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INTRODUCTION


‘So, I got another rejection for my book on Spain, Dad. It seems that there’s no market for a Spanish cookbook in the UK. No one buys them.’


‘That’s not good.’


‘No, but I gave my agent another idea and publishers seem to like this one.’


‘Uh-huh. And what’s that one on?’


‘Cooking and whisky.’


‘Cooking and whisky? Like malt whisky? Like the stuff you’ve been drinking since you were 15 and I would give you in hot toddies for your colds?’


‘Yes, Dad, that stuff.’


‘And they want you to write a book on that?’


‘It seems so.’


‘And they’ll pay you for it?’


‘So it would appear.’


‘Aye, well that’s no’ bad, is it?’


Despite a Catholic upbringing, my father, like almost all Scots, is a cultural Presbyterian. This Presbyterianism makes us a people who could never be accused of exaggerated enthusiasm about ourselves or others.


A friend from Manchester once said to me that I wasn’t a person who gave out a lot of compliments. I was highly insulted as I had told him only three months previously that having one of his poems inscribed onto a wall in a Yorkshire university building complete with a big ceremonial unveiling was really quite good. I mean, what more did he want?


I think it may be something that is either put in the water or what happens when you get rained on as often as we do. A Hindu from Edinburgh was once telling me about a contract she was about to complete. I asked her if she was excited about it. ‘Well yes,’ she said. ‘But the Edinburgh Presbyterian in me won’t believe it until it’s signed and the money is in the bank.’


You can be Catholic, Hindu, Muslim, Jewish or atheist Scot, but part of you will always be Presbyterian. With this information in mind you have to return to my father’s phrase, ‘Aye, that’s no’ bad, is it?’


This, for a postwar West of Scotland man, is the highest compliment that could be paid to anyone about anything. No’ bad is way beyond Californian awesome. It’s awesome with chest bumps, high-fiving, running around like an aeroplane, screaming woohoo and generally making a rather loud spectacle of yourself. No’ bad, in short, is quite good.


The above, I feel, constitutes fair warning as to the contents of this book. It will not be full of praise and glory and, unless a burning bush talks to me on a hill on the Isle of Arran, the word awesome will not be applied to anything. But whisky is good, and some bottles are better than others. Food is good. Mostly. I mean even when food’s rubbish it’s reasonably good as it keeps you from starvation. Combined they could be no’ bad at all.


The first time I left Scotland, aged 19, I went to Spain with every intention of becoming Spanish and never, ever going back. In the years I lived there, mostly in Barcelona, I learned all about the food, the culture and two of the languages. It became my calling card when I moved to London; it got me my first job there and then, when I went into the world of food and drink, Spanish, and particularly Catalan, food was what I became known for. If you ever hear a Scottish woman on the radio who seems to know a lot about Spanish and Catalan food, it’ll be me.


It was eight years ago that I left Scotland for a second time and moved south. London is a funny city. It is the most international and cosmopolitan yet utterly small and parochial place I have ever lived in. It is, often quite rightly, the focus of blame by the rest of the UK for its absorbing centralism, its stranglehold of UK cultural and political power and being virtually the only place with decent jobs.


The thing is, there is a sense of possibility in London that other places don’t have. You can do things here. If you live on a Highland croft your life revolves around doing any and all jobs to be able to stay where you want to live. London offers rubbish and hideously expensive places to live in, but also a chance to do things you can’t do anywhere else. You have to decide what payoff you want, and for how long.


In the years since I left for London, both the political and gastronomic landscapes of Scotland have changed irrevocably. And while I can watch the former easily online – and it often looks far more fractious than it is in reality on the ground – one cannot eat or drink via a computer screen. There’s a whisky explosion going on, with new boutique distillers opening and big distilleries are creating new lines all the time.


I want to go and see what is happening with whisky and I want to put it in food. Whisky in Scotland is like heat in Australia – it’s everywhere. Whisky production is the third biggest industry after oil and technology and there are 118 working distilleries, with another 30 being built across the country at the moment. Its exports earn £125 every second and it directly employs over 10,000 people.


The GMB union estimates that 120,000 jobs UK-wide are connected with whisky production and export and at least 7,000 of these are in rural areas where other work is hard to find. Everyone in Scotland has some connection with whisky, even if they think they don’t: their school was opposite a whisky company’s office; they live near a whisky warehouse; they pass a distillery on their way to work. It’s unavoidable.


While most of the whisky we make is exported, Scots still account for about 20 per cent of the UK’s whisky consumption. For every dram an English or Welsh person has, someone in Scotland has two. Whisky in Scotland is more than a drink. People identify with it as part of them, far more than the English do gin and more than the Spanish do wine.


Whenever Scots go abroad whisky is the first thing that foreigners mention. When I went to live in Spain all anyone did on meeting me was ask which whisky they should buy. I knew from my father that they had to buy a malt and I knew that his favourite malt was Macallan, so that is what I told them.


