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Ian Buxton worked in the drinks industry for more than 30 years as a writer, commentator and consultant, Marketing Director of a world-leading single malt, and accidental owner of a derelict distillery. His distinctive style and deep industry knowledge offer unique insights into the world of whisky, recognised by the award of Keeper of the Quaich (1991, the highest accolade in Scotch) and as one of the few writers inducted into London's ancient fraternity, the Worshipful Company of Distillers. Ian's whisky books have been translated into eight languages.




 

 

Praise for Ian Buxton:

‘Excellent’ William Lyons, The Sunday Times			

‘Buxton's selection introduced me to some unexpected delights. Taste them all and you'll live forever!’ Charles MacLean, Master of the Quaich			

‘Buxton's guide encourages you to seek out and try whiskies that you might not have thought about before ... So what are you waiting for? It's time to start delving in and ticking them off.’ Whisky Magazine

‘Whisky expert Ian Buxton does away with connoisseur pomp to deliver this smartly designed, servicey little guide to the best brown stuff around.’ Time Out (New York)			

‘I just couldn't put it down ... one of the best whisky books in years.’ Ingvar Ronde, Editor, The Malt Whisky Yearbook			

‘The perfect stocking-filler for anyone who enjoys a good read or a good whisky.’ Daily Record			

‘A definitive guide to whisky by one of the industry's more illustrious tipplers’ Coolhunting.com, USA			

‘Concise and comic ... you don't need to be a whisky aficionado for this to warm your cockles.’ Scottish Field			

‘Awesome sauce for even the slightest of whisky nerds ... completely worth picking up.’ LiquorSnob.com			

‘A superb book that makes an ideal present for the whisky lover in your life ... if you only read one whisky book this year, make it this one.’ Undiscoveredscotland.co.uk			
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The fifth edition of the top-selling UK whisky guide, fully revised and updated. Witty, focused, practical pointers to some of the world’s finest whiskies.

101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die is a whisky guide with a difference. It is not an awards list. It is not a list of the 101 'best' whiskies in the world in the opinion of a self-appointed whisky guru. It is simply a guide to the 101 whiskies that enthusiasts must seek out and try in order to complete their whisky education.

Avoiding the deliberately obscure, the ridiculously limited and the absurdly expensive, whisky expert Ian Buxton recommends an eclectic selection of old favourites, stellar newcomers and mystifyingly unknown drams that simply have to be drunk.

The book decodes the marketing hype and gets straight to the point; whether from Canada, India, America, Sweden, Ireland, Japan or the hills, glens and islands of Scotland, here are the 101 whiskies that you really want. Try them before you die – Slainte!




Foreword to the Fifth Edition

This little book first appeared in September 2010, to be followed by a revised and updated edition in 2013, a third edition in 2016, a fourth in 2019 and now, on a relentless three-year schedule, this fifth edition, again with extensive revisions and many new whiskies as my search for quality and value continues.

May I say how very grateful I am to the loyal readers whose enthusiasm and continued support has made this possible. When I started on this, more than a decade ago now, there was no expectation of this response; in truth, the project started out as light-hearted fun. But it clearly fulfils a role for many whisky enthusiasts; it has spawned 1,001 imitators (well, a good few anyway) and I know from meeting and talking with purchasers of the book that it is used and enjoyed in a number of ways.

Much of the past two to three years have been strange, trying and disagreeable. It has been my great good fortune and privilege to spend much of that time in researching and writing this book and, while it has not been possible to make the distillery visits that I would have liked, the advent of online video calling has made virtual ‘visits’ something of a substitute. Hopefully, by the time this appears in print personal visits will have been restored.

Prices continue to rise and the pernicious business of ‘investment’ and auction flipping continues its inflationary effect. But I have, I think, tracked down some bargains in premium blends and the many exciting new rye whiskies that we can all enjoy without undue financial discomfort.

As in the previous edition, I have not included my own tasting notes, mainly to allow space for your own observations. For one thing, if you want tasting notes there are more than enough ultracrepidarian commentators out there in the blogosphere and anyway, you should ignore ‘experts’ and be guided by your own taste. So I have taken a step back and you’re on your own – but it’s more fun that way! The price banding (page 13) has been maintained for consistency with individual entries revised to reflect current pricing. Cheers!

Ian Buxton, June 2022
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Introduction

101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die is a whisky list with a difference. It is not an awards list. It is not a list of the 101 ‘best’ whiskies in the world.

It is simply, as it says in the title, a guide to 101 whiskies that enthusiasts really should seek out and try – love them or hate them – to further their whisky education (it’s never complete). What’s more, it’s practical and realistic.

