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Foreword

by Charles MacLean, M.B.E., Master of the Quaich
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The task Joel Harrison has set himself in this book is formidable – no less than a worldwide whisky tour of the very best distilleries to visit around the globe.

It is impossible for such a book to be comprehensive – whisky is produced in 87 countries; new distilleries are licensed every week and all the ‘traditional’ producing countries (Scotland, Ireland, the USA, Canada and Japan) have expanded capacity significantly. So Joel’s pick of distilleries is necessarily selective. He has chosen wisely, not only including distilleries from the five leading whisky countries but also newcomers from Scandinavia to South Africa, China to New Zealand and India. Household names have been included, but also the lesser-known, more recently established sites. The only constraint Joel acknowledges is that each listing should welcome visitors.

Until the late 1960s, whisky making was shrouded in secrecy. Distilleries were industrial sites and the thought of allowing members of the public through the gates was anathema. Within the mighty Distillers Company Limited (DCL) – which in 1980 owned 43 malt whisky distilleries – workers at any one site were forbidden from discussing their operation with those at any other site within the group.

It was the growing interest in malt whisky that encouraged owners to open their distilleries to the public. The independently run William Grant & Sons was the pioneer: in July 1969 it converted an old malt barn into a reception area at the Glenfiddich distillery, installed a shop and began to conduct guided tours. Charles Gordon, the company’s chairman, remarked: ‘Glenfiddich was becoming much more popular, so it was a natural thing to do. Also we were aware that DCL and Seagram didn’t allow people into their distilleries and wouldn’t allow photographs to be taken in case the Japanese copied what they were doing.’

Not far behind was James Fairlie, who bought the small and picturesque Glenturret distillery, Crieff, in 1957 with the revolutionary idea of displaying the craft of whisky-making to interested parties. As early as 1964, Fairlie had shown Sir Alec Douglas-Home, the then Prime Minister of the UK, around ‘the works’. Soon after, the distillery began to welcome coach loads of people on tours of ‘Rob Roy Country’.

Visiting Distilleries, published in 2001, was the first guide of its kind; it listed 41 sites that welcomed visitors at the time. Today, there are more than 70 open to the public, and a further 10 by appointment. ‘Whisky tourism’ is now Scotland’s leading visitor attraction, with more than two million visits recorded annually.

Across the Irish Sea, meanwhile, Irish distillers have long operated ‘whiskey tourism’ venues at opposite ends of the Irish Republic. Dublin is home to the original Jameson distillery, while in County Cork, the ‘old’ Midleton distillery provides a glimpse into Irish distilling in days gone by. George Roe’s distillery in Dublin closed in 1926 but an impressive visitor’s centre opened on the site in 2022. In Northern Ireland, Bushmills distillery on the Antrim Coast has welcomed the public for many years.

These attractions have now been joined by a ‘new wave’ of distilleries offering visitor facilities. Most of them are featured on the Irish Whiskey Trail, which also highlights some of the country’s best bars. The Irish Whiskey Tourism Strategy, a campaign published in 2016, set an ambitious target of attracting 1.7 million visitors to Irish distilleries within a decade.

In the USA, there is the designated Kentucky Bourbon Trail which embraces 18 distilleries. In the state capital of Louisville, which has seen a revitalization of distilling operations and associated visitor attractions in recent years, there is the Urban Bourbon Trail. It highlights no fewer than 46 bars and restaurants that place bourbon centre stage. Tennessee, Kentucky’s great ‘whiskey state’ rival, will not be outdone: it promotes distilling activities across 26 venues via The Tennessee Whiskey Trail.

‘Whisky tourism’ is certainly not confined to the traditional distilling nations, with many sites around the world welcoming visitors. In Taiwan, Kavalan, which was established in 2005, regularly plays host to more than one million people each year.

In The Whisky World Tour, Joel makes for a cheerful and knowledgeable travelling companion. His accounts of each distillery are personal and full of entertaining stories – and there is no spirit on earth more ‘storied’ than whisky – as well as being informative, inspirational and even lyrical at times. This book is an essential addition to any whisky library.