The first year I lived there I had a flatmate who was a great connoisseur of wines and spirits, but he told me he didn’t like whisky. I refused to believe this. No one could like the range of rums that he did and not like whisky; he just hadn’t tried the right one. I told him to wait until my father came over with some Macallan. When my father arrived on a visit, Ramón dutifully sat there and took some whisky, trying not to screw up his face in disgust. He then got a proper whiff and looked really shocked. He tried it, held up the glass to his eyes to get a better look, raised his eyebrows, looked at my father and me and said: ‘Well.’


He took another sip: ‘That . . . well that . . . is . . . really good.’


During the remainder of my time in Spain, I became a whisky and wine mule between Ramón and my father, taking wine back to Scotland and different types of malt whisky to Spain for Ramón. I took him Talisker, Auchentoshan, Bowmore, and when I moved home to Scotland I would bring him still more whisky on my trips back to Barcelona. His favourite thing ever was a Glenmorangie tasting glass with a glass lid, which I still see in its box in his house whenever I visit.


Scotch whisky ranges in price in the UK from £10 for a 70cl bottle of supermarket label blended whisky, to £150,000 for a 54-year-old bottle of black Bowmore. There is something for everyone who drinks alcohol within that price range, although if you only like bottles at around the £100k price mark I suggest you find a less expensive hobby, like collecting vintage cars or transatlantic yacht racing.


Whisky has garnered a small army of passionate advocates among the great and the good. In a 1978 episode of the Radio 4 programme Desert Island Discs, the late Labour peer Manny Shinwell chose a case of Scotch whisky as his luxury to keep him going while marooned on a tropical island.


A few years later, on 14 December 1983 during a debate in the House of Lords, Lord Shinwell claimed that when he was an MP and part of the Labour government in 1948, he tried to get whisky made available on prescription during the creation of the NHS. According to the Hansard record he then suggested that it be made freely available to members of the House of Lords ‘since many of them cannot do without it because it is in the nature of a medicine’. Sadly for the lords, Shinwell was as successful at making it free for peers of the realm as he had been at making it available on the NHS, but both remain good ideas to contemplate.


If you aren’t convinced by any of this, if you are shuddering at the idea of whisky on a desert island, if you have never met a whisky you liked, let me tell you that you just haven’t met a whisky you like yet. You are like Ramón before he met me. Don’t be like Ramón. Improve the quality of your life with a decent dram.


One of the problems people have is assuming that the whisky your pal likes is one that you will like too. Whisky is a bit like finding a spouse – one type doesn’t fit all. You could be the happiest husband in the entire world, your wife’s mere presence could be enough to make you happy and fill your life with meaning. That doesn’t mean she would suit me. For a start, I like men. I wouldn’t want to marry a woman. I have no objection to anyone marrying a woman. I do not think it is a stain on their character. I just don’t want to marry one myself. Thus it is with whisky. You have to find the one that suits you.


The other thing about whisky is that polygamy is encouraged. People now ask me what my favourite whisky is and I give them at least ten answers. Then someone names another one and I say: ‘Oh yeah, I really like that too.’ You can have as many whisky favourites as you like and there is always a new one to discover. Keep your eyes open for whisky tastings, shows and events near you and go and have a try. You may have to kiss a lot of whisky frogs, but you will eventually find your dram prince or princess, and soon enough you’ll have an entire royal collection.


There is no tradition of drinking whisky with food and no tradition of cooking with whisky in Scotland. We have a very strong Presbyterian idea that whisky should be drunk on its own or with a wee bit of water. It’s like our traditional attitude to sex – lights off, one position and never admit that you are actually enjoying it. No Kama Sutra for us; and no variety with our whisky.


It is about time that changed. Whisky can add a depth and flavour to dishes that nothing else can, and as there is such a variety of whiskies, different ones can give you vastly different results. They are a great addition to all kinds of food, both sweet and savoury.


Drinking whisky with food is also a good thing to do. A whisky and soda is generally much better with really spicy food than wine, and whisky goes well with a wide range of dishes. The recipes and the ideas for whisky matching are completely personal to me or people I’ve met in the course of researching this book. The idea is for you to have a go at making your own. The Chinese have whisky with green tea, Brazilians with fresh coconut water, Indians with spicy lamb chops. Why should they get to have all the fun?


This is the story of my trips round Scotland’s five whisky regions, learning about whisky, putting it in food, drinking it in new ways, meeting all kinds of people and catching up with old friends. It’s the story of me working out what whisky means to Scotland, and what Scotland means to whisky.
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WHISKY CITIES
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‘While I can’t walk on water, I can certainly wobble on whisky.’


ASHWIN SANGHI




Go anywhere in a wine-producing area and you expect locally produced wine to be available, be it good, bad or indifferent. But whisky, despite all the nonsense expounded by the overly romantic, doesn’t have a terroir. The process of fermentation and distillation and the cask that stores the whisky afterwards are far more important than the softness of the water or the provenance of the barley.


