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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the whiskies covered in that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse whiskies by name.

Look out for linked text throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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EXPLODING MYTHS

People have always drunk whisky neat, but at any time when it reached its greatest heights of popularity it was a drink that was consumed mixed or drunk long – as a Toddy, in a Julep or a Sling, as a Punch, a cocktail or a Highball. As I write, whisky of every stripe is enjoying unparalleled success around the world – and guess what? The way that most of the new converts to its charms prefer to take it is mixed. It is only in the mature markets where the (actually rather recent) notion that it must be taken neat – and with a grimace – clings tenaciously on.

It is just one of a few myths that have sprung up around whisky, revolving around how to drink it, when to drink it, at what age you can start to appreciate it, and what sex you have to be. These need to be swept away, because when you examine them they are all negative. None encourage people to drink whisky, they only give reasons why NOT to drink it. Now, I’m no marketing expert, but that doesn’t strike me as a particularly clever way to try to sell yourself.
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Around the world, people are finding new ways to enjoy whisky.



Hang on, you might say, I thought you said whisky was booming? It is, but it is doing so in countries where these myths are being ignored. Plus, when you compare whisky’s volume to vodka, you can see that there is plenty of scope for new drinkers to be converted.

Whisky isn’t for an elite, it is for everyone. It’s a great drink, a fascinating drink, a complex drink, a historical drink but it is, ultimately, JUST A DRINK. Whisky’s inability to dispatch the myths associated with it is one reason why it can remain a difficult sell. So it’s time to take aim and blast them away.


[image: image missing]
If you try telling master blender Kirsteen Campbell that women can’t enjoy whisky, you’d better make sure you have your running shoes on.



Myth 1: Whisky is old-fashioned

You can picture the scene. There they sit in their armchairs, a group of men, tweed-suited, perhaps be-kilted and picking at their sporrans, a glass of golden spirit in a crystal tumbler at their side. Occasionally they’ll mutter to each other about peat and glower at the noisy young folk behind them, drinking their fancy mixed drinks. That’s most folks’ image of whisky. Backs to the world, human wagons drawn into a leather-armchaired circle repelling the barbarians. Old-fashioned. Irrelevant. The same applies to bourbon, just with less tweed and kilts.

In 1970s Britain, America, and Japan, Scotch and bourbon both faltered, resulting in two generations for whom whisky has been an unknown entity. Because of low levels of investment, whisky was never made contemporary and relevant.

To see how false this old-fashioned image is, you need only look at what is happening in bars and restaurants elsewhere in the world – there’s precious little old-school about the way whisky is being consumed in São Paulo or Mexico City. Say it’s a grandfather’s drink to the hipsters in Taipei, Shanghai or Moscow and you’ll be looked at as if you are crazy. It’s not whisky that is old-fashioned, it’s our attitude toward it.

Myth 2: Whisky is a drink for old men

Let’s go back to our (mythic) bar. A woman walks in and orders a whisky. The old chaps fall out of their armchairs in astonishment.

“Woman! Know your place,” one splutters.

“Don’t be harsh,” says another. “Now, my dear,” he says, “This is a strong drink. Maybe start with something nice and light, eh?” He pats her on the head and winks at the barman. “Get her a white wine instead. I’ll pay.”

The days when it was believed that whisky was too strong to be appreciated by “pretty little things with fluff between their ears” have gone. So, hopefully, have the embarrassing attempts to market whisky at women, which usually ended up with either pink whisky, or something sweet and light “for the ladies”. This, as well as being wildly patronizing, still infers that women can’t quite cope with full-blooded whisky flavours, which is far from true.

Look around the world. In every new market as many women are drinking whisky as men. Try telling master blenders like Maureen Robinson and Caroline Martin (Diageo), Rachel Barrie (Morrison Bowmore), Stephanie MacLeod (Dewar’s) and Kirsteen Campbell (Cutty Sark) that whisky is a man’s drink. You’d better have some good running shoes on.

Whisky has the widest range of styles and flavours of any wood-aged spirit. It is versatile. It is for everyone.

Myth 3: Whisky should be drunk neat

Here’s a true story. I’m in a taxi in Glasgow and strike up a conversation with the driver, who discovers that I write about whisky. He then regales me about his recent trip to a distillery. “I’ve never been much of a whisky drinker – I hate that burn – but you know what? At the end of the tour they said I was allowed to add a wee drop of water to the dram. It was beautiful!”

