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About the Author


Ian Buxton has been working in and around the whisky industry for rather longer than he cares to remember (around 25 years, but who’s counting?) but was drinking professionally well before that.
 



In a career marked by both incident and accident, he has been Marketing Director of a world-famous single malt; been consultant to more distillers than you can shake a stick at; built several award-winning distillery visitor centres; written a variety of articles and books; created a major industry conference; and, apparently without noticing, bought a derelict distillery.




He is a Keeper of the Quaich, a Liveryman of the Worshipful Company of Distillers, and a Grand Ordinary Member of the von Poser Society of Scotland, indicating that he continues to fool some of the people at least some of the time.




This is his second collection of 101 whiskies that he believes every whisky lover should try - before they die.




Also by Ian Buxton and available from Headline:


101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die



Introduction

What? Another 101 Whiskies? Are you serious?

Well, yes, actually – for two reasons.

Firstly, people were kind enough to ask for another dip into the great lucky bag of whisky and secondly, and more significantly, much has changed in the world of whisky, even since the last book was published (August 2010). Changed for the better, you’ll be glad to hear.

But perhaps you didn’t buy the first book perhaps you didn’t buy the first book 1.


This is a whisky list with a difference. Accessible whisky for real people.

It is not an awards list.

It is not a list of the 101 ‘best’ whiskies in the world. It is simply, as it says in the title, a guide to 101 whiskies that enthusiasts really should seek out and try – love them or hate them – to complete their whisky education. What’s more, it’s practical and realistic.



Well, that was the idea. Since you’ve asked for more, I presume it worked.

Because so much is happening in the world of whisky, I’ve been able, with a clear conscience, to make an entirely new selection of 101 whiskies. That doesn’t mean that I no longer endorse my previous choices (quite the opposite, in fact) but, with so much that is exciting, it’s possible to present a completely up-to-the-minute collection. What is more, unlike the previous recommendations, I’ve tried to avoid multiple expressions from the same brand. Some distilleries crop up again and again, however, especially in the USA where it is fairly common practice for different, sometimes competing, brands to emerge from the same distillery. Don’t worry, they taste different.

There has been a trend in recent years (which is accelerating alarmingly) towards ever more expensive whiskies. Where, not so long ago, the idea of a whisky costing £1,000 a bottle would have been ludicrous, it’s now, if not commonplace, a frequent occurrence.

The £1,000 bottle has become the £10,000 bottle. Yes, really. You may think it absurd that for the price of a single bottle of whisky you could buy a brand spanking new Fiat 500, drive it to a decent off-licence, put some very fine drams in the boot and still have change from £10,000 – and I would agree with you – but the £10,000 bottle is out there.

And are you really going to nip out and buy one?

Didn’t think so.

But it doesn’t stop there. There are whiskies offered at £100,000 a bottle now and the idea of buying whisky as an ‘investment’ is being seriously proposed. You may think that sounds horribly reminiscent of the fable of the Emperor’s New Clothes, and I’d agree – this is something I’ll address later.

A Charmed Life

Meanwhile, back to the book. Whisky writers lead a charmed and privileged life. We get to taste many, if not all, of these fabulous and exotic releases. Delightful PR people transport us to private rooms in fashionable and expensive restaurants where their distillery clients lead us through their limited releases, special editions and rare or exclusive drams. Then, as often as not, we eat a carefully prepared meal and, late in the evening, having enjoyed ourselves mightily at their expense, we depart with a gift – as if turning up on time and paying attention were some kind of hardship. Long may all that continue . . . But it’s hardly the world in which most people live. In the era of the World Wide Web and the instant gratification that you can get from it, there seems to me little point in writing about whiskies that sell out in days, or which the overwhelming majority of the readership can’t find, let alone afford2.

So I set myself some rules when I started writing the first book and I’ve carried them over into this volume. Essentially, every whisky listed here must be: a) generally available: although you might have to look a little bit, almost every one of these whiskies can be bought from a decent whisky specialist or through an online retailer3; and b) affordable (read on to see what that means).

And it goes without saying that there must be an excellent reason for their inclusion. Mostly it’s because they are very, very good examples of their kind, but sometimes they deserve your attention for other reasons – they might be made by small distillers swimming against a tide of corporate ubiquity, or it could just be because a whisky is so unusual you just have to try it. Perhaps a certain whisky will remind you of something familiar that you already knew about but had, sort of, forgotten? Hopefully, most entries will point you towards something new, unexpected and surprising.