However there are some basics about whisky that you should know from the outset. There are five recognised whisky-producing regions in Scotland: the Highlands, the Lowlands, Islay, Campbeltown and Speyside. Speyside is part of the Highlands but due to the number of distilleries there, over 50, it is considered a region of its own. Generally speaking the lightest whiskies are Lowland and the heaviest, smokiest, peatiest whiskies are Islay and the further west you go in the Highlands, the more the whisky tends to get smokier and peatier. But with distilleries producing new and different whisky types – for example Islay distillery Bruichladdich produces an unpeated whisky – these are guidelines rather than hard and fast rules.


Single malt Scotch whisky comes from Scotland and the grain used in the pot still is barley that’s been malted. Some whiskies are produced by blending single malts and they are known as vatted or blended malts.


Grain whisky is also made in Scotland, more of it than malt, and it hardly involves barley. Grain whiskies, produced in skyscraper stills, form the base for blended whiskies, with malts then being added to enhance taste.


Long-standing legal definitions were drawn up in 1909 after much controversy and scandal by a Royal Commission on Whiskey (sic). It found that the term whisky could apply to products made of barley, wheat or maize. However, by 1916 a spirit could only be called whisky if it had aged in a wooden cask for a minimum of three years. This has a significant effect on the final product. Whisky does not age once it is put in a bottle. The ageing all happens in the cask.


Right now you might be shouting at me inside your head: ‘But Rachel, that can’t be true. I’ve read dozens of articles about whisky having terroir; I’ve been told how important the water is at a distillery. It must be of major importance.’ And I want you to know that I hear you.


Whisky is a bit like tartan, bagpipes and deep-fried Mars bars. We all just know that these things are completely Scottish, we know that they are traditional; we don’t know or care about the truth of them. If you want to belong to a clan and have your own tartan, it will take a tartan seller on the Royal Mile in Edinburgh five minutes to find that your surname vaguely translated into English or Gaelic with a Mc or Mac slapped in front of it gives you a claim to the Scottish surname that also happens to have the tartan that you like the best. Much to your delight, this happy coincidence means that you can justify buying the scarves, the hats, the tartan whisky flasks as well as clan tartan outfits for every single child in your extended family.


And so it is with whisky. Mrs Molino from Spain will spend her entire life happy that she is also a MacMiller and entitled to wear their tartan, and you will spend your life happy thinking that part of the distinctive taste in your Islay whisky is due to the peatiness of the water. If this thought adds a little more weight to the measure of your happiness, then far be it for me to deprive you of one of the small pleasures that life is offering you. But it really doesn’t make a difference to the taste.


Lastly, no one knows why whisky tastes exactly as it does. People may tell you that they do, but it’s not true. One expert dubbed it the result of ‘nature and nurture’. The mystery is part of the fun.


There are lots of myths and misconceptions around the whisky business. I know because I had a few myself when it came to writing this book.


In my mind’s eye I saw myself visiting distilleries set in beautiful countryside while you, dear reader, suffered a crowded commuter train on your way to the office.


For me, there would be lines of crystal glasses containing outstanding examples of whiskies you’ll never drink. As a reader you would have been forced to read odes and rhapsodies to simply the finest dram known to humankind in full awareness that you will never, ever get your nose within a whiff of it.


You would be disconsolately turning pages before walking to the office, contemplating the standard 10-year-old single malt waiting for you at home, with a slightly more sluggish step in the full knowledge that when the winners in the lottery of life were picked, you were not among them.


Sadly for me, it didn’t exactly pan out like that. But I’ve some experience of dram envy due to reading Derek Cooper.


The late-lamented Derek was a god of food broadcasting and writing throughout Britain. Founder of Radio 4’s The Food Programme, he also wrote extensively on all aspects of food production during a period of over 30 years. If you are interested in erudite, witty, fun and hard-hitting food writing, the anthology, Snail Eggs and Samphire, is a book you must read.


Lesser known to the food-obsessed public is Derek’s Scottish writing. His mother’s family were from the Western Isles and he wrote extensively about the Hebrides, the Highlands and the national drink. The books are great. Once you’ve finished this one, get on your phone and order one of his from a second-hand bookshop. I started with Hebridean Connection and was captivated by page three.


But before you get too enamoured with Mr Cooper and his wit and writing, here is an extract from his 1989 book A Taste of Scotch. It’s etched on my brain, as he did that thing whisky writers do. While you read the following excerpt, try not to spit with envy and, remember, I’ve had to write this out and read it loads of times while proofreading this book. You can read it just the once, go a bit green and move on.




A remarkable whisky was offered to me on a winter’s morning in 1988 in the Glasgow blending rooms of Lang Brothers. The bottle had been recovered from the Indian Ocean in 1961, part of a consignment of Macallan which had gone down with a ship in 1857, the year of the siege of Lucknow and the Cawnpore massacre. This pre-Mutiny dram, at least 131 years old, was amber in hue, full-bodied and memorably mellow.




Despite this, he did, of course, remain someone I admire. And I encountered other heroes during my research. But even then it didn’t turn out quite like I planned.


