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This book is dedicated to all the words that did not make the final cut. There were scores of you, superfluous redundancies like nobody’s business. Please don’t take it personally. It is not dedicated to all misplaced modifiers, however, because they make my writing hilarious without my being aware of it.






May we all one day realize the ripple effect of a warm and welcoming hand.

And may one of those hands be ours.



No one can build you the bridge on which you, and only you, must cross the river of life.

There may be countless trails and bridges and demigods who would gladly carry you across;

but only at the price of pawning and forgoing yourself.

There is one path in the world that none can walk but you.

Where does it lead?

Don’t ask, walk!

—Friedrich Nietzsche








PART ONE A Love Affair with Scotland
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Whisky? Or Jet Fuel?

I winced with my first sip of scotch and pulled back from the glass to eye it with suspicion. “This tastes like someone found a burnt log at the bottom of the sea, dragged it up, and squeezed it out over a glass,” I said.

“Fabulous, isn’t it?” Jonathan, my then husband, responded with a nod. He took the tumbler from my hand, and I gave him what would shortly become a well-practiced look of incredulity mixed with pity. I had married a man with no taste buds and a penchant for things curiously fetid. I would be expected to share meals with him for the rest of our lives. How had this happened? He was a smooth-tongued, dark-haired, and handsome Brit, who made his living as either a man of medicine or a walking encyclopedia, depending upon the company he kept. How could someone so educated make the grave mistake of thinking the liquid in his glass was “fabulous” let alone safe for human consumption?

I glanced at the label to check for the skull and crossbones sticker, or at least the green Mr. Yuk face that was pasted on all our cleaning fluids under the kitchen sink. The label said “Oban.” It should have said, “Oh bad.”

“You’re tasting the smoke with a slight hint of iodine,” Jonathan said, nosing the glass before taking another sip.

“No, I’m pretty sure I taste an accident someone happened to scoop up into a jug.” I wondered how much my husband had been suckered into paying for taking this toxin off the hands of a snickering retailer.

“So… this comes from the higher lands?” my dad asked, changing the subject. He’d been standing with us in the kitchen he shared with my mom, tasting the gift from his new son-in-law.

“The Highlands,” Jonathan corrected. “A rugged, mountainous land where hairy-assed Scotsmen steal each other’s cows and pillage neighboring clans.”

“And that’s the booty?” I pointed with a wrinkled nose toward his glass.

“It’s an acquired taste,” he said with a supercilious smile.

“Or a lack of one,” I mumbled, not wanting to spoil my dad’s present. I couldn’t imagine anyone getting used to the noxious fumes in that cup, let alone desiring it. And after shaking my head to rid my tongue of the attack it withstood only moments ago, I vowed never to afflict my senses with that kind of gruesome behavior again. Except I’d married a person who wrongly believed I could be molded into someone else’s concept of the perfect wife, and as a result, a profound, unquenchable longing slowly surfaced when I sought my authentic self: a woman who chose her own path of motion, not because someone else pointed her sharply in that direction, but because she was indisputably and fervently drawn toward it.

Later, I would come to recognize this moment as a threshold. The decisive instant where I grabbed the latch, opened the door, and stepped into my whisky life, a distinctly new epoch where more than twenty-five years of struggle, grit, and glorious reverie would help spin a long yarn of sagas, both horrid and happy.

As I stood in that kitchen oh so long ago, the whitecaps of churning, troubled waters were just downstream of our lifeboat. Not only did I end up breaking the vow with the whole “till death do us part” bit, but I also reneged on my oath to give a wide berth to that foul brown spirit.

Both choices brought me bliss.






Days of Yore

Distilled spirits have been around almost a thousand years—about when Birkenstocks became fashionable. Likewise, there is a long list of people to whom all whisky drinkers owe a giant “thank you” fruit basket. We’d be remiss if we did not direct a hardy “Well done!” shout to the Chinese, who had a lot of extra rice and time on their hands; but it seems most history books suggest the first horn of plenty would simply be addressed to the Moors, who were gracious enough to be the first to bring the art of distillation to European monks.

While we’re looking for a hand to pump and a back to thump, those Benedictine monks were adamant about not letting their Muslim teachers down. As if there wasn’t enough on their plates already, these indefatigable fellows made sure to slip brew mastery and elixir manufacturing into their already overstuffed monastic know-how. It’s a wonder the monks ever got around to practicing the whole Let’s-ferment-our-morning-mush idea when their daily to-do list also included the husbandry of animals, insects, and fruit, making cheese, building dams, ironmongery, mining, quarrying, forging, and don’t forget, perfecting their penmanship. Not only did they have to create and maintain their very own little village universities and vocational tech schools, playing both teacher and student, but they got to throw themselves out of their own college bars for acting like frat boys gone bad. These men learned to do it all. I assume some of their ingenuity stemmed from deft calculations that answered the question how can we make this better? And some simply addressed the ever-so-crucial aspect of how can we put off death? Making liquids safe to drink turned out to be a helluva lot more fun than manning the smelting furnace.

Although there is muddled evidence and great debate as to who brought distillation methods from Ireland to Scotland, there are some who insist we need to show some gratitude to St. Paddy. Despite Ireland’s patron saint having Roman Britain listed on his birth certificate as “origin of birth,” he spent ten years in Ireland, having been snatched up and enslaved in his mid-teens. Upon returning to his homeland, he shared the magic recipe with a few guys off the west coast of Scotland who, I like to imagine, must have looked like they needed a stiff drink. I could be wrong, but as a writer of mostly fiction, I am trained and encouraged to invent the missing threads between historical events.