So here’s a 50-something-year-old Scottish guy who has been told for, say, 36 years (this is Glasgow) that it’s wrong to add water to whisky and, as a result, hated the drink. How many people have been told the same over the years, tried neat whisky and never repeated the exercise? Probably millions.

This is hardly a one-off. At a dinner with top chaps from the advertising industry I suggested that they’d like to add water to the whisky in front of them. There was a sense of mild consternation at this notion. “Are you allowed to do that?” asked one. “Of course!” I replied. They did, they smiled and had another… and another. “You know,” said one to me later, “after all these years of drinking whisky I’ve never before been given permission to add water.”

Permission? Here were highly respected, highly intelligent men who had been drinking whisky for years but had never enjoyed it because no one had told them that water is a friend, not the enemy.

Adding water not only releases aromas, but allows flavours to spread gently over the tongue and kills the burn. If the aim is to get more people to try whisky, then why are we still stuck in this mentality that pain is better than pleasure? Drink your whisky long with water or soda, throw ginger ale at it, try it with green tea or coconut water, make a cocktail. Use its flavours to make compelling drinks that make you smile.

Myth 4: Whisky is for after dinner

We’re back in our bar, which is “fireflied with whisky glasses” as poet Norman MacCaig memorably put it. The meal has been taken and it is time to relax with a glass. It’s a throwback to another Victorian habit of gentlemen retiring for whisky and cigars and women doing whatever Victorian women did – take laudanum, perhaps. Neither happens these days.

The combination of drink-driving regulations and restaurants’ aversion to offering digestifs has brought down the curtain on this ideal whisky-drinking ritual, which is a real shame, as the slow sipping of a post-prandial ardent spirit is good both for the digestion and for conversation. Because whisky, in recent years, was seen only as a post-dinner drink, when that occasion disappeared, so did another reason to drink the spirit.

In this case it’s worth taking a tip from the Victorians. Ladies and gentlemen… I give you the Highball as an ideal pre-dinner drink. I challenge you to say that a cold Highball made with peaty whisky and charged water isn’t as refreshing as a bucket of Pinot Grigio. If you want other options, there are 500 later on in the book.

Myth 5: Single malts are better than blends

One of the prime reasons for the decline in popularity of the whisky apéritif has been the fall (in mature markets) in blends and the emergence of the paradigm: malts are good, blends are bad. Blends are seen as inferior/representing a dilution of character/rough/ cheap/“inauthentic”.

Yet whisky’s growth in new markets isn’t being led by malts. For Brazilians, Mexicans, Russians, South Africans, Chinese, and Vietnamese, “whisky” = blends.

We have to stop thinking of blends and malts as being the same. All of these great single-malt distilleries wouldn’t exist were it not for blends. Scotland wouldn’t be a global producer if it were solely reliant on the inevitably limited production of 105 individual single-malt distilleries.

Blends are different to malts. They have always been driven by occasion – who is drinking it, when they’re drinking it, and how they’re drinking it. They are also driven by flavour. In 1850, just prior to the emergence of blends, Scotch was struggling because the flavours of single malts were too idiosyncratic. Blending these individuals together retained complexity, but gave a final flavour with wider appeal. Did someone say mass-market? I know! Imagine being genuinely popular. Terrible, isn’t it?
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Japan’s whiskies are winning many international awards.



Myth 6: Scotland makes the best whisky

Scotch remains the largest whisky category, but to say Scotland automatically makes the best whisky would be categorically wrong. Scotland makes the best Scotch. So don’t dismiss the resurgent Irish whiskey category with its characteristic juicy, succulent, and glorious drinkability; or Japan whose precise, complex single malts are seen as the new kids on the block – despite the fact that the industry in Japan is 90 years old; or the hugely exciting world of bourbon, rye, and Canadian whiskies.

Then stir in whiskies from Wales, England, Australia, India, Taiwan, France, Sweden, and the growing craft-distilling movement in America. Think of that for a second. If this spirit is dead in the water, then why are so many people internationally building distilleries to make a drink that, one might assume, no one would ever consume? Time to re-evaluate. Whisky is back. The only rule now is: Enjoy!



[image: image missing]


 

SCOTLAND & IRELAND 1200–1745

So, who was it? The person who had the inspired notion to take beer and boil it in a still? For Scottish author Neil M Gunn, it was a Celtic shaman. For some it was a man of the cloth; for others, one from a list of alchemists. Let’s start with them. Charlatans, conjurers, and snake-oil salesman, or proto-chemists, questers, mystics, seekers after truth? How did their investigations into distillation, which started in Persia with the works of Jabir (721–815), al-Kindi (801–873) and Rhazes (865–925), end up on the Celtic fringes?