On one of my first trips to Edinburgh I had met broadcaster and writer Billy Kay. Billy has spent his life studying Scotland and the Scots, our drinking habits, our language, our diaspora. He knows his stuff. I remembered him presenting programmes on Scottish television in the eighties, in the days when STV still did cultural programmes, and before meeting up with him I rewatched a number of them on YouTube. He was at the National Library to give a talk on the history of claret drinking in Scotland and had suggested we meet beforehand.


They say never meet your heroes, but when it comes to the heroes of your inner teenager, there should be a compulsory health warning. It doesn’t go very well.


I was sitting at a table near the entrance of the library when Billy walked in dressed in a grey tweed jacket and with a full head of white hair. It was the same hair that I had seen on YouTube a few weeks previously. The same hair that I had watched interview cultural figures from across Scotland on my telly when I was about 13.


He was here, with his hair, to speak to me and give me information that I could put in my book.


Out comes my inner 13-year-old. My mouth is dry, I am sweating, and all that I can hear is a hysterical voice repeatedly screaming, ‘The man off the telly! He is HERE to talk to ME!’


This voice is very loud and distracting, but I pull myself together, stand up, smile and go to say hello.


Now Billy Kay is not just a hairdo, that would do him an extreme disservice. Billy is also a voice. It’s a deep, low, warm, authoritative voice, like an old sherried single cask malt. It’s a voice that, when broadcast over the airwaves on Radio Scotland, the fish in the deepest waters near Ullapool recognise as Billy Kay. If God ever chose to reveal himself to mortals at the top of a Scottish mountain his best chance of convincing atheists of his existence would be to use Billy Kay’s voice.


Billy starts to tell me of stories about whisky and I sit, rapt, trying unsuccessfully to shut up the frenzied teenager inside me. Like most of the people around his age he remembers the importance of the bottle at New Year, and he told me about his first taste of what is now one of his favourite whiskies. The first in his family to go to university, Billy was at the Traverse theatre bar while studying languages at Edinburgh.


‘I asked the barman for a whisky, he poured me a Glenlivet and said, “Try this.” I phoned home the next day and told my father that I had found us a new whisky.’


The Glenlivet is one of the oldest legal whiskies around and has been in production since 1824, and I can imagine Billy’s moment of wonder on first trying one. It’s a soft Speyside whisky and different expressions have different tastes, but if Billy had only tasted old-fashioned smoky blended whisky before, he would have been taken aback by the vanilla and soft nutty taste of Glenlivet, so completely different to his previous experience and expectation of whisky.


The voice of Scottish God – let me assure you, he really would sound like this – regaled me with lots of other things that day, but I was so engrossed that, while he was talking to me, I didn’t take down any notes. He told me about writers and stories and things to investigate; he told me how painters at the Johnnie Walker bottling plant in the fifties used to dip clean paintbrushes into barrels and then wipe them into buckets in order to steal whisky; he told me to get everyone on my travels to tell me how people used to steal whisky in the old days.


He told me about a family in Jerez called the Fergusons, Diego and his daughter Macarena Ferguson, people whose ancestors from Banffshire went to southern Spain in the 19th century to send sherry casks to Scotland. Yet my memory of my conversation with Billy consists of just three names, one book and the fact that Banffshire, where a lot of the Speyside distilleries are located, was predominantly Catholic. All of these things were prompted by Billy saying, ‘Make sure you write this bit down.’ He must have thought me a very strange writer who took no notes and sat there looking like a rabbit in the headlights, staring at him and trying to get some words of her own out.


One of the writers he recommended turned out to be a joy. David Daiches was the son of an Edinburgh-based rabbi and grew up in the interwar period. His memoir, Two Worlds, tells of the small group of practising Jews in Edinburgh along with anecdotes of him growing up in 1920s and 30s Presbyterian Edinburgh. Daiches went on to become a highly respected literary critic and scholar, specialising in Scottish culture and literature, and, as well as various biographies of Scottish literary figures such as Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, he wrote a book on whisky.


In the 1950s and 60s there was a fashion for the erudite British male scholar to write a whisky book, and sadly most of them should have stuck to drinking the stuff, but Daiches’ book is an exception. When I bought it in a second-hand bookshop in Glasgow, Caledonia Books, the shop owner commented, ‘Aye, that book always sells quickly whenever it comes in. Naeb’dy really bothers with similar ones.’


If you want a guide to whisky in the sixties and the earlier history of what was in your glass, Daiches is yer man. If you want a biography of any of the great men of Scottish literary history, he’s yer man for that too. If you want a biography of any of the great women of Scottish literary history, his daughter, Jenni Calder, has continued and expanded on his work.


Daiches describes cultural whisky better than anyone else: ‘The proper drinking of Scotch whisky is more than indulgence: it is a toast to civilization, a tribute to the continuity of culture, a manifesto of man’s determination to use the resources of nature to refresh mind and body and enjoy to the full the senses with which he has been endowed.’