101 Whiskies to Try Before You Die does not contain obscure single-cask bottlings that sold out weeks before publication, and it doesn’t contain hugely expensive whiskies that virtually no one can afford to buy anyway (even if they could find them). After all, what’s the point? I might look terrifically smart recommending, say, the Glenglassaugh 40 Years Old that won the International Wine & Spirit Competition’s special trophy for 40-year-old Scotch whisky. By one token at least, that makes it the very best single malt Scotch you can buy. A panel of really well-informed and expert judges (not just one person, and not me) picked it from its peers. Though little known, it is very, very good and I could be seen to be doing you a favour by pointing you its way. But it’s well over £4,500 a bottle now, even assuming you could find one (which you won’t). Or perhaps Glenfiddich’s 50 Years Old, £32,500 and counting for the initial release. Are you really going to nip out and buy a bottle? I don’t think so. So I set myself some rules when I started writing this book.

Essentially, they can be summed up as: every whisky listed here must be a) generally available (although I’m afraid readers outside the UK might struggle a bit, most of these whiskies should, after diligent searching, eventually be available from a decent whisky specialist or through an online retailer) and b) affordable (read on to see what that means). And, though it goes without saying, there must be a reason for their inclusion. Mostly it’s because theyre very, very good examples of their kind, but sometimes they deserve your support for other reasons. Sometimes it will be because they are made by small distillers swimming against a tide of corporate ubiquity, but it might just be because a particular whisky is simply so unusual that you just have to try it. That might mean reminding you of something familiar that you knew about but had, sort of, forgotten; hopefully, more often, it will point you to something new, unexpected and surprising. Above all, this book is about whiskies to drink, not collect.

So I’ve excluded one-off bottlings or single-cask releases, because there’s simply not enough to go around. And I’ve ignored whiskies that seem to me to be designed primarily for collectors. Perhaps more importantly, I’ve taken a very hard-headed look at retail prices. I’ve been highly selective once a whisky rises above £150 in a typical British whisky shop; very critical indeed if it costs £500 or more, and flatly ignored it once the price breaks the £1,000 barrier. So, sorry The Macallan 57 Years Old Finest Cut, in your Lalique crystal decanter; goodbye Dalmore 62 Years Old; and farewell to Ardbeg’s ritzy Double Barrel. Tasty though you may be, your fantasy price tags rule you out. Let’s get real: this book is for whisky drinkers, not Russian plutocrats.

What’s more, because I don’t believe in the simplistic and reductionist notion of the ‘world’s best whisky’, everything’s in alphabetical order.

And even more unusually, nothing has a ‘score’. Again, I simply don’t believe that you should follow one person’s individual preferences and more or less idiosyncratic scoring system (and that’s all that most tasting books are). There are several reasons why I believe 100-point scoring systems don’t work, not least the idea that any one individual can consistently and reliably differentiate between a whisky scoring 92 and one scoring 93. Half point differences are even more ridiculous. The whole ‘world’s best whisky’ thing seems palpably absurd to me, so we’re not going there.

Better, in fact, to take some advice from Aeneas MacDonald, the original sage of whisky, who in 1930 suggested that the discerning drinker learn to judge whisky with ‘his mother-wit, his nose and his palate to guide him’. Sound words.

But so many whiskies, so little time. With the world of whisky expanding almost daily, an experienced guide may be of some value, if only to point you in new directions and suggest some unexplored and rewarding byways that you may not have considered. Scotch, American, Irish, Japanese and Canadian whiskies are all in here. As are some from Sweden, India, Australia, Taiwan, Finland, Wales and other unexpected producing nations. Even England gets a look in. So I have strenuously attempted to be wide-ranging in my approach and, so far as I am able, to include some whiskies that I personally don’t particularly care for but which are regarded as exemplars of their kind.

So how did I assemble this list? There is no one answer.

First, I used my own knowledge and judgement. I have worked in the whisky industry for alarmingly close to 30 years (though it doesn’t always feel like ‘work’); consulted for a number of distillers; been Marketing Director for one of Scotland’s leading single-malt whiskies; created and run the World Whiskies Conference; written widely about whisky; and sat on a number of competition judging panels. So, though I’m still learning about whisky and there’s something new to discover almost daily, I’m privileged to have tried a lot of different whiskies and reckon to know a little about them and the people who made them.

Secondly, I looked at what my peers think. Mainly I’ve looked at the major award winners at important competitions such as the International Wine & Spirit Competition (IWSC); the San Francisco World Spirits Competition; Whisky Magazine’s World Whiskies Awards; and more informal awards such as that from the Malt Maniacs. Tasting notes by luminaries such as F. Paul Pacult and those appearing in various international whisky magazines have all served to draw different whiskies to my attention.

As I write this, there are something around 140 whisky distilleries operating in the UK where I live (with an impressive number outside Scotland), but such is the constantly changing nature of this industry that the number will be wrong by the time you read this. Around the world there are – oh, I don’t know, 2000 or so if the rapidly expanding ‘craft’ category in the USA is included, as it should be. Probably there are more; I don’t think anyone is keeping count.

