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Introduction

I’m very inquisitive, which means that asking questions comes naturally, whether I’m working or not. And as a whisky writer, I’m continually asking, “Why do you do it like that?”

The number of people I can ask “Why?” has grown enormously over the past 20 years, as more and more distilleries have opened in many countries. Fortunately, the whisky world is populated by extremely knowledgeable men and women, who share another invaluable quality. Generosity. And I’m immensely grateful for all the instructive discussions and expert explanations I’ve benefited from over the years. Yet I don’t think of myself as having good sources; I regard my peers as mentors, and myself as a perpetual student of whisky.

The first distillery I visited was The Balvenie in Speyside, Scotland, in 1998. I arrived lacking any knowledge of Scotch whisky, and was given a tour by the malt master David Stewart. When we sat down for a tasting, I tried to relate the flavours to all the equipment I’d seen and the information I’d heard, which I found so intricate and so intriguing. That’s when I decided: I want to know everything. An impossible quest maybe, but nevertheless an inspiring ambition.

Since making my debut at The Balvenie, I’ve continued to learn by touring numerous other whisky distilleries in Scotland, and around the world. Visiting a distillery for the first time is always compelling, as each has its own individuality, not only in terms of the production details, but also its “personality”. I’ve returned to some distilleries several times, but each visit provides new insights, as there are always more questions to ask, and consequently more answers to reap. That’s the beauty of studying whisky: learning anything new raises further searching questions.

Writing about whisky has provided me with my only knowledge of science; at school, I chose to exit the chemistry and physics labs as soon as possible. While there’s no point regretting that now, it explains why I approach whisky in a particular way: trying to quantify how each stage, and every detail of the production process, influences the resulting flavour.

Scientific research into whisky, essentially since the 1970s and 1980s, has illuminated various aspects of production, and despite the ageing process having been researched most of all, it is so complex that it is still not fully understood. This has brought us to an interesting stage, when certain aspects of production and ageing can be quantified, but others can’t, which means that making whisky is still an art as well as a science. And where there aren’t yet definitive answers, asking questions can also produce enlightening debates through the exchange of opinions based on experience and instinct.

The opportunities to explore whisky are now extensive and it’s easy to lead a fulfilling whisky lifestyle: visiting distilleries, joining a whisky club, enrolling on whisky courses, attending tastings and whisky festivals. But knowledge isn’t necessary to enjoy whisky, and the flavours don’t need to be analysed either, just savoured.

I enjoyed researching and writing this book immensely, as it provided the chance for me to learn more; writing a book that consisted only of my existing knowledge would have been lamentable. I spent many happy hours talking whisky, either face to face or on the phone, and inevitably each interview prompted new questions to pose in subsequent interviews.

My intention for this book wasn’t to compile a comprehensive directory of all the whiskies produced by every distillery in each country – that would be another undertaking altogether. I wanted to explore the similarities and the differences, as well as the idiosyncrasies, that make the whisky world so fascinating.
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ABV

See “Alcoholic Strength”.

SEE ALSO

Alcoholic strength

Ice

Adding Water | SERVING WHISKY

To add or not to add water divides whisky drinkers into those who do and those who definitely don’t. I’m not a diluter, but I’m not a dictator either. Whisky should be served as preferred, though adding or avoiding water makes a significant difference.

Adding water is typically recommended in order to “open up” a whisky, but it’s more accurate to say that water changes whisky. Diluting reduces the alcoholic strength and, as different flavour compounds become “visible” and “invisible” as the strength changes, the flavour of the same whisky varies depending on the degree of dilution. A higher strength typically delivers more intense, concentrated flavours such as dried fruit, while a lower strength promotes lighter notes such as citrus.

Ideally, a whisky should first be tasted neat (depending on the strength, the intensity of alcohol can numb the palate, which limits, or even prevents, a tasting experience). This also provides a point of comparison before adding water, which should be still spring water – that is, without discernible characteristics that would confuse the results. After adding a drop of water, the whisky can be re-tasted, then again with two drops and so on. That’s the convenient option. A more scientific approach is to fill several identical glasses with equal amounts of the same whisky, and taste the first sample neat, the second with one drop of water, the third with two drops and so on, to compare the effect of dilution.

