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	 	 	Luxurious


	1	Producer	Glenmorangie plc

	Distillery	Ardbeg, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Possibly at auction
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Ardbeg 1965

40 Years Old

Shortly after this was launched in July 2006, I was accompanying a Russian submarine admiral and his defence contractor ‘friend’ (guess who was paying) around some distilleries.

‘I want one of those Ardbegs in the glass case,’ he said. All 261 bottles were sold out but calls were made (I have contacts, I’ll have you know) and a bottle was found (guess who paid). In a gesture of thanks he gave me the accompanying mini, which I sold to a Taiwanese collector, some while later, for £650. It seemed an extraordinary amount of money at the time, though I’ve subsequently been told I could have got £1,000 or more*.

The admiral took his bottle back to Vladivostok and drank it with his chums. We subsequently got him another bottle, but Russian customs impounded it. I wouldn’t have messed with him – the guy had nuclear warheads under his control – but apparently they knew better.

At the time, the bottle had been launched at a retail price of £2,000. Writing in the Scotch Whisky Review, Dave Broom described it as ‘the most absurdly pretentious idea yet from the half-baked minds of luxury whisky marketers.’ At the time, I agreed.

And yet... and yet. The fact, unpalatable as I find it, is that it sold out virtually overnight. It sells today for around £6,000 and if they were launching it tomorrow, that would seem cheap. The boom market for this type of trophy whisky seems to have no visible limit. I don’t care for the phenomenon but I can’t ignore it.

Ardbeg 1965 set – briefly – a new price ceiling and, as such, it qualifies for inclusion here. It wasn’t long, though, before other brands stepped in and Ardbeg, determined not to lose out, launched their absurd and ludicrous Double Barrel at £10,000 (as well as two bottles, you got a sort of ‘lucky bag’ of other very expensive bits and pieces selected apparently at random).

Sooner or later this is going to end badly and someone will get hurt. For the moment, though, price alone has become the signifier and perfectly drinkable whisky gets locked in a vault for cold-hearted Gollums to gloat over.

I could have drunk that mini, I suppose; but what would you have done? I can’t imagine it’s ‘worth’ £650. I just hope the guy in Taiwan is happy.

* Collecting mini bottles is strangely addictive it seems. Don’t start would be my advice.



	 	 	Living


	2	Producer	Glenmorangie plc

	Distillery	Ardbeg, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Auctions
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Ardbeg Galileo

‘As an Ardbeg 10 and Uigeadail fan I tried the Galileo with high anticipation and left feeling they’d made a horrible mistake.’

So wrote ‘Islay Peat’ on 4th April 2013 on the Whisky.com forum. He wasn’t alone. Opinion was violently split on this release from the painfully fashionable Ardbeg. The phrase ‘emperor’s new clothes’ was bandied about. But plenty of people loved it. And then…

And then, Whisky Magazine voted it ‘World’s Best Single Malt Whisky’. Prices soared on internet auction sites, with single bottles fetching as much as £140 (you can get one now for around half that). But permit me to tell you about my ‘horrible mistake’.

As part of the media briefing, Ardbeg sent out a small number of minis (I’ve heard fewer than 450) in a metal container like a small cocktail shaker, in a special box. I got one*.

Before I could write about it (Whisky Advocate magazine in the USA had commissioned§ an article), I foolishly mentioned it to a mini-collecting acquaintance who, before he began frothing at the mouth, begged me to part with it. Numbers were mentioned – scary numbers – resulting in a moral dilemma for your correspondent. So I issued a challenge: get me a bottle and you can have the mini. Remarkably, he pulled it off.

Quandary resolved – Ardbeg got their story; I got more whisky; and that mini survives in a place of honour. All’s well, you might think. But then the minis started to pop up on auction sites – the first one sold for £820!

Damn! I could have sold the mini, bought a bottle and trousered £600. That’s more – generally a lot more – than I earn for an article. I think that qualifies as a horrible – you could say legendary – mistake, and it is certainly recalled as such in this house.