Introduction
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The world of whisky is steeped in rich histories, distinct geographies, and the subtle art of distillation and maturation. When you pull the stopper out of a bottle of whisky, you are uncorking history, pouring the past and sipping on stories.

A glass of whisky is a ritual, an experience. The ‘who, where and why’ of whisky is what makes this spirit so special and allows it to stand out from other drinks. Every whisky distillery, whether founded when records were handwritten or with a flurry of social media posts, is steeped in a blend of narratives – and visiting these hallowed sites is a real pilgrimage.

My own pilgrimage started 20 years ago, at the tail end of winter, when I found myself on the remote, windswept Scottish island of Islay. I was drawn there by the distinctly smoky single malt the isle is famed for. In the rugged landscape, where the air is thick with the scent of peat smoke and the Atlantic’s waves crash against rocky shores, I experienced a genuine sense of place that perfectly framed the isle’s famous malts.

Such is the visceral, elemental nature of Islay whisky, it was as if I’d been there before. Visiting for the first time added an extra layer of depth to my whisky-drinking experience. Even now, just a waft of the earthy aroma from an Islay whisky has the power to transport me back to the pier at Port Ellen, the harbour at Bowmore or the beguiling view of neighbouring Jura from the banks of the Caol Ila distillery.

Since then, in my capacity as a whisky writer, I have been privileged to travel across the world and visit distilleries that have chosen not to make their spirit in the shadows, but to throw their doors open and embrace you, me and anyone else who wants to look behind the curtain and see the magic of the spirit in motion. This book is a guide to the very best whisky experiences around the world.

[image: Joel Harrison sits at a bar, holds a glass of whisky and looks closely at the contents.]
The journey laid out in the following pages starts in North America, taking in Canadian and American frontier distillers in states such as Colorado and Texas, before hitting famous names in Kentucky and Tennessee – the distilleries which stand as monuments to American innovation and resilience. In the heart of bourbon country, vast tracts of rolling land are occupied by the likes of Maker’s Mark and Buffalo Trace. Each distiller in these bluegrass fields is a chapter in the grand story of American whiskey, and America itself, their doors open for you to explore.

We then hop over to Ireland where places such as Bushmills in the north and the Old Jameson distillery in Dublin are flag-bearers for Irish whiskey. Wherever you find yourself on the Emerald Isle, you will be welcomed into the fold in a land famed for its warmth and hospitality, a fact showcased in each of the Irish distilleries featured in this book.

A detailed look at Scotland is required, too. Not just of key producers on Islay but of distilleries in other islands. In regions such as Speyside and the Highlands, the story of whisky is the richest and brightest thread in the country’s tartan-like, colourful history.

I make no apologies for Scotch distilleries having the largest percentage of this book. It is Scottish distilleries that pioneered the visitor experience and continue to invest heavily in the truism that Scotch is much more than a malt spirit matured in cask; it is time itself, the history, people and place that makes their drink so special.

Continuing around the world, we look at the best whisky producers internationally who are willing to welcome you into their homes. From England to Australia, with a layover in China, whisky distilleries have opened their gates, warehouses, casks and bottles for you to visit, taste, try and enjoy. Why have they done this? Because whisky is more than a drink. It is a convivial conversation, an experience distilled.

Finally, on the other side of the world from where we began, Japan offers a fascinating contrast. Here, meticulous attention to detail and reverence for tradition are taken to an almost spiritual level. The distilleries of The Yamazaki and Hakushu are temples of precision, where whisky is an art and a craft that’s treated with the same dedication that goes into a fine tea ceremony. The Japanese approach is both disciplined and innovative, blending the best of Eastern and Western techniques to create something truly extraordinary.

So, pour yourself a glass, sit back and let’s embark on this worldwide whisky tour of the very best distilleries to visit around the globe. May your travels be spirited and your glasses ever full.

Cheers!

@joeldram


How this book works

[image: ]
The Whisky World Tour is not designed to be an exhaustive list of whisky distilleries around the globe, nor is this a fully detailed guide to distilling. Should you be after a wonderfully researched and exhaustive guide to the world’s whisky distilleries, I will point you in the direction of Dave Broom’s World Atlas of Whisky. Now in its third edition, it does what no other publication has done, which is to compile as complete a guide to the growing global whisky scene as is possible.