Whether adding water is an improvement, and how much water gives an optimum result, depends of course on personal preference. You can always add more water, but you can’t take it away. You have to pour another measure and start again. My experience is that whisky at bottling strength usually reveals a sequence of individual flavours, each having its moment in the spotlight. Adding water often “combines” the flavours, which appear simultaneously in an “integrated” package, with mouthfeel also becoming lighter. Oak notes can become more pronounced, while phenolic character (such as smoke and peat) mellows.

Age Statement | BUYING WHISKY

How long a whisky has been aged can be confirmed by an age statement on the bottle label. Traditionally, the youngest malts that carried an age statement were 10 or 12 years old, and consequently this was considered a benchmark for “quality”. However, younger and older whiskies are not better or worse versions of each other: they offer a different character. Longer ageing increases the influence of the cask, resulting in more pronounced oak notes, for example. Plenty of whiskies don’t use age statements, the focus being on the flavour profile rather than the age, which explains why NAS (No Age Statement) has become a familiar acronym.

SEE ALSO

Ageing process

Cask strength

Evaporation

Oxidation

Single-cask bottlings
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Ageing Process | AGEING PROCESS

Stating that “up to 70 percent of a whisky’s character develops during ageing” seems definitive. But this is more of an opening statement, as the result of ageing depends on various details.

An initial consideration is the character of the new-make spirit, which can be elegant, fuller-bodied or rich and rounded, with a lighter style showing the influence of ageing more readily than a richer style.

The influence of the cask also depends on numerous factors. Here goes. The type of oak (American or European, for example); how the cask has been treated (toasted or charred on the inside); whether the cask is virgin (previously unused) or seasoned (having been filled with another type of alcohol before being used to age whisky); if seasoned, how this was done (using sherry, for example); the capacity of the cask (typically 200–500 litres or 53–132 gallons [US]); the fill (how many times the cask has been used to age whisky); and of course the length of ageing.

There’s more. The conditions that the cask experiences in an ageing warehouse are another vital influence. The climate varies enormously around the whisky world, and different types of warehousing transmit the climate to the casks to varying degrees. Even an individual ageing warehouse doesn’t have a uniform influence, as microclimates exist in different areas – closer to or further away from ventilation, for example.

In addition to these variables, another factor is that even casks of the same type, filled with the same batch of spirit and aged for the same period in the same ageing warehouse, don’t exert an identikit influence. Oak is a natural product, and different sections of the same tree can result in casks with an individual influence.

Various whisky categories have a minimum ageing period, such as three years for Scotch and EU whiskies. The earliest regulations stipulating an ageing period were passed in 1890 when the Canadian government introduced a two-year minimum (subsequently increased to the current minimum of three years). The first three years see the greatest rate of development, after which the whisky continues to develop at a slower rate. It’s tempting to think of ageing as a process of continual refinement, but this includes unsettled, even turbulent periods, when various elements are in conflict rather than harmony. Malt whisky in Scotland, for example, has a “difficult phase” around 12–18 or –24 months, when the flavours can be in competition with each other, before settling down and harmonizing.

SEE ALSO

Ageing warehouses

Bourbon barrels

Evaporation

Fortified-wine casks

Oak

Oxidation

Sherry casks

Wine casks

Ageing Process: Longer Ageing | AGEING PROCESS

How quickly we become accustomed to a more extensive range of whiskies. In the first few years of the millenium, 21-, 25- and 30- year-old malts were considered elderly. Then 40-year-old specimens were occasionally seen. Now various 40-year-olds are out and about on the whisky circuit in the company of 50- and even 60-year-olds (though quantities are, of course, strictly limited). The most senior malt is a Mortlach 75-year-old, released by Gordon & MacPhail, who hosted a very special tasting where I was able to experience this. And that’s what I wanted to do, just experience it, without analysis (though I did make a few notes). The palate was rich, complex and luscious, with gift-wrapped flavours of vanilla, apricots and prunes, balanced by lovely biscuit and malty notes.

SEE ALSO

Ageing process

Ageing warehouses

Ageing Warehouses | AGEING PROCESS

Casks take up residence in three types of accommodation: dunnage (also known as traditional), rickhouses (or racked) and palletized. In addition to these purpose-built ageing warehouses, existing buildings have been repurposed. Former military bunkers in Italy have a civilian role ageing PUNI whisky. Geology has also been utilized, with Michel Couvreur in Burgundy, for example, using natural caves.