A New World of Whisky

This time, though, I’ve deliberately spread my net further and wider. This is what I meant at the beginning when I wrote that much has changed. In the last two or three years, the availability of whisky from around the world has grown dramatically. A few years ago a number of small distillers from countries far and wide set out, generally quite independently but also coincidentally, to prove that they could distil whisky every bit as well as the traditional whisky nations of Scotland, Ireland and the USA.

After all, a huge amount of whisky is drunk in France where great Cognacs and Armagnacs suggest they know one end of a still from the other – so why not make whisky? And the Swiss distil superb fruit schnapps and the Germans are no slouches either, and so we go on. There is more domestic ‘whisky’ made and drunk in India than there is Scotch whisky drunk in the entire world. Most of it we would consider to be rum (it’s made from molasses) but sooner or later it was bound to occur to someone that they could make single malt whisky in India to sell back to Scotland.

And so they have. At first many of these ‘new world’ whiskies were treated with a sort of patronising indulgence by the establishment – uncomfortably reminiscent of the early attitudes to the first Japanese whiskies. But some of the New Wave have proved quite extraordinarily good and have built justifiably high reputations in a surprisingly short period of time. So let’s welcome them, especially if it makes some of the old guard sharpen up.

The frustrating thing about whisky is that you have to wait quite a while until it’s ready. So, although whisky aficionados knew that a whole lot of ‘new’ whisky was about to become available, it wasn’t until very recently that you could find much of it. And because many of these new operations are quite small, their products will never be found on supermarket shelves – which, in my book, makes them all the more interesting. You’ll just have to try a little bit harder to track them down. I’ve listed a few of the best suppliers internationally at the end of the book.

So, while in the previous book 70 of the 101 whiskies were from Scotland alone, this time I’ve cut Scotland back to less than one third of the list and made space for whisky from Australia, Austria and so on. It means more delicious bourbons and very special rye whiskies from the USA; obscure but delightful drams from Switzerland, Germany and Sweden; and even a (potentially) exciting expression from England!

You’ll find the book is organised in alphabetical order by country, with the whiskies (where there are more than one from a particular country), arranged in the same fashion.

Fundamentally, though, this book is about whiskies to drink, not collect. For that reason, it excludes one-off bottlings, because there’s simply not enough to go around and they’re all gone before any book can reach the shops anyway. But, in deference to the production constraints that apply to many of the new boutique ‘craft’ distillers, I have included single cask releases. In some cases these whiskies sell out very quickly. Highly collectable releases can go even faster – believe it or not, all bottles of Highland Park’s Earl Haakon were reputedly sold in 44 minutes. You can read about these on the many excellent blogs that have sprung up in recent years.

But I’ve totally ignored whiskies that appear to be designed primarily for collectors: a market which seems to me to be in great danger of being swamped with over-priced offerings. I find the idea of a whisky specifically designed for collecting rather depressing and I do wonder what the people who actually made it think about their life’s work ending up on a shelf, rather than in a glass being enjoyed with friends.

Anyway, if I hadn’t been selective we would have ended up with 1,001 whiskies – and who wants a book about that?

I’ve continued to take a very hard-headed look at retail prices. I’ve been picky once a whisky rises above £100 in a typical British whisky shop; very critical, indeed, if it costs £500 or more; and flatly ignored it once the price breaks the £1,000 barrier, let alone £10,000 or £100,000. (Actually, that’s not strictly true – the bonus 102nd whisky is one you can’t find, won’t be offered and almost certainly can’t afford anyway. But it’s fun to read about while pretending you’ve won the Lottery.)

Again, the emphasis is on great value. Here’s the key to the 1 to 5 scale:

[image: image] Under £25 [image: image] £25–39 [image: image] £40–69 [image: image] £70–150 [image: image] Over £150

The price ranges are based on the typical UK retail price and were correct as we went to press. Whisky can be a serious bargain! And so much the better, since, let’s get real, this book is for whisky drinkers, not Russian plutocrats. And that brings me to the topic of ‘investing’ in whisky.

Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds

As I write this (March 2012), there has been a flurry of breathless press reports in a number of highly respected national newspapers, to the effect that the right whisky can make a great investment. This followed some energetic PR work by a particular distiller keen to promote a particular brand and by one particular off-licence chain (as they have every right to do). But it might seem that they have a vested interest in promoting whisky as an investment – I leave that up to you to decide.