If you are in the market for a guide to whisky distilling, you can flip forward a couple of pages where I’ll guide you through the basics of making different styles of whisky. A manual to distilling, however, this is not.

This book is your ticket to 52 of the best whisky distilleries to visit across the globe, but let’s be clear: this isn’t about hitting up some postcard-perfect tourist traps. This is about getting under the skin of each distillery, understanding what makes them tick and, most importantly, figuring out why you should care.

This romp around the world of whisky is broken down into sections of North America, Ireland, Scotland, Rest of the World and Japan. Each starts with a dispatch from the place; a short overview that details what makes the whisky from these areas unique, a history of whisky-making in these places and a look at the best times to visit.

Then the journey starts: 52 focus distilleries, each brought to life through their history, craftsmanship and, of course, their whisky. You’ll discover what makes each distillery unique, from its location and heritage to the specific techniques that influence its distinctive flavours. The history will provide insight into the origins of each distillery, the people behind it and how they’ve maintained traditions or innovated in modern times.

[image: A person holds a frozen glass. Text on the glass reads, ‘The Hakushu, Single Malt Japanese Whisky.’ Japanese characters are on the glass.]
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These distilleries aren’t just places where whisky is made; they’re cultural landmarks, places where generations of craft and tradition collide with new ideas and experimentation. While a physical visit to these locations might be a dream for many, this book allows you to immerse yourself in the essence of these distilleries.

But you don’t have to board a plane or stamp your passport to follow along. With 52 profiles (one a week for a year), this book is designed to let you experience these distilleries from the comfort of your couch or, better yet, your favourite barstool. For those looking to visit these distilleries virtually, tasting notes are included for some of the core range whiskies.

You’ll be able to taste as you read, by picking up a bottle at your local shop or seeking out samples. By the end of the year, you’ll have travelled the world of whisky, gaining new knowledge, experiences and perhaps even a few new favourites along the way.

Ultimately, The Whisky World Tour isn’t just a guidebook, it’s an invitation to expand your palate and your horizons. When you’re done, you’ll know your whisky a little better, you’ll know the people behind it a little better and maybe, just maybe, you’ll know yourself a little better, too.

[image: Casks are lined horizontally on shelves. The logo of O.F.C. is at the bottom of the barrel.]

What makes a good whisky distillery trip?
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Let us consider the experience of visiting a distillery – as this is what the book is all about. The first question to start with is ‘why’. Why visit a distillery at all when it brings the ultimate experience – its whisky – to us?

Well, visiting a whisky distillery, approached in the proper spirit, is one of the more edifying pursuits one can undertake. There is, of course, the promise of a dram or two at the end, which is always a powerful incentive. It also offers the chance to see where, why and by whom these whiskies are made. That is the real attraction.

In the pursuit of whisky education, you will read – and be told many times over (including later in this very book) – that whisky is made from water, grains/cereals, a little bit of yeast, and time maturing in wood. All this is true in the most basic of senses, in the same way that a human is made of carbon, or that we share 80 per cent of our DNA with bananas, or mice, or some such. This is of course utterly correct, but at the same time complete nonsense. As humans we are made up of so much more, and it is the ‘more’ – our spirit, soul and personality – that makes us who we are.

This is also true for whisky. It is not just a process and product, a brand and ‘brand home’ (as you will hear distillery visitor’s centres referred to). Each whisky, be it a single malt Scotch, an American bourbon, an Irish pot still whiskey or any others from around the globe, is rooted in the people who make it, and the place it is made. It is nature and nurture as one.

This is the first tip for visiting any distillery: look beyond the liquid and gaze through the glass to what is really important – the sense of place and the importance of people. This is the single best reason to visit any distillery, anywhere in the world.

The second is to learn. Each distillery will have its own process and product, often born from centuries of trial and error. There is not one distillery I have been to where I’ve not come away having learned something new, or refined my knowledge further still. The old adage that, ‘every day is a school day’ rings true. And when you are at a distillery, ask questions. ‘Why do you ferment for longer than others? Why did the distillery close for 25 years? Do you worry about earthquakes?’ These sorts of things.