Initially it was through the work of Robert of Chester in Segovia in 1144, who translated their texts into Latin, and also thanks to Michael Scot (born in the Scottish Borders around 1175, died in Italy around 1236) who studied and learned Arabic in Toledo and became the court astrologer to Frederick II in Salerno. Scot translated works such as Rhazes’ major alchemical work, Liber Luminis Luminum, and was therefore cogniscent of distillation.

Although a passing mention in Dante’s Inferno is all that remains of the life’s work of the first Scottish distiller, it’s widely agreed that distilling beer is a Celtic invention. Not so. The first reference to beer being distilled in Britain comes in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (1378–1400). In “The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale”, the narrator reveals the secrets of alchemy, his master’s “slippery… elvish art”. The talk is of alembics and heat, of a complex list of ingredients and process, including “oille of tartre, alum glas, berme, wort…” Beer distilled.

It is perhaps surprising that another century passed before there was any reference to grain being distilled in Scotland. Enter Brother John Cor, the most widely known – yet invisible – Scotsman in history. His name is mentioned once, in 1494’s exchequer rolls of King James IV of Scotland, when Brother Cor receives his “eight bolls of malt to make aqua vitae” (water of life). Who he was we know not, where he was domiciled is a mystery, but at least we know that he was making aqua vitae from malted grain, perhaps to help his king in a continuation of the works of Scot.
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The art of distillation started with alchemical investigations.



It is hardly credible that the distilling of beer took a century to reach the grain-rich lands north of the border, more unlikely still when you consider the importance of the MacBeathads (anglicized as Beatons), who arrived on Islay in 1300 with the Ulster princess Aine o’Cathain. Known as ollamhs, they were masters of medicine, court physicians to every Scottish king from Robert the Bruce (1306) to Charles I (1625). A Beaton was physician to James IV.

As “staunch Arabians” the Beatons followed the herbal-based, alchemical medical principles of Avicenna and Averroës (initially translated in part into Latin by Michael Scot, and then into Gaelic in the 14th century by the Beatons themselves). Distillation for the Beatons was medicinal. They are the root. Brother Cor? An extra.

Writing in The History and Chronicles of Scotland in 1527, Hector Boece, the first principal of Aberdeen University, offers a different perspective on whisky:

“When my ancestors were determined of a set purpose to be merie, they used a kind of aqua vite [sic], void of all spice, and onelie consisting of such herbs and roots as grew in their own gardens...”

The “authorized version” of whisky history states that whisky was first a medicine and that it took centuries to change into a potable drink. But Boece shows the opposite. This is a spirit that has been made to be enjoyed, and in a fashion that has been handed down. His ancestors drank it for pleasure, conceivably at the same time as Brother Cor was labouring over his eight bolls.

It is unlikely that Boece and his ancestors would distil expensive imported wine when there was ale at hand – and they were clearly trying to keep the costs down by not using imported spices. Rather they opened their windows and let the scents of the garden inspire them.

These herbs would have been a mix of the cultivated (hyssop, marjoram, lavender) and local (wild mountain thyme, rosemary, rowan berry, and heather, the last maybe in the form of honey from the hills). Boece’s aqua vitae is a spirit of place, scented with the bloom of the land. It is rooted in the Scottish landscape, the ingredients selected as a conscious choice because of their flavour.
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BOECE’S GARDEN AQUA VITAE

I decided to make a modern homage to Boece’s ancestral beverage. Although he didn’t specify what went into this, some research into medieval Scottish gardens gave a list of likely ingredients. Bartender Ryan Chetiyawardana and I then tried to rotovap (vacuum-distil) a selection of these. The result was not exactly a triumph. Undaunted, we then steeped the herbal base: marjoram, basil, lavender, sage, and rosemary, in new-make spirit and cooked it sous-vide (I know, both of these techniques were beyond Boece, but needs must). The result was a fragrant, bright-green drink with appropriately herbal notes. A small adjustment with heather honey was all that was needed.






It was the Irish, however, who were to become famed for this type of whisky. Gentleman traveller Fynes Moryson wrote:

“Usquebaugh… [is] preferred before our own [English] aqua vitae because of the mingling of Raysons, Fennell seede and other things, mitigating the heat and makeing the taste pleasant…”

Moryson knew of what he was writing. He was the first of a group of writers who would provide wayposts on whisky’s journey. His four-volume Itinerary, which was published in 1617, is the account of a decade of wanderings in Europe, which included his discovery in Ireland of this new spirit.