I have no idea how long this craze for minis, especially those containing peated Islay whisky, will continue. After all, it’s not that long since the style was unfashionable – close to unsaleable, even. Blenders only required tiny quantities, the single malt market, such as it was, ignored it. As recently as 1989, the late Michael Jacksonø observed of Ardbeg that it ‘has not operated since 1983, and its future must be in further doubt…’ I recall visiting around then – the buildings were forlorn, desolate and cold, on the verge of dereliction, mouldering slowly in what Michael captured as a ‘Gothic mood’.

How wrong can you be? So let’s blast off! It’s a journey to outer space.

* Thanks, Ardbeg. Keep ‘em coming!

§ Thanks Whisky Advocate. Keep ‘em coming!

ø A highly respected, not to say revered and influential, writer on both beer and whisky.



	 	 	Legend


	3	Producer	Grand Metropolitan

	Distillery	Midleton, Cork, Ireland

	Visitor Centre	No

	Availability	Like hen’s teeth
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Bailey’s

The Whiskey

Can you imagine a Bailey’s whiskey? No, neither can I. But, very briefly, there was one.

Back in 1997 some pretty smart people at Grand Metropolitan* thought it was just the thing to extend the Bailey’s brand.

Grand plans were hatched for ‘Bailey’s The Whiskey’ with the global launch scheduled for mid-1999, following test marketing in some Dublin pubs and off-licences. According to press reports, the product was to be sourced from Irish Distillers using the same blend as employed in the famous cream liqueur.

It was said to have involved ‘two years of intensive research by a core team of up to 30 executives, researchers and designers and a spend to date of at least £500,000.’ Bear in mind this was 1998. That’s a tidy chunk of change. At £15.69 a bottle, this was to have been a premium whiskey and the firm belief was that it could command a significant market share.

Though based on the cream liqueur, the whiskey was said to represent ‘a step forward within that tradition by extending the maturation process by up to six months in oak casks that once housed the Bailey’s spirit blend. The result displays both the unmistakable character of great Irish whiskey and a distinctive nose, reminiscent of Bailey’s Original Irish Cream.’ In other words, it was to be ‘finished’ in casks that had previously held Bailey’s Cream Liqueur – can you see where this is going?

Test marketing began in Dublin in March 1998. A top Bailey’s executive told the Irish Independent newspaper: ‘The only limitation on its potential would be if the tail started wagging the dog; in other words, if its success began to impact on the mother brand.’

But by June he had resigned, going on to found a vodka company. A bigger dog – Diageo – had barked and the Bailey’s whiskey project was canned. The problem was those casks, which seemed to stretch, if not break, the rules on how whisky should be made. Strictly speaking those rules cover Scotch not Irish whiskey, but no one in the newly formed group wanted a fight with the Scotch Whisky Association (SWA) and a tiresome dispute over EU regulations.

In all the turmoil that accompanied the birth pangs of Diageo, the project was quickly forgotten. This is truly a legendary whiskey that enjoyed a short but doubtless happy life before being consigned to the corporate dustbin.

* The drinks conglomerate controlling International Distillers & Vintners, R&A Bailey, J&B, Gilbey’s Smirnoff etc. that merged with Guiness in December 1997 to form Diageo.



	 	 	Luxurious


	4	Producer	William Grant & Sons Distillers Ltd

	Distillery	Balvenie, Dufftown, Morayshire

	Visitor Centre	Yes – but booking in advance is necessary

	Availability	Very limited
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Balvenie

50 Years Old

There are two entries for The Balvenie in this book, more than 30 years apart. One thing links them: a legend in his own right, David Stewart (remember him?) who has been with the company since he joined in August 1962 as a humble Stocks Clerk. ‘Appears to be the solid type,’ noted his original interviewer, concluding laconically if hardly enthusiastically that David ‘would do’.

In fact, in his own modest and self-effacing way, he’s done very well. It’s hard to imagine a working life of 50 years in a single industry, let alone 50 years working for a single company. While such a thing may have been relatively commonplace in the early 20th century, such loyalty has slowly been crowded out by a faster-paced world.