It’s also been mentioned that it’s not St. Patrick, but St. Columbanus (or Columbán) who established a monastery on the island of Iona to spread the feel-good message of God and grog. Regardless of which holy man brought the holy spirit to the wholly appreciative, it goes without saying, a fan base was born.

At the time of introduction, aqua vitae—the water of life—was used medicinally. King James IV was particularly fond of his medicine and made repeated requests for refills on his prescription. Soon everyone needed this marvelous new tonic. Determined to show those pesky, overbearing Romans that they’d had enough Latin lessons shoved down their gullets, the Scots changed the name to the much more lyrical uisge beatha, which can only be pronounced properly—along with most Gaelic—by someone thumping your back while you’re in the middle of a sneeze.

God forbid something as wondrous and beneficial to the masses should be left in the hands of the ignorant and exploitable. Cue the British government. Commercial development could not go forward without the fine leadership of Parliament. And who doesn’t love Customs and Excise men? These skilled Gaugers (or more accurately gougers) led Scottish distillers to the marketplace, where they were more than happy to help carry away their bags of heavy coins. Like, way away. Usually over castle drawbridges and up the stairs past guards with pointy spears and the equivalent of itchy trigger fingers.

Thankfully, the Scots were a canny bunch and knew how to hide. Whether camouflaging themselves and their stills as heather, rocks, or waterfalls, or leading taxmen away from their illicit activities with wild-goose chases after fair-faced maidens, whisky-making blossomed (as did a good number of those fair-faced maidens). No matter how determined those pesky taxmen grew in the hunt for unlawful stills, it must have felt like they were battling a Hydra—for every one they confiscated, two took its place.

Finally, in the defeated effort of an “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” type ruling, Great Britain’s government began passing licensing acts, allowing distillers to pay a fee in exchange for legitimacy. It still took thirty-odd years to gain a foothold on the illegal distilling and smuggling activity in the country, but once the Excise Act of 1823 passed, the days of digging seventy-yard-long peat-smoke tunnels from illicit stills to farmhouse cottage chimneys were diminishing rapidly. And in what I’m sure is more than one incident of serendipity, the discovery of a few forgotten barrels, opened and sampled after a year or three, revealed a melodious spirit—a far cry from the fiery liquid produced and distributed at that particular time.

There were plenty of seminal individuals who, from that era onward, shaped the future successes of whisky distillation. Among them was Aeneas Coffey, who improved the design of the column still and furthered production capabilities. Other men, whose last names are now synonymous with the spirit—Ballantine, Walker, Chivas, Dewar, and Teacher—helped advance the trade by either selling the product in their grocery stores or, like Robert Haig and William Grant, practicing the art of distillation themselves. Where are the women, you ask? Most often behind the scenes and unacknowledged, although I’ll do my best to shine a spotlight on that dark corner.

Of course, one must not churlishly offer thanks, but rather acknowledge that the deadly phylloxera aphids—creators of the Great French Wine Blight, which in the mid–19th century nearly wiped out France’s wine industry—also chipped in to boost demand and increase the drive for whisky production. Surely the upper crust of Great Britain and Europe could not be left without something to fill their claret goblets and cognac snifters.

Within a short period, trade regulation was the talk on everyone’s lips, and after a few years of attempting to gain brand loyalty, many of the independents gave in to the economic pressures of corporate strategy, falling in line with what would soon become part of your average How to Grow Your Business manual under the chapter “Mergers and Acquisitions”.

As the decade, and then centuries, went on, this made way for companies like Diageo, the world’s largest producer of spirits (until recently), to buy up everybody else. That might be an artful statement, but when making a visit to an ancient distillery, way off the beaten path and in search of rousing authenticity, one may feel disheartened by the long reach of social media giants—written in shorthand as GAFA or FAANG, or in this case the PLC (public limited company)—for being present on the tour. Somehow, one player controlling all the goods is a little like one guy owning almost every spot on the Monopoly board and putting up all the expensive hotels. It makes you want to gather up your marbles and go home early, because all the fun has been sucked out of the game.

Still, when holding a dram up to the light before taking that anticipated first sip, most whisky lovers care not whether it was made by the shine of the moon or the shackles of management. They feel only gratitude at the wonder of it being made at all.






A Beginner’s Tour Guide

I sank into one of two chairs facing a love seat in the small library in Balbirnie House outside of Edinburgh. It looked as though Laura Ashley and Rob Roy had collaborated in decorating this lush country house hotel. Floral upholstery, a Chinese-style rug, and tartan curtains covered the furniture, floor, and walls. Rob had also wrestled a few heads with sharp hat racks into place above the mantel and bookshelves. I half expected one or two of them to introduce themselves à la an animatronic show at Disney World.

It likely wouldn’t have surprised me at this point in the day. I had encountered more jaw-dropping moments in the last twenty-four hours, experiencing Scotland with Jonathan, than I could remember collecting in my lifetime. Of course, that lifetime was merely twenty-two years, so it didn’t hold a helluva lot of weight just yet; but all the same, apparently my first trip to this magical land required a great deal of scouring castles, traversing mountains, and slithering along gleaming lochs. The leaves were flashing flags of autumn’s choicest colors, and the nip in the November air dictated the need for heat.

“What’s that smell?” I finally asked, questioning the pungent and curiously enticing aroma heavily lacing the atmosphere.

“Decomposed vegetable matter,” Jonathan said. “It’s burned and used for fuel.”

“People are burning their compost piles?” Typically, back in Wisconsin where I grew up, we just spread it onto our spring garden beds.

“It’s called peat.”

“Well, peat is my new favorite smell. And I’m pretty sure we’re going to name one of our kids after it.”