The recipe is fascinating – the imported and local used together – as is the name. The “authorized version” tells us that aqua vitae, when translated into Gaelic, became usquebaugh (actually uisge beatha), which then became corrupted into usky/whisky. In fact, usquebaugh and whisky are two different drinks. The former is flavoured, the latter is clear and hot, coming straight off the still.

Moryson was travelling at the time of the Nine Years War, which saw King James I take control of Ulster and place his cronies into positions of power. Among them was Sir Thomas Phillips, who, in 1608, was given the sole right to distil in “o’Cahane’s county” – named after the ancestors of Aine o’Cathain.

What is overlooked is what Sir Thomas was permitted to make, namely: “acquavitae [sic], usquabagh [sic] and aqua composita”. In other words, he was allowed to distil neat whisky, whisky that had been redistilled with flavourings, and whisky that had had flavourings macerated in it. Three different styles, not one.

For close on 300 years, usquebaugh was to become an admired, complex drink that appeared in the distillation books for the landed gentry, such as the example from the early 17th century (see Two Usquebaughs). It is notable because of the addition of the ingredient that came to define the drink – saffron.

Clearly anything involving saffron isn’t a drink of the peasant class, but Meg Dods’ “Usquebaugh, The Irish Cordial” contains a teasing suggestion about how that colouring issue could be surmounted by tinging the spirit “a fine green with the juice of spinage”.


TWO USQUEBAUGHS

ROYAL USQUEBAUGH

(The Complete Distiller, A Cooper, 1757)

“Take of Cinnamon, Ginger and Coriander-seed, of each three Ounces; Nutmegs four Ounces and a Half; Mace, Cloves and Cubebs each once Ounce and a Half. Bruise these Ingredients and put them into an Alembic with eleven Gallons of Proof spirit, and two Gallons of Water; and distil till the Faints begin to rise; fastening four ounces and a half of English Saffron tied in a cloth to the end of the worm. Take Raisins stoned four Pounds, and a Half; Dates three Pounds, Liquorice root sliced two Pounds; digest these twelve hours in two gallons of water; strain out the clear Liquor, add it to that obtained by Distillation, and dulcify the whole with fine Sugar. (This makes 10 gallons.)”

USQUEBAUGH, THE IRISH CORDIAL

(The Cook and Housewife’s Manual, Meg Dods, 1829)

“To two quarts of whisky without a smoky taste put a pound of stoned raisins, a half-ounce of nutmegs, a quarter-ounce of cloves, the same quantity of cardamoms, all bruised in a mortar; the rind of a Seville orange, rubbed off on lumps of sugar, a little tincture of saffron, and half a pound of brown candy-sugar. Shake the infusion every day for a fortnight and filter for use. Obs Not a drop of water should be put into Irish Cordial. It is sometimes tinged a fine green with the juice of spinage, instead of the saffron tint, from which it takes the name (as we conjecture) of usquebeae or yellow water.”






There’s no evidence of flavouring in 1703, when another gentleman traveller, Martin Martin, writes of his journeys in the western islands of Scotland. Other names appear in his description of the whiskies of Lewis however: usquebaugh, triple-distilled trestarig and four-times distilled usquebaugh-baul. Clearly, while other parts of Scotland had followed in Boece’s and their Irish cousins’ footsteps, the locals had their own take. What he did find out, however, was how whisky was being consumed:

“It is called in their language a Streah, i.e. a round, for the company sat in a circle, the cup-bearer filled the drink round to them, and all was drunk out whatever the liquor was, whether strong or weak; they continued drinking sometimes twenty-four sometimes forty-eight hours…”

You can look at this in two ways: as a drunken debauch, or as a way for a community to gather democratically – in a circle – and bind themselves together through the passing and sharing of the common cup. At this moment we see that whisky has ceased to be just alcohol and has become part of a nation’s culture. Long rooted in the flavours of the hills, it is now rooted in community. That is not to say it’s not being consumed enthusiastically.

“Some of the Highland gentlemen are immoderate drinkers of usky; even three or four quarts at a sitting…”

Such was the scene that met Captain Edmund Burt when he toured Scotland in 1726, clutching his lemons so that he could make Punch, and as a gift to his hosts. As well as finding that whisky was drunk out of, possibly decorated, scallop shells, he must have been relieved to find that while the early 18th-century Highland version of Punch avoided citrus, it existed as a drink:

“[they] mixed it with water and honey, or with milk and honey; at other times the mixture is only the aqua vitae, sugar and butter; this they burn till the butter and sugar are dissolved.”