Let’s begin by defining some terms. I understand why people collect whisky and, though I personally find that rather sterile an activity, I can see the appeal. Collecting holds out the tantalising possibility of eventual consumption, without which potential any bottle becomes devoid of meaning or significance. Collecting whisky may seem a little odd to those not bitten by the bug but it’s essentially harmless and proceeds from a love of the product. However, in recent years, the value of a few collectable bottles (not all) has risen sharply, leading some collectors to suggest that they are ‘investing’ in whisky – which is rather different from buying whisky purely as an investment.

I also happen to believe that writers and journalists have a duty of care to their readers. If I write, ‘Try the Tannochbrae 10-year-old, it’s delicious’, then that’s simply my opinion and the worst that can happen is that you buy a bottle and you don’t particularly like it. But if I start recommending Tannochbrae 10-year-old as ‘an investment’ we’ve moved to a new, dangerous and rather depressing place. ‘Investment’ is a loaded word and should, in my view, be used carefully and sparingly. That hasn’t been happening lately.

We can argue about the figures, but common sense suggests that a return of over 100% in just two or three years cannot be sustained in anything but a feverish bubble. When you appreciate that those figures are being most enthusiastically trumpeted by distillers with a brand to promote, retailers with stock to move or auction houses keen to drum up business, you might just want to look twice before committing your pension pot. Certainly, you should ask what motive might be behind any recommendation.

Buxton’s First Law of Investment states that by the time an alternative investment idea appears in the weekend lifestyle supplements then the smart money has been made by those with an inside track and they’re getting ready to move on. Guess who delivers their profits for them?

But there’s a more fundamental philosophical point that the money men, with their hard, cold souls (and, sadly, a few whisky people as well) don’t seem to get. Once you buy just for investment, as some pundits are now suggesting, then the bottle might as well contain cold tea – since, by definition, it’s never going to be opened. Today whisky, tomorrow pork belly futures.

Whisky is a drink. But it is more than that. This book holds that – at its best – whisky is a metaphor for the spirit and soul of the people and place where it is produced. The distillers of Scotland express part of the austere, Calvinist personality of their land; in Kentucky (just as in 1786 for Rabbie Burns) ‘freedom and whisky gang the gither’; and for the brave new distillers in Brittany, France, it encapsulates their Breton identity and culture, even their language. English whisky – well, perhaps there they distil a bit of the famous English dry sense of humour.

If you love whisky, set it free. Mark my words: this ‘investment’ bubble will end badly and some people – and whiskies – are going to get hurt.


No scores

Because I don’t believe in the simplistic and reductionist notion of the ‘world’s best whisky’, which, all too often, is only one person’s opinion anyway, this book is in alphabetical order. And, even more unusually, nothing has a ‘score’. Again, I simply don’t accept that you should follow one person’s individual preferences and more or less idiosyncratic scoring system (and that’s all that most tasting books are). There are several reasons why 100-point scoring systems don’t work, not least the palpably absurd idea that any one individual can consistently and reliably differentiate between a whisky scoring 92.5 and one scoring 93.

I suggested previously that it was better to take some advice from Aeneas MacDonald, the original sage of whisky, who in 1930 suggested that the discerning drinker should learn to judge whisky with ‘his mother-wit, his nose and his palate to guide him’. Sound words that still ring true.

That’s all folks! Enjoy the list, even if you disagree with some of it. But, most of all, enjoy the whisky.

As the poet would have it, ‘Tak aff your dram!’

Ian Buxton.

March 2012.
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Cartoon postcard, ca. 1906. Plus ça change.
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	Bakery Hill



	
	Cask Strength – Peated Malt



	Producer
	Bakery Hill




	Distillery
	Bakery Hill, Balwyn North, Victoria, Australia



	Visitor Centre   
	No



	Availability
	Limited specialists and distillery



	Price
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Bakery Hill

Cask Strength – Peated Malt

Right now if you could pick just one hot spot for the development of world whisky, it would be Tasmania. So, just to be perverse, Bakery Hill is located north-east of Melbourne in Victoria where they claim to operate ‘Australia’s premium malt whisky distillery’.

Given that there are, at today’s count, at least eight others in production, that’s not quite as absurd an assertion as it may appear – though I daresay that Bill Lark (widely considered the founding father of modern Australian whisky) might have something to say.

And we might, in passing, note that whisky was being distilled (by Dewar’s of all people) in Australia as early as 1929, although their Corio distillery near Geelong closed in 1980. Bakery Hill started operations in 2000 and the distillery was enlarged in 2008, allowing larger volumes to be produced and small amounts to be shipped to international markets.