The type of warehouse can certainly be a talking point, but it’s the conditions within that matter, principally the range of temperature, humidity levels and degree of airflow. This means significantly different conditions in Scotland than in India or Australia, for example. In higher temperatures, evaporation rates are higher, and the complex reactions taking place within a cask accelerate. This is not simply a case of achieving the same result in a shorter time; it also gives a different result.

SEE ALSO

Ageing process

Ageing warehouses: dunnage

Bourbon maturation

French whisky

Italian whisky

Ageing Warehouses: Dunnage | AGEING PROCESS

I’ve visited numerous dunnage warehouses, but each time is special: the sense of anticipation as the key turns in the padlock. Double doors swing open, the dusk within is illuminated, the air is intensely scented, the atmosphere is silent and serene, symmetrical rows of casks extend into the distance.

Traditional and handsome, with stone walls and slate roofs, a dunnage is the stately home of ageing warehouses. Synonymous with malt whisky in Scotland, dunnage warehouses provide the most stable and relatively cool temperatures. This is due to low-rise, thick stone walls and slate roofs, which minimize temperature changes, while earthen floors enhance humidity, and windows or vents provide airflow. Good airflow also promotes more consistent conditions, preventing the build-up of any warmer areas, for example. Casks are typically stacked three high on racks, meaning each level experiences (essentially) the same conditions, which naturally promote a leisurely maturation, believed by various distillers to deliver the finest results.

SEE ALSO

Ageing warehouses

Valinch
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Ageing Warehouses: Palletized | AGEING PROCESS

Large, tall, modern structures, either brick or metal, with varying degrees of insulation, palletized warehouses are so called because casks are stored standing vertically on pallets (rather than horizontally on racks as in dunnage and racked or rickhouses). This maximizes the space, but also raises the question of whether, and to what extent, vertical storage may influence the ageing process. During this time, the volume of liquid in the cask gradually decreases. As a result, the maturing whisky is in contact with different sections of the cask when standing vertically compared to lying horizontally (and research comparing these two options is on-going).

SEE ALSO

Ageing warehouses: dunnage

Ageing warehouses: rickhouses

Ageing Warehouses: Rickhouses | AGEING PROCESS

High-rise, modern structures that are typically concrete or metal, with metal roofs, are known as racked warehouses in Scotland and rickhouses in Kentucky. But whatever the location, this type of ageing warehouse readily transmits the climate to the casks.

In Kentucky, rickhouses are typically positioned on hilltops or in open countryside, to experience the full extent of climatic changes. Barrels of Bourbon are stored on tall racks, up to 20–25 barrels high. In summer the external temperature can be 38°C (100°F), while in the rickhouse the temperature on the ground floor can be around 24°C (75°F), rising to 46–49°C (115–120°F) at higher levels. Heat rising also means the lower floors have higher humidity, whereas the upper floors are drier.

Consequently, the rate of development and the route this takes also depend on a barrel’s position in the rickhouse. Barrels on the lower floors lose more alcohol than water through evaporation, which lowers the alcoholic strength and promotes a softer, sweeter style of Bourbon, with mild spice notes such as nutmeg, cardamom and cinnamon. On the upper floors, more water than alcohol evaporates, leading to an increase in alcoholic strength and a richer, rounder style with more intense spice.

To compensate for this, barrels were (historically) rotated around the rickhouse to spend equal amounts of time at various levels. The current approach is to blend barrels from vertical stacks to average out differences.

SEE ALSO

Ageing warehouses

Bourbon maturation

Alcoholic Strength | PRODUCTION PROCESS

A simple experiment is all that’s required to understand the influence of alcohol on the mind and body. The influence of alcohol on whisky, however, is more difficult to determine. Whisky bottled at 40 percent ABV, for example, contains 40 percent alcohol, with the balance essentially water and a tiny (but highly significant) level of flavour compounds. Alcohol is principally accounted for by ethanol (also referred to as ethyl alcohol). This adds body and weight, which enhances the experience of drinking whisky. But in terms of contributing flavour, alcohol is essentially neutral and merely adds a hint of sweetness.

Alcohol does, however, intensify the impact of each flavour in a whisky, and the alcoholic strength also influences the range of discernible flavours. This is because different flavour compounds dissolve into the whisky at varying alcoholic strengths and “disappear”. While a flavour compound is insoluble, it is effectively an “independent entity” in the whisky, and so discernible on the palate.