It was as heady as a drug. And decades later, I am still seeking someone to agree to either burn my corpse on a pyre of peat or lower my casket into a grave where I am nestled between small burlap sacks filled with it. It doesn’t matter. I just wish to have it accompany me into the afterlife.

Peat is often described to the newcomer’s nose as the only other thing that keeps the Scottish warm apart from wool and whisky. Before I got a small lecture on this vegetative source of warmth, I was introduced to what I would refer to as another enkindling experience.

Little was I prepared for the heat-inducing incident of seeing Scottish men in Highland dress. Yes, Jonathan had made prior references to this suborder, tagging them as “hairy-assed Neanderthals who dragged their women around by their hair.” This had left a worrisome (not to mention erroneous) impression in my head. But apparently, my body was reacting in ancient biological ways. I won’t admit to swooning, but something happened to my knees, and what normally locked them securely in place acted unhelpfully like Jell-O.

Seeing a true Highlander is like spotting a prehistoric relic: endangered and fascinating, a Komodo dragon, a golden tabby tiger, a lone red wolf. Now perhaps my mind played tricks on me, convincing my eyes that what I saw was a towering, bewhiskered Titan, a strapping, rugged man robed in complicated plaid packaging, further enhanced with weapons of destruction tucked into various belts, socks, and shoulder straps. And in my foggy state of befuddled euphoria, I was confident he was holding onto either a brace of freshly killed rabbits or the head of his clan’s enemy.

What I doubtless saw was nothing remotely close. It might have been some tourist geezer outfitted in a spanking new skirt, freshly made for Edinburgh Woolen Mill—a mass-produced, high-street chain that will have you dressing like a local from the 18th century, just like clansmen from your family tree. He was probably carrying his sporran like a man purse—a teeny tiny, hairy briefcase (hence the hanging head illusion)—rather than strapped to his waist and dangling in a region where most women try to keep their eyes from lingering.

The other possibility is that I witnessed a bookshop owner setting up a large signboard featuring the front cover of the newest bodice-ripping, neck-sucking romance novel, nothing left to cover our muscular hero apart from his broadsword and the fiery, well-placed hair of the damsel in distress. It’s easy to get confused when you’ve had a pint of Guinness with lunch. And then one for the road.

Regardless of whether it’s real or imagined, the combination of a dank, smoke-sodden atmosphere, a heavily sedating lunch of venison pie and sticky toffee pudding, and an afternoon filled with visits to the seats of dead kings and fabled warriors, the stage was set for my last rite of passage. Immersing oneself in Scotland is a little like getting sucked into a time warp—a Doctor Who episode with bagpipe music. The only thing missing was encapsulating the entire experience into liquid form. And evidently, this is possible.

Jonathan and I sat across from one another in the softly lit library, balancing colossal dinner menus in our laps and listening to the faint clink of glasses and dinnerware from the dining room next door. A pallid slip of a girl stood before us; a leather-bound volume that could have passed for a large-print edition of the Bible stretched from her hands toward my husband.

“Would you care to peruse the wine list tonight, sir?” she said with a thick Polish accent.

He looked at the tome and then at her. “Will there be a test?”

The girl fell coy and giggled, dropping the list into his hands. “Nie martw się!” She waved at him. I knew what she’d said. I’d learned some Polish as a kid growing up in a house full of unpronounceable last names and heavily doughed desserts. It was something like, English idiot! (Or maybe it was Good morning, how are you?) Whatever it was, it sounded familiar. Perhaps she was just counting to three.

My husband looked at me and cocked his head. “Answer her,” he whispered.

My eyes went wide, and I felt the slow creep of panic slide up my neck. “Dziękuję,” I mumbled, which means thank you, although I’ve been told that my pronunciation of it sounds more like a hiccup.

“Oh!” she gasped and rattled off a few foreign words. She paused. “You speak Polish?” Her eyes were hopeful with longing for a piece of her homeland.

“Umm… not really,” I admitted. “Unless you happen to be looking for the train. And I know a lot of swear words.” (Thank you, Grandma.)

Her face scrunched and after a moment of attempting to further translate my answer, she shrugged and left the library. It was a split second later that the hotel’s barman, who had been silently polishing tulip-shaped glasses in the corner, came to stand beside us.

“Care for a wee drink? Ye might need one if you’re planning to crack the spine of that tale.” He nudged an elbow toward the wine canon.

“Definitely.” Jonathan nodded and looked to me. “Gin and tonic? Martini Rosso?”

The barman put a hand on the back of my chair. “Perhaps the lass would like a dram of something warmer?”

I glanced up at him.

“Scotch?” Jonathan said and rolled his eyes. “No. She hates whisky.”

The barman took a small step back and clutched at his chest. “Hates whisky? What have ye tried?”

Jonathan shook his head and opened the wine book, looking for inspiration within the pages. “Took one sip of Oban and thought I’d handed her poison.”

The barman clucked his tongue. “Ye did, sir.”

Jonathan snorted, looking up. “Don’t tell me I’ve come across a Scotsman who can’t stomach his own country’s most winning feature.”

“I willna do that, but ye’ve done your wife no favors by ruining her tongue straight away.”

I watched my husband’s nose flare with the challenge. “How so?”

“Well, if ye’ll allow me a moment.” The Scotsman raised a finger and dashed back to the long, polished slab of wood that stood beneath multiple shelves stacked with whiskies. He returned with a tray holding four tall and two stubby bottles. CLASSIC MALTS OF SCOTLAND was etched in gold on the front of the platter. He placed the tray on the coffee table in front of us and crouched to be at eye level with the display. Clearing his throat, the barman ran a practiced hand across the label of each bottle. “Here, we have a mindfully chosen representation, every bottle distinct to each region and style of whisky.”