The great and the good* of Scotch gathered at Balvenie maltings to acknowledge David’s 50 years of service. A celebration, not a farewell it was marked by the launch of this 50-year-old dram with which we were able to toast the life and work of this very modest gentleman, one of Scotch whisky’s true heroes.

If his early work remained low profile, in recent years he has received some much-deserved acclaim and, despite his well-known aversion to the limelight, David has been widely recognised by industry peers. He was awarded the Grand Prix of Gastronomy by the British Academy of Gastronomes (2005), as well as being conferred lifetime achievement awards from both the International Wine & Spirit Competition (2005) and the highly influential whisky magazine Malt(now Whisky) Advocate (2007), and given the Icon of Whisky award from Whisky Magazine (2009). The recognition of his peers was highlighted at the dinner by the presentation of a decanter by Richard Paterson of Whyte & Mackay engraved on behalf of his fellow judges at the IWSC.

David received this praise with modesty, referring to his love of experimentation with various whiskies and acknowledged that he found creating new expressions ‘very satisfying’.

Balvenie 50 is a grand old gentleman with much life left in it. Rather like its Malt Master.

There were only 88 bottles made. We must have drunk several at the party, and they were followed by many other whiskies. I remember very little after that.

* A few writers were admitted, neither great nor good.
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	5	Producer	William Grant & Sons Distillers Ltd 

	Distillery	Balvenie, Dufftown, Morayshire

	Visitor Centre	Yes – but booking in advance is necessary

	Availability	Auctions



[image: Image]



 

Balvenie Classic

Launched sometime in 1982, the Balvenie Classic has a place in history for – as far as anyone knows – this was the first whisky to be ‘finished’, that is to say, given an additional period of maturation in a second cask of a different type in order to impart extra flavour.

Now it’s perfectly possible that people had been doing this before then, but no one has yet come forward to say so and, at the time, William Grant & Sons didn’t make anything of it. This was just something that their legendary Malt Master* David Stewart had done to improve the whisky.

In this case Stewart used sherry butts to impart extra depth and richness to the finished product and, unwittingly, started a trend that has become almost routine. Today everyone offers a ‘finish’ and from all sorts of different casks. It’s quite commonplace to visit a warehouse and see port pipes, rum puncheons and all kinds of wine casks, some bearing world-famous names.

When this was created, finishing was straightforward, but it has grown in such complexity that now a product like Dalmore’s King Alexander III uses whiskies matured in ex-bourbon casks, Matusalem oloroso sherry wood, Madeira barrels, Marsala casks, port pipes and Cabernet Sauvignon wine barriques. And, with one exception, the term ‘finish’ has passed into general use, though Bruichladdich prefer to style whiskies managed in this way as having been ACEd – it stands for Additional Cask Evolution.

Classic, which appeared in two versions, one unaged and one at 18 Years Old, was eventually withdrawn in 1993 in favour of DoubleWood. Balvenie have followed this with a wide range and finishing has become very much their hallmark, with products such as Balvenie Rose (finished in port pipes), Port Wood (take a guess), 25 Year Old Triple Cask (oloroso sherry butts, first-fill bourbon barrels and traditional whisky casks), DoubleWood, TripleWood and so on.

So Classic has proved to be a very significant innovation, even if that wasn’t fully appreciated at the time. With that in mind, I’m surprised it doesn’t fetch higher prices at auction, especially when compared to the prices of more recent Balvenie expressions. Still, all the more for us to drink! You’ll find it richly textured with great depth and smoothness.

A real classic.

* He seems to have many titles: sometimes he’s described as a Master Blender, sometimes Malt Master. He wears all this very lightly.



	 	 	Luxurious


	6	Producer	Morrison Bowmore Distillers

	Distillery	Bowmore, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Auctions and specialists
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Black Bowmore

The Bowmore distillery on Islay features here five times (six if you count Largiemeanoch), which is a measure of its status among whisky aficionados. Based on the reputation that started with Black Bowmore (and the very-much-more-limited bottling from the renowned Samaroli company*), the distillery has gone on to create some remarkable offerings. This is where it all began.