If you are ever in the company of Scots drinking good whisky, read out Daiches’ words – all of them will raise a glass and more than one will well up, I guarantee you. Daiches, who died in 2005, would have been saddened at the way the Jewish communities of both Glasgow and Edinburgh are shrinking. Never more than six thousand, Glasgow’s Jews now number about one thousand, partly due to the migratory nature of Scots (out of the six cousins in my Scottish family, none of us lives here). Then there are the difficulties of keeping religious traditions alive and the problematic nature of living in such a small community.


I was telling a Jewish Glaswegian friend who lives in London how small I was finding Scotland as I was travelling around the country. Everyone but me knew everyone else, and when anyone told me a story they’d start it off with, ‘Do you know . . . ?’ When I began a story they’d interrupt with, ‘Oh so-and-so? Aye, I know them.’


She looked at me with disdain. ‘Try being Scottish and Jewish then you’ll know what small is. You know what, go and have Friday dinner at my parents’ house; my dad will talk to you about whisky.’


So I went off on a Friday evening to a house on the south side of Glasgow. My friend’s mother asked me not to say whose house it was in case every Jewish household in Glasgow reads this book and then tells her she served me all the wrong things. If you are a Glasgow Jew, I had very nice Jewish food that you normally have on a Friday. I am sure, had I been at your house, the food would have been better, there would have been more of it and the hospitality would have been of a superior quality, but I had what I had and it was very good.


Her father told me about his life growing up in Glasgow and how, now that malt whisky is such a big thing, a wedding in Scotland for the black-hat brigade is a must-visit.


‘You mean Orthodox Jews? Glasgow has Orthodox Jews?’


‘Aye, most of them have moved to Manchester or London as there arenae enough of them up here, but there are a few. And when they have a wedding they come from all over. Tel Aviv, New York, Jerusalem, they’re all here. I mean, they come for the wedding, but mostly they come for the whisky. You have to have a big table full of malt whisky for a black-hat wedding at the synagogue.’


He went on to tell me how the synagogue hosted malt whisky tastings for the congregation, and how they were very well attended, usually with more than a few extra family members who just happened to be up visiting from elsewhere.


The next day my friend texted me to find out how I had got on, and more importantly what her dad had given me to drink.


‘Aberlour 18? That’s what he gave you? What are you, Rachel – royalty? Even I don’t get the Aberlour 18 when I visit!’ Like Glenlivet, Aberlour is a Speyside malt, the two distilleries are just 13 miles apart. And Aberlour 18 is one of the glories of Speyside. A relatively expensive bottle, available only in the French market until 2008, it is not for everyday drinking; you may even choose to keep it for visiting royalty. It’s got the creamy smoothness you want from a Speyside and a smell of prunes and Armagnac, the expensive kind, a hint of sherry and a proper caramel taste at the end.


If you are a whisky fan and not bound by your religion to follow certain food rules, then you can freely avail yourself of all the whisky Scotland’s capital city has to offer without worrying what you are going to eat.


Edinburgh is full of shops selling whisky to tourists and locals alike. The pubs in the Royal Mile, the main tourist street, are full of malt and blended whiskies and cold-looking tourists in waterproof jackets eagerly trying them all, but it wasn’t always thus. Until well into the 19th century Scotland’s capital drank claret.


Whisky was seen as an uncouth abomination from the wild north and no self-respecting Edinburgh inhabitant would drink it. The old pubs and taverns in Edinburgh traded in wine via the port of Leith, mostly from Bordeaux, until various wars between the British and the French managed to bring it to an end.


Scottish people, especially those in Edinburgh, like to claim a lot of kinship with the French. We call it the Auld Alliance, something we think on fondly as a time of unbound affection between the two countries. We love the French, we drank their claret and even named our food after theirs – our lamb comes in gigots, our serving dishes are ashets, from assiette, and even our stovies are supposed to be named after the French étuve.


One wonders how we managed to eat without them.


The reality of all this French–Scottish love was often somewhat different. The medieval French historian and author Jean Froissart wrote this about a campaign in 1385 when some French soldiers arrived to help the Scots repel the English.




News soon spread throughout Scotland that a large body of men-at-arms from France were arrived in the country. Some began to murmur and say, ‘What the devil has brought them here?’ or, ‘Who has sent for them? Cannot we carry on our wars with England without their assistance?’




The French themselves were less than enamoured of being in the country.




In Scotland you will never find a man of any worth: they are like savages, who wish not to be acquainted with anyone, and are too envious of the good fortune of others, and suspicious of losing anything themselves, for their country is very poor.




Froissart continues in this delighted manner, sharing the opinions of the soldiers.




They said they had never suffered so much in any expedition and wished the King of France make a truce with the English for two or three years, then march to Scotland and utterly destroy it: for never had they seen such wicked people, nor such ignorant hypocrites and traitors.




You know things are not going well when a Frenchman calls you a hypocrite and a traitor.


But Edinburgh has in the 21st century put aside the love of claret and claimed ownership of that other favourite drink of the French, malt whisky. The French drink more per head than anyone else, probably more than us, so Edinburgh, possibly unknown to most of its inhabitants, is strengthening the bonds of the Auld Alliance with its newfound love of whisky.


Another thing that Edinburgh is great for is cocktails, and obviously Scotland’s capital prides itself on its whisky ones.