I sat forward to get a better look at the foreign words on the bottles. “Do you mean each region has its own special flavor of yuck?”

The barman chuckled. “I’ll wager a bet that I can give ye something ye’ll want to have again tomorrow.”

“Are we still talking about whisky?” I asked, and then I bit my tongue, remembering we were in polite company.

The barman made a small choking sound and looked to the ground.

Jonathan gave me a look that said, Behave yourself, but hardly a serious one because had I not asked the question, he surely would have.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Okay, I’ll take your wager, but this better be on the house or at least one my husband likes, otherwise it’s going to be a waste of money.”

The barman picked up one of the stout, thickset bottles and pulled the cork stopper from the neck. “This here is a fine single malt from the ‘Garden of Scotland.’ It’s a delicate whisky, sweet and custardy.”

“Sounds more like ice cream,” I said.

The barman pulled a dainty tulip-shaped glass with no stem from his front pocket and tilted the bottle. A pale gold liquid burbled into the glass. Corking the jug, he ran the glass beneath his nose. “Vanilla… cut flowers… lemon cheesecake.”

“Seriously?” I said. I laid out my palm. “Hand it over. You make it sound like a marmalade cosmopolitan. And one that requires an umbrella.”

The barman shook his head and placed the glass in my hand. “Not at all, but this particular malt is referred to as a Lady’s Whisky.”

I took a long whiff and closed my eyes. What am I smelling? Where are all these scents? I exhaled and looked to my husband. “Well, the good news is, it doesn’t smell like turpentine.” I glanced to the barman. “May I taste it?”

He nodded. “Not too much or too fast, aye? Let it sit in yer mouth for a second.”

I took a slow sip and swallowed. A trail of embers followed the liquid down my throat and settled into a small campfire in my belly. I looked at the tartan curtains and thought about the Highlander. Earlier I’d asked my husband the age-old question of what a Scotsman wore beneath his kilt. He responded with the new-to-my-ears but oldest comeback to that query: “Lipstick, if he’s lucky.”

It made me focus on the heat thrumming from inside me. This had to be one of the smartest reasons to drink whisky. It was like having a mini Jacuzzi just below your sternum. I took another sip and closed my eyes. Everything about today filtered through my mind. The scent of smoldering peat fires. The gray smudge of sky that released only a constant mist instead of a day-ruining downpour. The pub with its heavy local fare and even heavier local dialects. The highly alcoholic beer—leaving me anesthetized and inarticulate. The soft hush of the ancient hotel with faint whispers of its past inhabitants. The awe-inspiring mountains, castles, and lochs. And of course, the Herculean Highlander sans Underoos.

I must have sighed with pleasure because both my husband and the barman started laughing. Flushing with embarrassment—and probably the effects of the alcohol by now—I couldn’t reveal the real reason for my lustful pining. I smiled, tight-lipped, and announced à la Dudley Moore when describing what it’s like to be on a yacht, “It doesn’t suck.”

So, this was how it all began. I fell in love. Of course, there was no way in hell I was about to reveal to Jonathan and some stranger that I was having a Harlequin hallucination, but it’s not the real reason I developed a mad crush for whisky. The truth was, I was falling in love with Scotland. Bringing whisky home was like purposefully drenching yourself and your clothing in your lover’s cologne and waving it in front of your spouse. America was going to hate me.

It became apparent to me, in no short amount of time, that I wanted to be reminded of my unmitigated list of the perfect experience. Not only did I see this country, I smelled, chewed, and drank it. I felt its ghosts slither through me. I stepped off an airplane in Glasgow, and within an unimaginably short period of days found myself pulled into someone else’s past—a history enrobed in devotion, pain, and deep desire. It felt like it was mine. It felt more important than it should have. I was embarrassed when trying to articulate it, and to this day cannot conjure the words to convey that strange and mystifying feeling—like I belonged somewhere else.

How do you reveal such lunacy without people passing surreptitious glances between one another, concluding that you’ve held your head in the oven for too long while last cleaning it?

In the end, it stopped mattering—or maybe I stopped disclosing this bit, but the truth was that I had been, and remain, tethered to another place and all its other times. History had never been a fascination of mine, nor studying the cultures of other countries, yet it seemed with each further taste of whisky, I had developed an unquenchable thirst.






The Royal Mile

Visiting Edinburgh for the first time was a little surreal. Back in the nineties, walking the Royal Mile was like visiting the Scottish equivalent of Disney’s Magic Kingdom. There were attractions, theaters, restaurants, and gift shops, each leading you closer to the crowning siren, Edinburgh Castle. But instead of touring Snow White’s Scary Adventure, you’ll find Margaret King’s Close—a section of old tenement housing where folks who caught a touch of the plague were “quarantined,” but just until they “got better,” circa 1644.

Yes, in Disney you might have a chance to cruise the popular ride It’s a Small World, where you can ogle three hundred toucan-colored animatronic children from around the world, joining hands and singing Disney’s own mind-numbing version of “Kumbaya”; but on the Royal Mile, you can climb to the top of the sixth floor in the Outlook Tower to spy on living people through the Camera Obscura. Only here you can watch as they argue with one another in the street over how much they got suckered into paying for tartan garden clogs and a sporran barbecue apron.

Hungry? Well, instead of eating lunch at the Pinocchio Village Haus, chugging from beer steins and measuring the accuracy of Geppetto’s cuckoo clocks, try dining in The Witchery at the gates of the castle. Count the lingering distant screams of the myriad women (and men) burned at the stake after thankfully someone discovered they were witches. See if you can finish your plate while the images of flames licking the feet of these charm-casting she-devils play with your sense of security—but careful how you lay your fork down. It’s one of the indicators of whether you’re a card-carrying member of the local coven.