At the very best visitor’s centres, these questions are often answered before the tour even starts, by wonderful, exotic and sometimes high-tech presentations, videos or projections, plotting the brand’s history and narrative. At others, there is a simpler, people-powered approach with a tour guide as your point of contact, ready and willing to answer your probing questions.

One thing to remember is that whisky is historically an agricultural pursuit. It was born in the glens of Scotland, or the valleys of Ireland and on the farms of Kentucky and Tennessee. What this means for today’s visitors is that often these now famed sites are not in the centre of cities, or even in well-connected towns, but hidden away in remote areas.

Therefore, some planning is key. Take the wonderful island of Islay, for example. The Inner Hebridean island is home to a whopping 11 distilleries, with more to open. But there are only a few flights a day from Glasgow, and with limited capacity. The regular-ish ferry, which takes nearly three hours, is another three hours’ drive from Glasgow (if the roads are open). Once on the island, bus routes are scarce and accommodation is often fully booked. But don’t let this put you off. With some forethought, flights are easily booked, or car hire and ferry tickets secured. Accommodation is bookable in advance and you’ll find an island welcoming to all who want to visit, with locals often stopping to pick up rain-drenched hikers walking from distillery to distillery.

If you are driving (I challenge you to find another way to get to, say, Jack Daniel’s or Nearest Green in Tennessee), note that often ‘drivers’ drams’, the samples at tastings filled into small bottles to take-away, are offered.

Finally, let’s talk about the whisky itself, as this is the real reason anyone wants to visit their favourite distillery. Each visit should enhance the connection between drinker and dram. The location should become manifest when sipping next to the still from which the spirit has been made. This, if I’m honest, is the single biggest draw for me. It is like seeing a band play in their home city; there is something extra special about it. Many whisky distilleries will also offer unique bottlings to those willing to make the trip, and these souvenirs are designed to reward, surprise and delight. So if you get the chance to pick one up, do.

In the end, a great distillery visit will leave you with more than just a warm whisky buzz. You’ll walk away with a connection to the land, the people and the tradition behind the bottle you take home. And when you pour yourself a glass weeks, months, or even years later, you’ll remember that day; the smell of the maturing barrels, the stories shared and the taste of something made with patience and passion.


What is whisky?
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Put in the most basic of terms, whisky is a spirit that is distilled from fermented grains or cereals, and matured in wood. Of course, this is a wide description. When thinking about whisky, we are most commonly looking at Irish pot still, Scottish single malt or American bourbon. All of these have their own strict definitions, history, process and sense of place.

Yet, despite all these differences, whisky is a family with a distinct DNA of flavour. If you like single malt Scotch, you’ll probably like bourbon, and you’ll certainly like Japanese malt whisky.

Of course, some whisky is famed for its age: Scotch, most notably, matures well into old age – it is not uncommon for distilleries to have expressions up to and beyond 30 years of age – while others, such as bourbon, are often bottled before they have reached double figures.

Grains

The base grain from which whisky is produced differs and is mostly rooted in the locality of the distillery. Single malts, wherever they are distilled, will be made solely from malted barley, which is relatively easy to ferment. Malted barley is often used in small amounts to aid the fermentation of other grains such as wheat, corn, rye and – in Ireland – unmalted barley.

Corn (or maize) is the second major cereal used in whisky production. It is predominantly seen in American bourbon and Canadian whiskies. By law in America, bourbon whiskey must be made with at least 51 per cent corn. It is also used for ‘grain whisky’, made for blending at more industrial sites across countries such as Scotland and Japan. The Chita distillery, which produces the grain whisky element for the Japanese Hibiki blend, uses corn, for example. Corn needs to be treated differently to malted barley and is often pressure-cooked to help release the starches that turn into sugar and finally alcohol in the fermentation process.

Another important grain in whisky production is rye. This small but powerful grain gives a spicy, almost earthy note (think rye bread), either as the predominant cereal or as part of a ‘mash bill’, the recipe used by bourbon distillers. When used in bourbon production, it adds a kick of intense flavour.

One less commonly used headline cereal, but one that delivers a highly prized smoothness, is wheat. Seen mostly in American whiskey production, it gives a rich, creamy and slightly nutty note.