This raises the question of bottling strength, which varies enormously. The EU minimum, for example, is 40 percent ABV, with 43 percent a traditional strength for Scotch whisky in export markets. More recently 46 percent ABV has become established, as this is the lowest bottling strength for a malt whisky without having to chill filter. These are examples of predetermined bottling strengths, reached by diluting the whisky with water in order to reduce the strength to the required level. This compares to cask-strength whisky, bottled at the alcoholic strength it has reached in the cask.

Whatever the bottling strength of a whisky, the strength at which it is served is an ultimate factor. Whether water is added, and if so how much, helps to determine which flavours appear on the palate.

SEE ALSO

Adding water

Cask strength

Chill filtering

American Whiskey History: Part One | HISTORY

The USA produces a broader range of whiskies than any other country, including Bourbon, Tennessee, malt, corn (maize), wheat, rye and blended whiskey.

European settlers started this tradition, particularly Scottish, Irish and German farmers. Initially establishing farms on the East Coast (subsequently Pennsylvania and Maryland), they cultivated rye, wheat and barley. Any surplus grain was distilled into “usquebaugh” (pronounced whiskee-bah), later abbreviated to “whiskey”.

As the settlers moved further west and south, into Virginia, the Carolinas and Kentucky, they began to cultivate corn, which had been introduced to them by the Native Americans, for whom it was a traditional foodstuff. Inevitably surplus corn was also distilled. The sweet taste this produced was a revelation, and corn was then routinely used with other grains.

Kentucky was a significant destination, with whiskey distilleries established including Evan Williams in 1783 and Jim Beam in 1788. Becoming a state (and joining the Union in 1792), Kentucky was divided into counties. And as whiskey from Bourbon county developed a particular reputation, it began to be referred to as Bourbon whiskey. More distilleries opened in Kentucky during the 19th century, including Early Times in 1860 and Four Roses in 1888. Everything changed when prohibition was introduced in 1919, banning the production and sale of alcohol. The intention was to tackle various social problems attributed to alcohol consumption, including, of course, alcoholism. Ironically, Prohibition resulted in “bootleggers” (organized criminal gangs) distributing alcohol brought in from other countries, notably Canada. Many of Kentucky’s 56 Bourbon distilleries closed. The only exemption Prohibition allowed was distilling for “medicinal purposes”, which Four Roses and Blanton’s were able to do. Bourbon was available with a doctor’s prescription from a pharmacy (I wonder what this was prescribed for, and the recommended dosage). When Prohibition was repealed in 1933, the distilleries that could started up the stills again, and began to rebuild sales and whiskey stocks.

SEE ALSO

American whiskey history: part two

Bourbon

Kentucky

Rye whisky

Tennessee whiskey

American Whiskey History: Part Two | HISTORY

The millenium was the beginning of an extraordinary era: the Craft Movement, when numerous small and medium-sized whiskey distilleries appeared across the country.

Koval, for example, opened in Chicago in 2008, with a portfolio that includes Four Grain (oats, malted barley, rye and wheat), together with a range of single-grain whiskies: millet, oat and rye. In 2009, Balcones became the first operational distillery in Texas, producing malt whiskey from barley cultivated in its home state. In Seattle, Westland has had a particular focus on barley varieties and oak types since 2010. Griffo opened in 2015 in Petaluma, California, distilling corn and rye; while beer barrels previously used for stout add a finishing touch to its Stout Barreled Whiskey.

SEE ALSO

Blended Scotch

Bourbon

Craft movement

Grain whisky

Malt whisky

Rye whisky

Tennessee whiskey

Whisky cocktails

Architecture | HISTORY

The interior of a distillery may be furnished with gleaming, curvaceous copper stills and shining stainless-steel column stills that soar to the ceiling, but there’s also an exterior to admire. In Kentucky, Maker’s Mark is registered as a National Historic Landmark and exemplifies 19th-century wooden architecture, with the distillery consisting of several buildings and a bridge.

In England, Copper Rivet made the most of “historical revival” architecture, creating a distillery within a former pump house at Chatham Dockyard in Kent. Built in 1873, it’s a prime example of red-brick Victoriana, an era when aesthetic architecture “disguised” the functionality within.