And lest you think you can’t get a decent ride like Splash Mountain or the Magic Flying Carpets, you’ll be delighted to discover you can pop yourself into the middle of a barrel and float through the entire distillation experience—from barley sprout to bottling—complete with the apparition of a dead Scottish distiller and his wee cat, Peat, as your guides. How much more Walt can you get?

Even though the Scotch Whisky Experience, located at the top of Castle Hill across from the Camera Obscura, may have morphed into something close to an Epcot attraction, I’d still recommend you purchase a ticket. Your average tour price will provide you with not only the barrel ride—sorry, no waterfalls—but also entrance into the Sense of Scotland, where staffers fill in any gaps you have on the history of whisky and introduce you to a more thorough understanding of Scotland’s assigned olfactory districts. (And yes, I agree, it seems like they should have named it the Scents of Scotland.)

Strange as it may be to some, the museum has assigned four scents to major regions of whisky making. Belly up to the bar and take a whiff from an aroma pot that will identify the Lowlands as “biscuity,” the Highlands as “floral,” Speyside as “fruity,” and the Islands as “smoky.”

I sigh a little when writing this, as I find it nearly impossible to label an area as a smell; that is, with the exception of the seaside, where the mixture of brine, wet sand, and breeze should be bottled and sold; whatever real estate my hound occupies that will forever emit the odor of cowpie patty; and the financial district of New York, where it just stinks of corruption. Of course, I now know that not all the whiskies of Islay smell of peat, and there are ample beautiful Speysides for the smoke addicted.

The distilleries of today have ventured well beyond the typical regional choices of your kindergarten Crayola starter kit and have since moved on to the master series edition. Producing a whisky indicative of each distillery’s region no longer seems as important as making a spirit that is a credit to the art itself. Yet, as hard as distilleries try, they may find they’re still labeled by their postal codes. It’s as if they were each a slightly different variant of Miley Cyrus: no matter how much leather and fishnet stockings she wears, how many racy videos she produces, or how many YouTube leaks we find of her smoking from a bong, she will always be squeaky clean and thirteen to the rest of us.

Nevertheless, at a time when I was only just discovering what version of “me” I wanted to explore, maintain, or protect, experiencing this Edinburgh attraction lured me further down a spiraling rabbit hole, across some magical footbridge that connected the spirits to their homes and histories. Still so fresh to the world of whisky, The Scotch Whisky Experience invited me to peek curiously, cautiously within. It made me hunger for more—or whatever the “nose” equivalent is of thirsty.

At the end of the tour, we were encouraged to pick our favorite square off a “scratch and sniff” card—a reflection of the scent-assigned regions. After you choose an aromatherapy flavor, someone hands you a dram to take into the next room where, if you’re like me, you’ll have some minor heart palpitations witnessing the Diageo Claive Vidiz Scotch Whisky Collection. A remarkable gathering of 3,384 bottles, the collection showcases everything from routine favorites to the rare and unseen.

Claive Vidiz, the Brazilian responsible for spending thirty-five years amassing this compilation of both single malts and blends, is humbly described as a “whisky enthusiast”; I’m sorry, but that’s like saying the Pope is “a touch Catholic.” I’m fairly sure that, like anybody else who took up a new hobby, someone in the family recognized the red flags of obsession.

Here’s how I see it: What started as something a little out of the ordinary for old Claive, at home, soon became out of the question for Mrs. Vidiz as she wondered whether her husband was out of his mind pulling so much money out of their pockets. And shortly after a new wing of their abode was built to house this hobby extraordinaire, I can only imagine Mrs. Vidiz was simply out of humor and wanted nothing more than to have the collection out of sight. Possibly, she offered Diageo her husband as part of the bargain. I’m sure Diageo gave it some consideration but soon realized the weather-beaten face of a silver-haired eighty-something wouldn’t sell too many T-shirts.

I moved from one display case to the next, my head coming to rest against the glass whenever I’d come across a bottle whose spirit was truly ancient.

“I wonder who touched you last?” I asked a 1950-something Lagavulin.

“That would be me,” a voice said from behind me.

Startled and a little embarrassed, I turned to see one of the fresh-faced tour guides, beaming with the claim.

“I was dusting just this morning,” he said, chuckling, before pointing out a second historic bottle with a name that rolled off his tongue but skidded past my ears.

It didn’t matter. None of the names were familiar to me, but the scent drifting upward from the glass I cradled was cementing itself within all the nooks and crannies between the tip of my nose and depth of my brain.

I slid along the fluid shelves and was soon deftly guided into the McIntyre Gallery, where I discovered there was more to learn and sample (especially if one forked out the big bucks for the Supreme Tour Experience).

Of course, what kind of a tour would this be if the folks at “The Experience” hadn’t also been trained in the three basic principles of Disney’s gold standard for entertainment:


	Smile with your upper teeth.

	Think “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah” thoughts throughout your entire shift.

	End the tour by chucking folks right into the mind-boggling maze of shiny key rings and sparkly glassware, plus bottles of whisky exciting enough to make your head spin and your pocketbook empty.



No doubt these people have earned their ears.

The sun may not shine 365 days of the year on the Royal Mile (more like fifty-six), but it’s fair to say that there’s a new kingdom in town and it’s well worth the visit. It’s A Whole New World in Edinburgh. Or maybe it’s a really, really old one, but they’ve finally learned how to cash in on it and entice people, even without music and fireworks.






Barrel-Hugging Tours

With more than a hundred working distilleries to visit in Scotland, and an absolute slew of closed or “silenced” ones you can drive past or trek to, chances are you’re going to have to make a list of those you absolutely must visit if lucky enough to travel to this gorgeous country. Your other alternative is to rent yourself a big ol’ Airstream and plan a three-month sabbatical. I have done the first route a bazillion times; the second is still on the bucket list.