Interestingly, all the output is bottled as single cask releases, mainly (but not always) at cask strength4, so chances are that if you go back for a second bottle it will be different from the one you just finished. Inevitably, given this approach, the small-scale production and the distance it has to travel to European markets, it’s not cheap – expect to pay the equivalent of around £90 for a full bottle of the 46% abv versions and more for the cask strength.

What’s exciting about this is just how it demonstrates the vibrancy, diversity and willingness to experiment that marks out many of the ‘world’ distillers; in marked contrast to the rather more staid and proscriptive Scotch whisky industry. As we are about to see, they need to watch out.

I am waiting for a sample of the Bakery Hill Peated Malt as we go to press (sorry). This is what they say:



	Nose
	A rich, subdued peat aroma combined with a natural leathery earthiness, with overtones of kumquat and fruit mince tart. Sweet but not sickly.



	Taste
	The palate reveals a tobacco-leaf earthiness with layer upon layer of complex smoky peat that lingers on the lips and palate demanding just one more sip.



	Finish   
	Astonishingly long and complex, an exotic mix of experiences.




Verdict
[image: image]
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	Lark Distillery Cask Strength



	Producer
	Lark Distillery



	Distillery
	Lark, Hobart, Tasmania



	Visitor Centre   
	Yes – escorted one- and two-day tours



	Availability
	Limited specialists and distillery



	Price
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Lark Distillery

Cask Strength

Bill Lark, of the eponymous distillery, is a cheerful fellow. As well he might be. When not engaged at his own distillery, he helps fellow Tasmanians establish theirs, and also consults on possible start-ups in New Zealand and – shock, horror – Scotland.

He even helped found the Tasmanian Whisky Producers Association. With 10 members (8 distilleries and 2 independent bottling companies), it’s the best possible demonstration of the vibrant craft-distilling scene that has taken root on Tasmania since he first set up in 1992. So he can justly look back with pride on his vision of a local whisky-distilling industry that can hold its head up in world company, and not for nothing is he acknowledged as the father of contemporary distilling in Australia. Today his daughter Kristy looks after the day-to-day production while Bill travels the world as a most enthusiastic and engaging ambassador.

The original site, on Hobart’s waterfront, remains a shop front, with café, retail outlet and whisky bar, while the ‘new’ distillery has grown significantly. Their property now includes their own peat bog and cooperage.

The good news, therefore, is that supplies are reaching international markets and we can see what all the fuss is about. To be entirely honest, on first tasting this I was blown away. Lark distils from Tasmanian (Franklin) barley, which is locally malted and lightly peated. It’s then double distilled in locally crafted pot stills and the heart of the run is transferred to 100 litre oak casks, where it matures for up to 8 years. That’s quite a lengthy period considering the wood to liquid ratio and makes for a remarkably mature spirit.

Well done to them for their patience. Some early releases of (other) Australian whisky were, frankly, immature and if you had tried one you would look rather suspiciously on other offerings from Down Under. Fear no more! Find the Lark name on a bottle and you may be assured of its quality, even though they will vary, since everything is being released as single casks.

The bottle I tried was Cask LD100 and was 58% abv. Yum!




	
	



	Nose
	 Sweet and malty; some smoke; floral and perfumed. Burnt toffee.



	Taste
	Evidently not Scotch, yet elegant, spicy, dry and peppery.



	Finish   
	Somewhat terse. Like this tasting note.




Verdict
[image: image]
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	Sullivan’s Cove 
Double Cask



	Producer
	Tasmania Distillery



	Distillery
	Tasmania, Cambridge, Hobart, Tasmania



	Visitor Centre   
	No



	Availability
	Limited specialists and distillery



	Price
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Sullivan’s Cove

Double Cask

This was the very first Australian whisky I ever tried and it was, without a shadow of a doubt, very nasty. It was not a product that was going to trouble anyone. But that was a few years ago now and things have moved on.

New owners took control, the distillery was relocated to the present site and the initial run of whisky was quietly swept under the carpet. What they sell today, under the Sullivan’s Cove name, was distilled as things had begun to improve and, though they don’t declare its age, the taste suggests that the spirit has been enhanced by proper maturation.

They are also holding back stocks from 2003 onwards, with the aim of giving them a full 12 years in cask. I expect those to be really something, especially if plans for a new distillery and warehouse come to fruition.

Right now, Sullivan’s Cove can be found in quite a few international markets, although, if you live in Australia, you can also buy and hold your own cask. If the distillery keeps progressing and winning awards, this may prove a shrewd buy for the enthusiast.

