of the Quaich, an industry group celebrating those who make outstanding contributions to the Scotch whisky industry, is launched. Questions about how to pronounce “quaich” immediately follow. (It’s “kwaik,” with a soft k-like sound at the end.)


The Scotch Whisky Act passes Parliament, giving us the contemporary definition of Scotch whisky. Critical additions include that Scotch whisky must be made and matured in Scotland from pure materials, and that it needs to be at least 40% alcohol by volume.



1997


United Distillers merges with Guinness and International Distillers and Vitners to create Diageo, now one of the largest drink companies in the world and the biggest company in Scotch whisky.


2000


After attempting unsuccessfully to diversify from chemicals and consumer goods into entertainment, Canadian beverage corporation Seagram implodes. It owned a number of Scotch whisky brands and distilleries, including Chivas and Glenlivet, which were purchased by other firms.


2000–Today: The Modern Era


Late 2000s and early 2010s


The Scotch whisky revival begins, buoyed by a love of classic cocktails and a newfound interest in heritage drinks. Whisky bars begin to proliferate around the globe like mushrooms after a rain. Drinkers rediscover single malt, eventually draining the whisky loch, straining stocks, and prompting distillers to release a number of new non-age-statement whiskies. Entrepreneurs break ground on new distilleries in Scotland at a rate resembling the boom of the 1960s. The Internet makes it possible for drinkers around the world to connect with one another, share their favorite bottles, and start whisky blogs, Instagram accounts, fan clubs, and review sites.


2018


Scotch whisky exports to the United States exceed £1 billion for the first time, making it the largest export market by value by a huge margin. The second-most valuable market, France, clocks in at less than half the value.


2019


The Scotch Whisky Association releases new regulations about the kinds of casks distillers are allowed to use. Instead of saying what they can do, the regulations specify what they can’t: no casks that held wine, beer, or spirits made with stone fruit; no beer that’s had fruit, flavoring, or sweetening added after fermentation; and no spirits that have had fruit, flavoring, or sweetening added after distillation. This means cask types that were previously off the table, like those used for tequila, Calvados, and baijiu, are now fair game.


A bottle of 60-year Macallan sells for $1.9 million at auction in London, the highest price ever fetched by a bottle of spirit or wine.




1 “Saccharified by the diastase of malt” just means that it can’t contain enzymes from other sources.
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