Old men in pubs across Scotland will scowl and draw their breath in heavily at the idea of using good whisky in a cocktail, but every expert agrees that quality ingredients are vital. A good cocktail is something that takes real skill to make. I have spent my time researching and trying out various cocktail experiments and inventions and nothing has worked better than following to the letter the advice of a well-known cocktail maker. A teaspoonful of something unexpected, or using a completely different whisky, can totally change the flavour of a cocktail. I make a very small range of them and take the measurements very seriously.


One of my favourite cocktails to make at home, generally only on special occasions, is a whisky version of a French 75. The Bon Vivant bar in Edinburgh makes them using Talisker whisky – produced on the Isle of Skye – and honey. Meanwhile, the Central hotel bar near Glasgow’s main station used to have them on their menu using Johnnie Walker. Just after the 2014 independence referendum they called it a Salmond 45 – and then it disappeared from their menu.


You need a smoky whisky for this, so a blend like Johnnie Walker, or almost any malt west Glenmorangie (lovely as it is, it’s a bit too sweet for this) would be good.


I’ve called it an Auld Alliance, obviously.


The Auld Alliance




Serves 1


25ml whisky


10ml freshly squeezed lemon juice


2 teaspoons superfine sugar (I like mine quite tart; add more sugar if you like it sweeter)


crushed ice


50ml champagne (enough to top up a champagne flute)


Put the whisky, lemon juice and sugar in a cocktail shaker (I once used a radio producer’s baby’s plastic beaker for this; you can also stir frantically in a jug) with some ice.


Strain the liquid into a flute glass and top up with champagne.




In Glasgow the whisky aficionado will beat a path to the Pot Still, the Bon Accord or the Ben Nevis, all pubs with a fabulous array of whiskies for sale. While the capital was a late adopter of whisky, Glasgow, with its Highland immigrants sent down to work in its factories and the smuggling of illegal whisky from places like Arran, has been drinking it for a lot longer.


What is really noticeable is that none of these places are great for food. The Pot Still sells pies that they keep warm on a bar top oven, the Bon Accord serves old-fashioned pub food at very cheap prices. Neither place is actively bad for food, but they’re afterthoughts, dishes that you eat because it’s a mealtime and you don’t want to leave, rather than interesting menus in themselves.


In the Pot Still one afternoon I met a Californian man who was on a business trip to Poland and had specifically flown over to Glasgow for the afternoon to drink Port Ellen whisky – it would never have occurred to him to have an amazing meal with it.


Part of the issue, I think, is the drinking culture in Scotland.


Drinking whisky is very much seen as a man’s tradition, and this is partly to do with the temperance movement. Drunkenness among the established classes of Edinburgh in the 18th century was seen as a societal right and a bit of fun, but once it spread to the lower orders of Glasgow it became a societal menace. Temperance movements, much like drug enforcement agencies today, focused on the drinking of the working classes as a cause of their misery and not a symptom. Historian Tom Devine pointed out that the only long-term success of temperance was to stop women drinking in pubs, which then simply turned into drinking men’s dens.


Women didn’t go to pubs at all until the 1960s, and even then they were expected to drink sweet sherry not beer or hard liquor. Things changed reasonably quickly and, in the late 1970s when I was growing up, whisky and soda was a normal drink for a middle-class woman to ask for from a living-room drinks trolley.


My parents drank gin and tonic, but among their friends were two couples and the wives both drank whisky and soda. The two women happened to be tall and both of them called Helen. It never occurred to me that whisky was a man’s drink but, as my parents are both small, I did think it was for a tall woman. Gin was the choice for wee people.


While researching for this book, I have sat in pubs in Glasgow looking at whisky drinkers and realised they are still mostly men. The owner of the whisky shop in Oban told me that, due to the craft gin movement, gin sales to men and women are now 50:50, while his whisky sales are still 85 per cent for men. Distillery tour guides have all told me that when it comes to tasting whisky at the end of a tour women often say, ‘Oh, I don’t like whisky, my husband does.’ But when they taste it they really enjoy it. Who knows how many women there are out there who just don’t realise they like whisky?


Spending time in Glasgow, I have taken a number of women to the Pot Still, which has over 700 whiskies, to see if my Whisky Whisperer powers work, and I’ve not failed yet. The trick is to ask them what they don’t like about whisky and what other tastes they do like. There will be something for them. There always is.


I wonder if one of the reasons for women thinking they don’t like whisky is that they do other things for a thrill in middle age which clubbing used to offer. Also, there is no kudos in society for women to know about whisky the way there is for men. You never hear women, unless they are professionally involved in food and drink, say, ‘I really should get into whisky.’


British and American television dramas tend to emphasise this. Whisky-drinking female characters are women who have ‘made it’ in a man’s world; they are the chief of police, the high-powered lawyers with their power outfits and elegant glasses of Scotch. They have won in a man’s world and are therefore entitled to its privileges, one of which is whisky. The whisky-drinking women are never young, bubbly women in pink.