My first distillery tour was in Oban—to get that “here’s how the sausage is made” feeling from the very first sip of spirit I’d ever had. Maybe I’d discover a section of the walk-through where, in Willy Wonka fashion, they added the flavors I wasn’t fond of, so I would now give a wide berth to whatever the equivalent of “hair toffee” and “candy floss sheep wool” was, but if there was a recipe to this wienerwurst, my widened eyes read it to be unwieldy and garbled at first glance. There were vast wooden buckets of foamy slosh, pipes twisting around corners and snaking up walls, copper pots that belched steam, and a guide who spoke a version of English the BBC’s linguistic landscape library would be eager to record and pass on to NASA as a follow-up version of the Golden Record.

A variety of people milled about as we made our way from one damp, chilly room to the next. When I think back on my visit to Oban, what I see most clearly are their faces—faces I now recognize as representative of the same group I would tour distilleries with throughout the first decade of my whisky journey. Faces in a flock mostly comprised of men.

Things have since changed, but back then the patchwork of participants was this: There was the keen-eyed husband, thrilled to see the birthplace of his favorite malt, and his sighing wife, rubbing her arms in the cold, repeatedly turning to her husband to whisper, “What did he just say?” (Surely this wasn’t just me?) Next to them were three Swedes, one of them translating each sentence of brogue coming from the guide with absolute precision. In the front were the barrel-huggers, on holiday from America—usually three or four men making comments comparing the five or six malts they’d had last night at their hotel and asking questions they already knew the answers to in order for the rest of us to practice raising our brows (and eventually rolling our eyes).

In the back were three Japanese men. Taking pictures. Making notes. There might have been a smattering of women, but if they were there of their own volition, they likely felt somewhat soreheaded on the way home as most of their time was captured by the act of shifting a whining child from one hip to the other whilst their spouse got chatty with the guide.

Regardless of the typical makeup of a touring group, a survey commissioned by the Scotch Whisky Association proves the economic contribution of distilleries and Scotch whisky tourism is nothing to sneeze at. In 2010, 1.3 million tourists graced the visitor centers and facilities of some fifty-two working distilleries, spending somewhere close to twenty-seven million pounds (or well over thirty-six million US dollars). In 2019, those numbers reached more than two million tourists dropping nearly eighty-five million pounds (more than 114 million US dollars). This is a massive change from my “novice days,” when back in the early ’90s, visitor centers were few and far between, and the more usual reception upon knocking on a distillery’s door was, Yes, you could have a wee peek, but don’t stick your head in any vats as the CO2 will knock the wind from yer breath and the strength from yer knees.

Now, if one were to compare the recent stats above to the report prepared for Scottish Enterprise, which reveals golf’s contribution as a whopping 286 million pounds for 2017, and a late 2018 estimate of 325 million pounds, one might scoff at the “Drop by for an hour and have a wee dram” advertisement distilleries were offering. Clearly, with such cash up for grabs, the Scotch Whisky Association is starting to pay attention.

As the years go by, wherever working distilleries with visitor centers or tours exist, then hotels, pubs, and shops soon spring up. If one were to see it from the optics of a cynic, commerce recognizes the smell of money—even if it’s hidden beneath the scent of malted barley. But perhaps it’s simply further proof of the business community putting on their thinking caps. ScotlandWhisky, or the Scotch Whisky Tourism Initiative, was equivalent to the result of two noble families making an arranged marriage and anticipating a better bloodline. Thankfully, their brainchild shows no signs of crossed eyes and a receding chin.

Instead, the initiative encourages Scotland’s public and private sectors to search for mutually beneficial ways to use one another to pay their bills—a very handy “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” kind of a deal.

I’ve had the great fortune to visit distilleries in Scotland over the span of thirty years, and during that great sweep of time, I’ve watched the industry change its approach toward visitors. The affable, if somewhat perplexed greeting I received when showing up at a distillery long ago—half due to befuddlement that anyone would care at all for a glimpse inside and half because it was a girl who wanted that glimpse—has morphed into a much slicker and more streamlined operation. In my early days, I often felt compelled to point at an object and ask for some bare-bones particulars:

“What is that fellow pouring into that massive wooden tub?”

To which this might be the reply:

“Fergus over there is s’possed to be dumpin’ yeast into the washbacks, but there’s every chance the numpty has grabbed a bag o’ rock salt instead. We’ll ken soon enough.”

Today, the tours are optimized to present you with an abundance of tantalizing information, an experience that touches upon the sensory perceptions of sight, sound, scent, and taste. You view the operations—from grinding grain to glossy pot stills. You hear the mechanics of it—the hissing steam and gurgling spirit safes. You smell the aromas—all yeasty, fruity, briny, peaty. And you taste the results, results that typically leave you in a state of reverent incredulity.

As I began those early days of touring, I quickly learned that, for some, traveling to a specific distillery was the equivalent of finally seeing a mecca—perhaps only visited once in a lifetime, but thought about with alarming frequency. How many people can say that about the products they consume on a regular basis? Ever visit your French fries’ potato field? How about any of McDonalds’s great slaughterhouses? Either of them make you feel warm and tingly inside? “Hey, Chuck, would you mind taking a picture of Beverly and me? And make sure you get as much of the feed lot in the photo as you can.” Yeah, didn’t think so.

There is something so special about making a distillery trip. Many people cannot envision what goes into the process of creating their special drink. Is it the source? The local water or spring that gives the whisky its distinct taste? Or perhaps the barrels in which it’s stored? The more of Scotland I saw—and drank—the more I wanted to know (and drink).