The volumes of drink mentioned by Captain Burt also suggests that dilution was commonplace.


[image: image missing]
By the 18th century, whisky-drinking was a convivial, social experience.



Whisky was becoming part of daily life. As Doctor Johnson was to note later in the century:

“A man of the Hebrides... as soon as he appears in the morning, swallows a glass of whisky; ... they are not a drunken race… but no man is so abstemious as to refuse the morning dram, which they call a skalk [which comes from Gaelic sgailc, a blow to the head].”

Consumption has become ritualized: it is sacrament, payment, the cornerstone of hospitality. Whisky is taken on waking in the darkness before dawn and before sleep at night. It is in the smoothed wood or horn of the quaich being passed around at celebrations, the scallop shell, the sweetened burn, drinking in the round.

SCOTLAND & IRELAND 1745–1850

Yet the days of the rural ritual were under threat. From the mid-18th century, whisky-making in Scotland and Ireland began to shift from small-scale production to commercial distillation. With it came a blizzard of legislation, as the government tried to control excessive consumption while maximizing revenue – and failed.

By the end of the 18th century, distillers in the Scottish Lowlands, many of them members of the linked Haig and Stein dynasty, were prospering. Their eyes were on the potential riches available from exporting their lower-cost spirit to London to be rectified into gin.

By 1786, however, legislation had forced the Lowland distillers to slash prices to below cost simply to survive. Inevitably, many didn’t. In addition, they were now being taxed on the capacity of their stills, a move that they tried to sidestep by designing saucer-like pots with shallow bodies and tall, skinny necks that could be “discharged at a rate of once every two minutes and three quarters”. Initially, the rank nature of the subsequent spirit didn’t matter when it was rectified into gin, but when the export trade collapsed, the only option was to flood the Lowland shebeens with it.

As Robert Burns wrote in a letter from 1788, “The whisky of this country [Lowlands] is a most rascally liquor; and by consequence only drunk by the most rascally part of the inhabitants.” Burns was right in considering the Lowlands and Highlands (and islands) as different countries. In 1784, the excise drew a line that separated Scotland into two parts, each with its own legislation. North of the Highland Line, the government was trying, clumsily, to impose commercial distilling on a system that was the preserve of farmers using their own crops to make their own whisky in small stills. The new legislation effectively made this impossible.
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By the early 19th century, large-scale commercial distilleries were being built in Scotland and Ireland.



In addition, though the Highland whisky was of better quality than that coming from the Steins’ saucers, and though demand for it rose, legal export to the south was banned. There was only one solution. Whisky-making went underground, with landlords ignoring their tenants’ activities in order to keep them on the land. The moonshiners were concentrated in Glen Livet, Kintyre, and Islay – all of them remote and hard to patrol, but with good transport links to the Lowland markets.

A similar situation existed in Ireland. By 1779, there were 1,228 registered distilleries but, the same year when the law taxing stills on their capacity was brought in, 982 simply disappeared! The remaining “Parliamentary distilleries”, like their colleagues in the Scottish Lowlands, made an unpalatable liquor, driving up demand for the illicit potion.

In 1823, after an agreement that landowners would uphold the law if more equable legislation was introduced, the situation in both countries changed. The Highland Line was scrapped, duty was halved, there was a rebate for using 100 per cent malt, stills had to be at least 40 gallons, and duty-free warehousing was permitted, as were exports.

This wasn’t the start of legal whisky distilling in Scotland. What the change in law did was usher capital into distilling. Whisky had become a business. Its serves, however, were still more adventurous than often believed. Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus wrote of her life as a “Highland Lady” in the 1820s:

“Decent gentlewomen begin the day with a dram... In our house, the bottle of whisky, with the accompaniment
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AMERICA & CANADA 1700–1920
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HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN WHISKEY WITHOUT DISTILLATION














SCOTLAND & IRELAND 1850–1920
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TWO SCUBACS
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WHISKY 1920–2000
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WHISKY TODAY
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INTRODUGTION

This is a book about how to drink whisky. To be
(slightly) more precise, this is a book about how
whisky has been enjoyed down the centuries,
and it offers ideas on how to maximize pleasure
when you next look at an off-licence shelf or back
bar. That’s simple, you might think - open the
bottle, take a glass and pour liquid into it... and
remember to open your mouth when bending
your elbow. Well, yes - and no.
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