A striking example of contemporary Italian architecture is the “cube” appearance of the PUNI distillery, completed in the Tyrol region in 2010, with its modern interpretation of the traditional style of barn windows. Similarly, Macallan opened an ultra-modern distillery in Scotland in 2017. A “living meadow” roof integrates it into the Speyside landscape, which is designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

SEE ALSO

Visiting distilleries
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Archive | HISTORY

How, why, where and when did something happen? We don’t want to rely on anecdotal evidence. Fortunately, numerous explanations can be found in archives compiled by companies such as Diageo, Chivas Brothers, Dewar’s, Glenmorangie and Irish Distillers.

The role of the archivist is to catalogue and manage the collection, which includes the history of whisky, distilleries and brands, as well as charting changing styles of advertising and packaging. A prime requirement is storage that protects delicate items, such as a whisky blender’s original notebook. And as not every distillery has a complete collection of past bottlings and artefacts, archivists also source additional items.

Meanwhile, the latest phase of archive management is storing digital records, as so much material is now created in this format. And with interest in whisky and heritage continually growing, preserving the past is definitely the future.

SEE ALSO

Scotch whisky experience

Auctions | BUYING WHISKY

Escalating demand for rare and collectable whiskies is being met by a growing number of whisky auctions, which continually announce new records. With most auctions online, and auction houses such as McTear’s in Glasgow streaming auctions live, it’s easy to keep up with the bidding.

The appeal of Japanese whisky culminated at Sotheby’s Hong Kong in 2018, when the Yamazaki 50-year-old sold for £209,740 (US$298,879). This was a new auction record for a bottle of Japanese whisky, while a collection of 296 bottles of Karuizawa was auctioned in 2017 by Whisky Auctioneer. This Japanese distillery, silent since 2000, has become one of the most coveted. The collection had a pre-auction estimate of around £500,000 (US$615,584), but realized £770,000 (US$974,998).

Scottish malt whisky reached new heights in 2018, when Christie’s in London achieved £1.2 million (US$1.52 million), which was a new world record for a bottle of whisky. The only example of its kind, the bottle was hand-painted by the Irish artist Michael Dillon, and depicts Easter Elchies House, a splendid Scottish Baronial building on the Macallan estate, where a distillery was first established in 1824.

Inaugural releases by new distilleries are also eagerly sought after. Eden Mill, a Scottish malt whisky distillery established in 2012, released 300 numbered bottles in 2018. Bottle number 1 achieved £7,900 (US$12,237) through Whisky Auctioneer (bottle number 1 of any limited edition has a particular allure), while bottle number 2 of this release realized £2,000 (US$3,098) at the same auction.

Auction results are readily accessible online, making it easy to check the value of a particular bottle and see how this has changed over time. Laphroaig malt whisky provides a prime example. In Italy in 1982, the renowned independent bottler Silvano Samaroli released 720 bottles of Laphroaig 1967 Samaroli 15-year-old Sherry Wood. One bottle from this release auctioned in 2014 achieved £5,700 (US$9,429). When another bottle, signed by Silvano Samaroli himself, came up for auction in 2017, it sold for £61,000 (US$75,101) through Whisky Auctioneer.

The latest auction price doesn’t always establish a definitive value, as it could have been the result of highly competitive bidding that may not be repeated. Similarly, an impressive auction price can lead to more examples of the same bottle appearing at auction, in the hope of replicating, or exceeding, the latest price. But increased supply can also result in the value falling.

Auction houses holding dedicated whisky sales, such as Bonhams in Edinburgh and Hong Kong, Sotheby’s in Hong Kong and Christie’s in London, have been joined by a growing line-up of online auctioneers, including Whisky. Auction and Whisky Auctioneer. Auction prices and insights into collecting and investing trends can also be gleaned from Rare Whisky 101, the world’s most comprehensive database of rare whisky.

SEE ALSO

Collecting whisky

Whisky shops

Australian Whisky | COUNTRIES

Whisky arrived in Australia in 1788, disembarking alongside convicts, military personnel and the crew of The First Fleet, which had sailed from Portsmouth Harbour in England. Rather than depending on subsequent shipments of whisky, the convicts and early settlers who knew how to distil soon got going, realizing it was far better to be self-catering.

Distilleries were initially established in Sydney, with the














Australian Whisky: Tasmania | COUNTRIES
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