Most widely seen is the Double Cask, which is bottled at 40% abv (shame, really, I think a few extra per cent would really help) and represents a vatting of whisky that has been matured respectively in ex-bourbon barrels (American oak) and Port pipes (French oak). They’re aiming, they say, for ‘a perfect balance between sweet malt and oak that ends with a hint of dark chocolate and rainforest botanic’. Sounds a bit like a shampoo commercial actually: an alarming thought.

There being a shortage of rainforests (but not rain) in Scotland, I’m not quite sure what that leads me to expect, but this is evidently well made and, thankfully, they’ve avoided the fashion for peating, so we get closer to the inherent spirit character.

In a wry glace at Tasmania’s darker past, they style their whisky: ‘Distilled with Conviction’. It’s certainly no crime to drink it.




	
	



	Nose
	An initially aggressive alcohol hit (even at 40% abv) gives way to a strange aroma of mushroom cellars. Not unpleasant, but slightly odd. Maybe it’s the rainforest.



	Taste
	Surprisingly sweet as the Port wood unwinds; then chocolate, malt and spices.



	Finish   
	Fairly short.




Verdict
[image: image]
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	Reisetbauer 7 Years Old



	Producer
	Reisetbauer



	Distillery
	Reisetbauer, Kirchdorfergut, Austria



	Visitor Centre   
	Yes – by arrangement, phone in advance



	Availability
	Limited specialists



	Price
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Reisetbauer

7 Years Old

With its long-standing tradition of small-scale fruit distilling, Austria has embraced whisky with enthusiasm and you can track down at least five craft distillers (probably more by the time you read this). I had to pick just one here, though, and, with its whisky on sale in Scotland, Reisetbauer got the nod.

Owner Hans Reisetbauer vies with the rival Waldviertler Roggenhof distillery for the title of Austria’s first whisky distiller, though you might imagine being Austria’s best whisky distiller was rather more important (not that I would presume to adjudicate on that thorny issue). However, Reisetbauer collected the 2011 Falstaff Spirits Trophy and was named Austria’s best distiller, so presumably he feels vindicated by that. Certainly Reisetbauer has a well-established reputation as an excellent distiller of fruit schnapps. He claims that they are not trying to ape the style of Scotch but produce a distinctly Austrian take on whisky. It seems to be working.

Reisetbauer started distilling malt in 1995, but the first bottles weren’t released until 2002. This 7-year-old has been blended from a mixture of Chardonnay and trockenbeerenauslese casks, and is actually exported quite widely. You may be able to find a 10- and 12-year-old release, as well.

We all know about Chardonnay, wife to a well-known Premier League footballer, but a word about trockenbeerenauslese. This describes a style of sweet dessert wine where the grapes have been picked by hand, one at a time, after they have been affected by ‘noble rot’ (Botrytis cinerea). Think of a particularly intense Sauternes and you start to get the idea. Before you grab a bottle, be aware that most trockenbeerenauslese wines are very expensive. For once it may actually be cheaper to stick to whisky.

Reisetbauer is a determinedly Austrian whisky: the barley comes from the owner’s own four hectares of farmland; it is malted locally; and then warehoused at the distillery using exclusively casks from Austrian vineyards. Another fresh take on whisky to delight and surprise us.




	
	



	Nose
	Pronounced wine notes; cereal and fruit cake.



	Taste
	Forget Scotland. . . chocolate, red berries, honey and pine nuts.



	Finish   
	Drying and faintly herbal.




Verdict
[image: image]
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	The Belgian Owl Single Malt



	Producer
	PUR.E Distillerie company



	Distillery
	The Owl, Grâce-Hollogne, Belgium



	Visitor Centre   
	No



	Availability
	Limited specialists



	Price
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The Belgian Owl

Single Malt

Until I was able to find a bottle of the Belgian Owl 3-year-old single malt, all I had tried of this distillery’s output was a small sample of new make – and, to be entirely honest, I wasn’t that taken with it. So this just goes to show what 3 years’ maturation in a decent cask can do.

But first a word on the distillery itself, which is located near Liège. It is, I think, unique in being based around an antique mobile still that is approximately 100 years old. A mobile still, you ask? Indeed: there is, to this day, a tradition on the Continent of travelling distillers who take their equipment on a trailer to small farms to distil fruit spirits and eau de vie. Much Armagnac is produced in this way. To my very great regret such a tradition never took root in Scotland. It’s a mouth-watering thought that potentially every small farmer in Scotland could look out at a field of their own barley (or, indeed, their own orchards or raspberry cages) and contemplate drinking it in due course. Sadly, it’ll never happen: the health and safety apparatchiks will see to that.
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