Paradoxically, the industry is full of women: some of the best-known and most highly qualified blenders in the business are women; there are women distillers, whisky writers, bloggers and experts. When you get involved with proper buffs, the people who see Glasgow as merely a series of whisky pubs to visit on their way to a whisky festival, women make up about 40 per cent of them. Yet spend an afternoon and evening in a whisky pub in Glasgow and it’s mostly men. For now.


But the profile of a typical Scotch drinker is getting ever further from scowling men in tweed caps.


In India, a country where hard liquor is far more popular than beer or wine, Johnnie Walker is the unofficial national drink. Having it on the table, especially at a wedding or other big event, implies great prestige, the ‘striding forward’ slogan of the product’s cartoon namesake being seen as something aspirational. Johnnie Walker appears regularly in Bollywood films and not simply as product placement. It’s a brand that has a lot of meaning in Indian popular culture, similar to the hard men of fifties American films drinking their Scotch on the rocks.


A whisky fiend Indian friend of mine told me that anytime her father visits her in London he is delighted to try her wide collection of malts, as well as other whisky in bars across town. He has a great time, tells her how fascinating it is and then buys nothing but Johnnie Walker at the airport. Every single time.


When I was in Sri Lanka’s main airport, the duty-free shop was full of whisky. It had all kinds of malts and blends, but over half of the space selling whisky was given over to Johnnie Walker. I asked the shop assistant why and she told me that they sold far more of it than all the rest of the brands put together.


If Johnnie Walker is the national drink of India, then what better accompaniment than a biryani, and one using venison, one of the iconic meats of Scotland.


Indian cookery writer Mallika Basu very kindly gave me her biryani recipe to share with you. This is not a simple weekday recipe and will require some thought and forward planning. It is, however, a relatively straightforward version of what is known to be a very complicated dish. Mallika has made it her mission in life to simplify Indian cooking while ensuring that it still tastes great.


If you want to be properly Indian, serve this with Johnnie Walker and ice and soda.


Venison Biryani




This is a home-style version of the regal dish dating from the Mughal Empire in India. A biryani is vastly different from a pulao, namely in the number of spices it uses, its fragrant aroma and the layering of rice and meat. Using turmeric is unusual, and normally limited to biryani hailing from Kolkata in West Bengal. But worse crimes have been committed in the name of Indian cooking, and I do think it works very well to mask the gamey smell of venison and help it do better justice to the spices.


You will need a heavy-based casserole dish.


Serves 4, generously


For the meat


500g venison haunch, cubed


1/4 teaspoon turmeric


1/2 teaspoon chilli powder


1 tablespoon chopped coriander


1/2 tablespoon chopped mint


4 tablespoons natural yoghurt


1/2 teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon garam masala


For the rice


400g long-grain basmati rice


4 black cardamoms


5cm cinnamon stick


8 cloves


8 whole black peppercorns


1 teaspoon ghee or salted butter


2 teaspoons salt


To finish


6 tablespoons neutral oil, such as sunflower or rapeseed


3 medium onions, finely sliced


2 pinches of salt


3 tablespoons whole milk


2 pinches of saffron


2 teaspoons ghee or salted butter


1/4 whole nutmeg


sprinkling of rose water (optional)


In a glass or ceramic mixing bowl, stir the meat ingredients together and leave to sit.


Now, wash the rice in a sieve until the water that seeps through runs clear. Leave the drained rice to sit in the sieve.


Heat the oil in a large frying pan or sauté pan and add the onions. Cook on a medium heat with a couple of pinches of salt until caramelised. This will take a good 15 minutes and you need to stir from time to time. Turn the heat off and move the pan onto a cold hob. Warm the milk quickly in a microwave, stir in the saffron and set aside.


Preheat the oven to 190°C/fan 170°C/gas 5 and start the rice in a saucepan. Bring a litre of cold water to the boil with the cardamoms, cinnamon, cloves and black peppercorns. When it starts bubbling, stir in the washed rice and ghee and bring back to the boil. Boil for 2 minutes, then drain, reserving the water, and keep the rice in the sieve.


Time to assemble your biryani. Smear the base of a casserole dish evenly with a teaspoon of the ghee or butter. Add the venison cubes with all of the marinade, pressing down and arranging the pieces until the base is covered.


Sprinkle the salt onto the rice and then spoon half of it onto the meat. Then top with half the caramelised onions, a grating of the nutmeg, a dotting of half the saffron-infused milk and the remaining teaspoon of ghee or butter. Sprinkle a tablespoon of the reserved rice water on top.


Then repeat with the remaining rice (apart from the ghee or butter), ensuring all the saffron strands have been evenly distributed. If using the rose water, sprinkle it over the top, then seal tightly with foil, then the casserole lid, and oven bake for 45–50 minutes.


When the time is up, leave the biryani to settle for 5 minutes before you lift the lid off the dish and savour its contents.




Glasgow is awash with whisky dinners. Together with whisky tastings and distillery tours, these are big business in Scotland where back in the day gaunt salesmen haunting public events would have given small samples away to potential customers.