And they keep opening. One of the exciting things about the whisky industry in the last ten years has been the proliferation of new distilleries across the world, especially boutique craft distilleries in the USA and the ‘new’ whisky-producing countries.

Many have excellent and informative visitor centres, but opening hours and seasons vary. Because of that, I haven’t given specific details, but suggest you check online or phone in advance to confirm when they are open.

We can now get whisky from Scotland, Ireland, Canada, the USA, Japan, India, Sweden, Belgium, Switzerland, Australia, France, Austria, the Czech Republic, England, Wales, Finland, Germany, Holland, Russia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Turkey, South Korea and South Africa. Apparently, there are even whisky distilleries in Brazil, Nepal, Uruguay, Iceland, Israel and Venezuela. In fact, it would probably be easier to find a country that’s not producing whisky now. Inevitably, though, around half the whiskies in this book are from Scotland, taking the total from my home country to an impressive 57 whiskies. But, reflecting the growing popularity, influence and quality of ‘world whiskies’, nearly half of those I have selected are from the USA, Japan and other countries – and I can assure you that you’ll be impressed.*

So, when you consider that all of these countries can produce any number of ‘single malt’ expressions differentiated by age, cask type, finish and so forth, and most of them do, and then add blended whiskies and indigenous non-Scotch styles, such as bourbon, rye and so on, to the potential universe, you can see that tasting them represents a lifetime of unremitting toil.

One of the lessons of this book is that you don’t have to spend a lot of money to find really great or interesting whiskies. In fact, I didn’t really look at price until after completing the list.

But of course, prices change all the time. In particular, tax and duty rates change, products are put on promotion or, generally less favourably for the consumer, ‘repositioned’, as the marketing folks would have it. Prices will also vary if you are reading this thousands of miles away from me, in a place where costs may be higher for long-distance imports, but less for local bottles.

High rates of taxation in the UK come as a constant surprise to visitors from many countries, however, who regularly ask, ‘Why is whisky more expensive here in Scotland than at home?’ For the answer, apply to the government who, at the time of writing, take around three-quarters of the retail price of a bottle of standard blended Scotch whisky in excise duty and VAT. The good news, though, is that the percentage of tax declines as you buy better bottles. The lesson is clear.

There are several thousand whiskies out there – perhaps even ten thousand. No one really knows. So, as the old joke would have it, it’s tough work but someone has to do it. I’ve picked 101 for you to enjoy, saving you hours of joyless labour. You don’t have to thank me; buying the book will do just fine.

Each one has an entry describing the whisky and the producer, with some background information that I hope you’ll find useful and interesting. You’ll also find a space to record your own purchases, personal favourites and tasting notes, which I suggest are rather more important to you than my opinions, fascinating though I may find these.

So off you go.

Sláinte!

Here’s the key to the 1 to 5 scale:
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BREAKING NEWS! A little earlier I mention 57 whiskies from Scotland. Well, I’ve just checked and, to my very considerable surprise, the Scottish contingent has actually increased in this latest, fifth, edition. I didn’t expect or consciously plan that, but it just goes to show what great value can still be found in the auld country. Cue wild rejoicing in hills and glens. Not to mention the off-licences of Sauchiehall Street.



 

______

* I’ve just checked and to my great surprise the Scottish contingent has increased in this new edition! I didn’t expect that.




1 Aberlour

A’bunadh

Chivas’ attractive Aberlour Distillery lies at the entrance of the town of the same name – you really can’t miss it – and, with the Walker’s shortbread factory at the opposite end as you drive north, Aberlour stands out as quite the foodie draw. Sadly, though you can visit the original Walker’s shop, their factory is closed to the public, but Aberlour Distillery is very much open, allowing you to drown your sorrows. It’s also a great deal more fun, unless you’re especially drawn to baked goods.

But what a belter of a consolatory dram A’bunadh would be. This cask-strength whisky has been making a name for itself over the past few years, attracting quite a crowd of enthusiastic devotees who praise the big, rich flavours of this Speyside malt. If you can make the trip, the distillery offers an excellent ‘Aberlour Distillery Experience’ where it’s possible to bottle your own whisky direct from the cask (be sure to book). There are also a number of excellent events held here during the two Speyside whisky festivals and, of course, any number of other nearby fine distilleries happy to take your hard-earned.

The marketing team has evidently swallowed a Gaelic dictionary, so as well as the challengingly named A’bunadh (it’s pronounced a-boon-ah and means ‘the origin’), expressions also include Casg Annamh (‘rare cask’ apparently) alongside several releases at varying ages and some limited bottlings. A’bunadh itself is non-chill filtered and at






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







2 Aerstone










	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







3 Amrut










	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







4 Arbikie











	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







5 Ardbeg











	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







6 Arran











	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







7 Auchentoshan
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31 The English
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