My earliest theory was this: The enchantment is one part distillery and all its myriad functions (many of which I will eventually dive into); one part distiller, whose experience, intellect, and schnoz are vital; and two parts magic. All this gets swirled about and bottled. There might be the odd eel that gets thrown in for good measure and a few bawdy pub songs belted out while tending to the mystical elixir, adding to the spirit’s depth of character (or lack of it).

To the layman’s eye, it’s dead easy. To an artist, beneath the simplicity are layers and layers of cunning, masterful craftsmanship. To me, having raised two children on a fifteen-year steady diet of Harry Potter, it’s pure wizardry.






Win by a Nose

There’s an old adolescent joke: “You can pick your friends, and you can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your friend’s nose.”

Long ago, when my son was elementary school–aged, I recall a slew of his buddies gathering around the dinner table, working on a few riffs off that wise crack. My favorite: “You can pick your friends, and you can pick your nose, but you can’t wipe your friends underneath the car seat.”

What I’m trying to say here is that right around this booger-oriented time I found myself up to my ears in the desire to learn as much as possible about whisky and, in some absurdly peculiar way, it may have taken a handful of those goofballs for me to realize that our rhinencephalon is super important to that process.

I like to call this bit of your brain “Scent Control.” (Or maybe the “Command Scentral?” Don’t groan. It’s cute.) Some folks call it the “Smell Brain.” Less creative, but it gets to the point. And as all these endearing nicknames suggest, it handles your sense of smell and includes the olfactory bulb and limbic system.

Whatever you call it, it’s my favorite part of my body, and even though it shows no reflection in my mirror, it must have an ego the size of a planet as a result of my constant adulation.

Let us take note that “Whisky noses are made, not born.” This belief is clearly restated in much of the whisky literature and becomes more obvious the longer you participate in the delightful training exercises that eventually allow you to discern the difference between a typical Islay and a traditional Lowland at fifty paces.

How is this done, you ask?

Well, you could compile a list of the most frequently noted flavors and scents profiled by some of the great nosing experts—think toffee, honey, biscuits, and heather—and then proceed to line them up on your kitchen counter. Now simply pass by and sniff each a dozen times a day. Maybe two dozen. Make it an even three if you’re the true Hermione Granger sort. It’s not the most practical way to approach the vital step of memorizing each scent, but it could happen. And probably has.

Except, what can you do about the lesser noted, but still commonly found, scents in some of your drams? Where do you find a bucket of wet cement, slightly green-edged peat, or ripe forest fruits? I don’t think I could locate any burnt cough-linctus if my life depended upon it. In fact, I’m wondering if it’s just the symptomatic smell of a certain disease.

Instead of giving up before you begin, here are three approaches:

Fake it—I would of course advise against this, as I’ve seen it done enough times to know it’s not worth it, and you’re denying yourself both new knowledge and pleasure.

Pay attention to your nose like it’s your new BFF—send it surprising gifts, help it study for exams, and maybe compliment it in front of other people (yes, a little lame, but I was working a theme here).

Or—purchase yourself a Nosing Kit.

I chose what was behind doors number two and three long ago and have since benefited immeasurably.

Options two and three are how many experts began their climb to such prestigious fame. Of course, if it’s celebrity status you’re after, I’m not sure there’s enough room for both you and master blender Richard “The Nose” Paterson to share a stage. I would imagine his rhinencephalon is large enough to occupy most concert halls on its own. In fact, it’s valuable enough to have been insured by Lloyd’s of London for over €2 million ($2.4 million). Well, his nose, anyway.

So, realizing the bar had been set high, I recall just how keen an interest I had in developing my own Jimmy Durante–quality schnozzola.

At first, I simply spent more time focusing on my nose than putting it to the test. Instead of subjecting it to training sessions per se, I tried a solid week of catching myself at frequent intervals and taking stock of what scents were present around me. Here’s what I mean:

Does the inside of my car have a specific scent? What about my skin? My hands? The closet, a jacket, my son’s hair?

I’d pause before picking up my fork. I’d close my eyes and try to identify what my spouse, the chef, or PepsiCo put into my food before I ate it. If it smelled faintly of almonds and I didn’t order almonds, I wouldn’t eat it. It meant my mother-in-law was cooking and she’d likely located a vial of cyanide.

I especially paid attention to my whisky—those early training bottles of Glenlivet, GlenDronach, and Glengoyne with their grassy, appley, sherried notes. Going beyond the usual routine I may have previously gone through—“Ahh, look at that color and sniff, sniff what a heady aroma!”—I stopped looking at the back of the bottle for tasting notes.

Eventually, I was shown the wrist test where you dip your finger in your whisky and dab it on the back of your hand.

You blow on it to allow the alcohol to evaporate.

Then inhale.

I would ponder, reach back and up to that great rhinencephalon of mine, and take a stab at what might be integrated and wedded within my glass. Then I checked the tasting notes.

I practiced the small exercise of nose drills until I no longer needed to put sticky notes with reminders up around the house to “stop and sniff.”

With that preparatory work in full swing, I purchased a simple “beginner” whisky nosing kit, which can easily be found online. Twenty-four mostly lovely scents had been captured in little bottles and were accompanied by a handy-dandy booklet. I soon learned a few interesting bits of data:


	Your nose needs a nap. Too many scents assaulting your sniffer equals “nose fatigue.” Try one or two, then take a rest. Sniff neutral air. Sniff coffee beans. Eat chocolate-covered coffee beans, do some dishes, and then come back for another two or three scents.

	Scents stir up memories. As I found it hard to recognize what I could not see, I began to rely upon the flashback through time that took me to a place or event where that aroma was present. Neuroscience is amazing.