Now, brand ambassadors showcase their whiskies and pair them with food, so more people are seeing the possibilities of drinking whisky with food here as well as in India. Wine appreciation in Scotland is very much a middle- and upper-class thing, while everyone likes a good whisky. Spending money on a whisky in Scotland means you have more of it than any kind of class signifier, and as more women go to the dinners, more women get into whisky.


But if you are not fortunate enough to live near Glasgow or Edinburgh, where do you go for a good whisky?


For my very first outing for this book I said to a German friend who I had worked with when I last lived up here that we needed to go out in Glasgow to some whisky pubs. When he immediately asked me how many whiskies a bar needed to have to be so called I was somewhat taken aback.


It was a very exact question. Maybe when Bertolt Brecht wrote ‘show me the way to the next whisky bar’ in the ‘Alabama Song’ in 1925, later immortalised by The Doors and David Bowie, he really meant ‘and a whisky bar, mind, not pub with beer and vodka, a proper whisky one’.


It is a question I have mulled over and I have decided that a whisky bar or pub needs to have more varieties of whisky in it that you would like to drink than you can in one night. This does not necessarily make it a good whisky bar, but it qualifies. If it means that the best whisky bar locally to you is your house, so be it. You can have people round and have a fun night tasting. In the end, the spirit of whisky is to be found with people having a good time.


The Scots Martini




The Blythswood hotel in Glasgow makes this and it is one of the best riffs on a martini I have ever had.


I belong to the Noël Coward school of martinis where you pour gin into a glass and then shake some dry white vermouth in the general direction of Italy, but at the Blythswood they make their martinis with five parts gin to one part dry white vermouth.


Serves 1


5 parts gin


1 part dry white vermouth


crushed or cubed ice


curl of lemon peel


Ardbeg whisky in a spray bottle


Measure the gin and the vermouth and pour into a cocktail shaker filled with ice.


Shake vigorously then pour into a glass with the lemon peel and then spray the whisky on top.
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STILL SO MUCH TO LEARN
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‘Always carry a large flagon of whisky in case of snakebite and furthermore always carry a small snake.’


W.C. FIELDS




Now you know a bit more about why people drink Scotch. But why don’t the Scots themselves have a more thriving tradition of cooking with whisky? One of the main reasons for that is the cost. The Union of the Crowns of Scotland and England in 1707 meant an immediate increase in the tax on malt and thus heralded the beginning of the end of whisky as a cottage industry. Taxes on malt and later on whisky continued to rise and whisky became less and less affordable, so it was no longer on hand in the kitchen.


During the 19th century, when places like Spain and France were developing cottage industries and co-ops for winemaking and also brandy distilling, Scotland’s whisky business was already far larger and more industrial in scale. This meant that bottles had to be purchased rather than made and were also pricey. Unlike the Normans, who often add Calvados to dishes, and the Spanish, who in old recipes often don’t discriminate between using wine or brandy in recipes, the chances of the Scots developing a tradition of adding whisky to food were slim to none.


Home distilling was also made illegal – more of this later – so any illicit whisky proved likewise too treasured to be used in cooking.


If the poor didn’t have the opportunity to cook with whisky, what about the rich? The really rich in Scotland, the landed gentry, were either absent landlords – so not creating any kind of culinary culture – or heavily influenced by the London season, with all sophistication leading to France and its cuisine. The not-quite-as-wealthy arrivistes wanted to be like the aristocrats so they emulated them in all matters, including the culinary.


When you look at old Scottish cookbooks you will see dishes with claret, brandy or sweet sherry in them. You rarely, if at all, find whisky, unless it is a base to make medicinal bitters. Thankfully, times are changing, and if you are still reading, you must also agree that a new tradition of whisky in food would be a good thing. One of my first opportunities to find more people willing to try whisky in food came about via a whisky tasting.


For the passionate about whisky, the whisky calendar presents various opportunities to drink and be merry with like-minded people. There are whisky shows all over the world where, for a fee, you can go and spend a day trying all kinds of whiskies from all kinds of brands. Everyone is there, from the big players who have stands with classic cars and fully stocked bars making cocktails, to wee tiny whisky companies who have a table, a couple of bottles and someone in a pair of jeans and a polo shirt pouring drams.


If you are interested in learning about whisky, a whisky show is a great place to go and discover something new. A few pointers will help you at a show:




1.  Start with lighter Speysides, Lowland whiskies and blends before moving on to heavier Highland or Islay whisky. It is hard to move from a deep and peaty Laphroaig straight back to a lighter sherry-cask Glen Grant.


2.  Don’t try stuff you know you like until last. The aim is to discover new whiskies. You know what you like; you may even have it at home or you order it regularly in the pub. Try things you have never heard of, different cask finishes, ages, ‘solera’ methods or small-brand blends.


3.  Take less than half of what is poured into your glass. Whisky is not beer. The point is to be able to taste what you are drinking at the end of the day and to be able to walk out of the show rather than stagger. You want to taste as many as possible and have an opinion on them. You can get drunk on a cheap bottle at home.
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