Other cereals can be used, including oats (see Midleton distillery), buckwheat, millet and spelt but these are rare. All this highlights one key question that you should always ask when visiting any distillery: ‘What is your base grain, or mash bill?’

Smoke

One of the common misconceptions of Scotch is that it is always smoky. In fact, the majority of whisky made in Scotland is unpeated or unsmoked. The small amount of single malts that are, however, have an incredibly loyal following.

The smoky notes in any whisky are made by the burning of peat (earth that has formed under pressure over thousands of years) under malted barley, with the smoke leaving an indelible mark on the grain.

Peat bogs are found across Scotland and, usually, local peat is used. This gives subtle differences in the flavour imparted. For example, Highland Park has a lighter, heathery style than Islay’s Port Ellen. Even smoky malts from Japan and India will often use imported smoked malt from Scotland for the quality and flavour profile.

Occasionally, you will find whisky smoked in other ways, but these are very rare indeed. When visiting a whisky distillery, you should be able to smell the peat smoke in the air, if its whisky is made in this manner. You won’t find this style in Kentucky or Tennessee, but it is always worth asking at a single malt distillery, anywhere in the world, if it uses peated malt or not. You’ll find most, even those with an entirely unpeated core range, will produce a small run of smoky whisky once a year.

[image: A person opens an oven with burning peat bogs under stacks of bottles covered in mud.]
Fermentation and distillation

We have our grain/cereal, from which each distillery will produce a ‘beer’, or ‘wash’. This mixture, at about 7 to 8 per cent ABV, is the result of the grains soaking in hot water that is either filtered (in the case of single malt) or not (in the case of bourbon). Yeast is then added to turn the sugars washed out from the grains into alcohol. This process is key and the length of time that any distillery ferments for will have a massive effect on the final flavour of its spirit.

The longer the fermentation, the fruiter the spirit style will be. It is always a good question to ask about the distillery’s wash style and fermentation times. Some distilleries can ferment for well over three days, and many smaller producers will leave their wash to develop further over weekends and holidays.

After alcohol and flavour has been developed with fermentation, it is time to distil. This is a simple process whereby the water and alcohol are separated by boiling the ‘beer’ or ‘wash’, as alcohol evaporates at a lower temperature than water.

Most single malt distilleries use traditional copper pot stills for this task; here, size matters. Bigger, taller stills will often create a lighter, more floral spirit, such as the ones at Glenmorangie. Smaller stills, for which The Macallan is famed, give a more robust style of malt spirit.

Nearly all single malt whisky distilleries will be consistent in their still sizes and shapes, as they want to focus on making their own individual style of spirit. However, if you visit the still room at The Yamazaki in Japan, you’ll find a variety of different shapes and sizes, allowing the distillery to produce a spectrum of styles of spirit.

The other style of still, which is more often found in bourbon production, is the column still. These are tall stills made of copper or stainless steel plates. As the spirit vapours pass up through the column, the plates condense the vapours back into liquid. These plates are, in effect, a series of mini-distillations. The taller the still – and the more plates – the ‘purer’ the spirit produced. In bourbon, you might hear about a ‘thumper’ or a ‘doubler’, which is an extra chamber (like a small pot still) attached to the final column. This too will have an impact on the spirit style from each distillery.

As well as their stills, always ask a distillery about their condensers, the element that brings the spirit vapours back to a liquid. Particularly in single malt, the condenser will have another effect on the final flavour of the distillery’s spirit. ‘Worm tubs’ and ‘shell and tube’ (see here) are the most common condensers, both giving different results.

Maturation

Whisky is predominantly matured in wooden casks. In Europe and the UK, it is a legal requirement that any bottle that carries the term ‘whisky’ (with or without the ‘e’) must be matured in wood for a minimum of three years and one day. This is not the case in other parts of the world. Bourbon, for example, has no minimum age in cask. Therefore, it cannot be sold in Europe as ‘whiskey’ if it is under three years old.

The goal of maturation is to bring colour and flavour to the whisky. Oak, the favoured style for casks, is a porous material that lends itself to ideal maturation. In America, bourbon must be matured in brand new oak casks, which gives an intense oak spice and full flavour to

[image: Rows of oak casks outside a building with stone walls.]
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