	I will never grow fond of the scent of decay.



With each day and week and month of practice, I remember growing more excited with the results, writing about it online, and especially sharing my newfound appreciation for my nose with absolutely anyone close enough to get trapped into a conversation. Discovering a cool reception from most strangers, I began to limit my enthusiasm to family and friends.

Especially the ones I couldn’t wipe underneath the car seat.






Peatrified

Peat (or amateur coal as I like to think of it) is one of the greatest discoveries of humankind. It embodies the true smell of Scotland—apart from wet wool, which I’d have to say is your everyday eau de parfum on your average Scot.

One of those average Scots—a distiller doppelgänger of Sean Connery—once told me that a whisky without some degree of measurable peat was comparable to a tree without leaves. Still beautiful if you can appreciate the skeletal aesthetics, but not quite fully fleshed out. Some would even go so far as to say whisky without peat isn’t worth watering plants with, let alone quenching one’s thirst. I’m not saying I’ve ever said that, but let’s just say I have heard it uttered. Okay, yes, this quote was also from the same Connery-esque curmudgeon. Most of his avowals were prickly as hell.

To truly understand peat, one must visit a peat bog. And not simply to view from the inside of your car. Instead, arrive fully outfitted in rain slicker rubber, sealed at every potential opening with surgical hosing, and thrust yourself into the middle of it during a typical Scottish island summer day. The wind is whipping with the frenzy of a Price Is Right contestant flying down the aisle when their name is called. The rain is falling horizontally and occasionally pitching itself upward from whence it came. You can hear nothing apart from the roar of both said wind and rain. You will be handed a slippery mud-caked instrument that looks like a wooly mammoth’s dental pick. The goal is to harvest the ground. Except the ground is actually soup, so good luck.

Peat, for those of you who have never had the memorable opportunity to attempt farming consommé, is just dead plants. And occasionally the remains of a deceased relative everyone agreed would not be missed. Millions of years have gone into the making of this material, billions of plants and, don’t forget, trillions of raindrops. After all this time, nature has produced a rather unremarkable boot-filling bog. Except that somebody somewhere said to someone else, “Hey, why don’t we try to burn this stuff?”

To me, it’s like wondering who came up with the idea of deep-frying butter. There are plenty of wannabe Ferran Adriàs out there who will pursue this dream until it is a reality.

There are two different layers of peat—one that looks like chocolate ice cream when it comes out and the hairy layer. Yep—hairy. Folks cut peat and burn it for warmth in their homes, while distilleries use it for flavoring their barley. The hairy kind gives off more smoke than a Pink Floyd concert, so the homeowner’s choice is the hairless variety. Distilleries, on the other hand, have found that peat smoke oils stick best to the barley. I occasionally imagine a distillery manager on the phone calling in an order of peat bricks. The peat harvesting head says, “Are you ordering the catotelm or the acrotelm?” And the distillery manager responds, “Doesn’t matter, just send over something that looks like Hugh Jackman and Tom Selleck had a baby.”



Measurements of peat in whisky are done on a scale of ppm, or parts per million. And unless you’re a scientist with pertinent equipment, it’s a little tricky to calculate the degrees of peatiness in your dram.

At some point I searched for an easier definition and “mental” visual, and I came across an article written by Zane Satterfield of the National Environmental Services Center. He defines one ppm as simply “one part in one million” and suggests picturing someone placing four drops of ink in a 55-gallon barrel of water then giving it a good solid stir. This is the formula for creating an ink concentration of one ppm.

He also provided a few other analogies from the University of Minnesota to help you picture the scale. One ppm is like:


	one inch in 16 miles,

	one second in 11.5 days,

	one minute in two years, or

	one car in bumper-to-bumper traffic from Cleveland to San Francisco.



It’s the last one that really clears things up for me.

Regardless of which layer or what amount of peatiness someone prefers, peat has a way of participating in more than making hooch and heating hearths.

I remember traveling to the northern regions of Scotland during that first life-altering trip. After a long day of hunting through heather to find obscure stone circles and mystical fairy rings, I relished the thought of a hot soak in our hotel room’s huge claw-foot tub. Jonathan ran the tap as I was unpacking, and when I stepped into the bathroom I recoiled with alarm. The water’s color was revolting. It looked like the toilet pipes had backed up.

“Umm… Sir Sackier? We’ve got ourselves a problem here, and I’d stop unpacking if I were you. I think we might have to move rooms, if not hotels.”

“What is it?” Jonathan called from inside the closet.

“We’ve got feculent froth for bath water.”

“Wha—?” He rushed into the bathroom.

I made a grand Vanna White gesture toward the lurid liquid.

“Oh.” He rolled his eyes. “I forgot.”

“You forgot what? Is there some sort of backwash valve that needs to be stoppered? Have we just filled the tub with poo?”

He frowned at me. “No. I just forgot to tell you about the water.”

“Did we get a cheap rate because of faulty plumbing?”

He sighed with slight impatience. “This is northern Scotland. The water is peat-colored. Enjoy your bath.”

“You’ve got to be joking.”

“I am not. It offers up no scent, it’s simply the tannins from the plant matter.”

I mumbled quietly, “I like my tannins in wine glasses, not bathtubs.” But he’d heard and simply shrugged.

“As I’m currently blond, will I come out as a brunette?”

Jonathan pressed his lips together, thinking. “I wonder if that’s why so many Scots are red-headed. The peat-tinged water.”

“Except that a good chunk of them are fair-skinned. If it would taint their hair, wouldn’t it color their flesh as well?”

“Good Lord, just get a move on. I’d like a bath, too, so this is not the day to enjoy an epic steeping.”
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