However, when the first release of this now-legendary whisky was made available in 1993, no one really gave it that much attention. I know of at least one Morrison Bowmore employee who, offered staff prices, baulked at the £80 that was asked. Others, perhaps alert to the astonishing quality, paid up – and drank their bottle (slowly, one hopes).

But today you might expect to pay well over £5,000 for this same bottle. It wasn’t very long before word got out that it was – at its initial release – an astonishing bargain. But back then, Morrison Bowmore were more interested in selling large quantities of cheap whisky for the supermarket and own-label business. It was a very different business to the company we see today with their £100,000 bottles and hand-blown decanters.

In 1964, when this whisky was filled to cask, the Morrison family had only just acquired the distillery. At the time, the whisky industry used a much higher proportion of sherry casks than they do today. Black Bowmore is proof of the quality of some of that wood and the storage conditions in the famous No. 1 Warehouse, on the very edge of Bowmore’s harbour. The whisky is extraordinarily concentrated, dense and intense in flavour, with a near-perfect balance of fruit, peat and power. Before long, Black Bowmore had justifiably acquired the ‘legendary’ tag and its reputation has grown with time.

Further releases followed in 1994 and 1995, all of which were greeted with considerable acclaim – and fetch similar prices. These are truly stellar whiskies.

In all probability, however, few will match this first release of the Black Bowmore for its combination of (initial) affordability, concentrated power and great finesse. If Bowmore never produced another legendary whisky (and it surely will) this would be an astonishing legacy and proof that the finest Scotch whisky offers a near-transcendental experience to those few lucky drinkers privileged to try it.

Do attempt at least one glass of this some time in your life, for it is a true legend.

* Keep going. You will learn more about them later.



	 	 	Luxurious


	7	Producer	Morrison Bowmore Distillers

	Distillery	Bowmore, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Distillery only
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Bowmore

1957

Back in 2003, writing about Bowmore for Whisky Magazine, I offered the following prophetic thought: ‘Just 40 years ago you could buy an entire distillery for £117,000. On current trends, it won’t be long before someone pays that for a single bottle of obscure malt.’

Truth to tell, I wasn’t trying to be prophetic: I thought it was a rather droll idea. Stanley P. Morrison bought Bowmore for £117,000 in 1963 (and the price included a bond in Glasgow) – how outrageous that a single bottle could sell for this sort of money. However, I should have listened to myself and bought more old whisky because, with the Bowmore 1957, the prophecy has all but come true. Except, I add hastily, it’s hardly ‘obscure’.

This is the oldest Islay whisky ever bottled and the company made just 12 bottles, with the idea of keeping two, auctioning two in Edinburgh and New York in October 2012, and selling the remaining eight at the distillery, with all the net proceeds going to Scottish charities. As has become the norm, each was rather beautifully packaged in a hand-blown bottle with a platinum neck collar and stopper; hand-blown glasses and water jug; and a handmade presentation box of Scottish oak. And very handsome it looked.

Much PR hype followed but the auctions – rather embarrassingly – didn’t go to plan. Both failed to reach the reserve of £100,000. Cue much Schadenfreude among rival distillers who had watched enviously (and slightly incredulously), and an outbreak of ‘jumping the shark moment’ comments on social media. I might have joined in.

But just before Christmas 2012 the distillery announced that the first bottle had been sold, with the buyer meeting the full asking price. Subsequently, I understand there have been further sales and Morrison Bowmore are confident that they will sell all ten bottles.

For good or bad, rare old whisky from renowned distilleries has entered a new and unexpected world, the domain of oligarchs and sheikhs (though they aren’t supposed to drink, more than one of them is partial to a drop of the hard stuff). It’s up there with customised Bugatti Veyrons, Patek Philippe Supercomplications and Candy & Candy London apartments.

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry at a PR release which reads: ‘This 54-year-old Bowmore 1957 is a symphony of aromas and flavours never before experienced.’

Well, I certainly haven’t*.

* Bowmore PR Department please note: this is a hint.
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	8	Producer	Morrison Bowmore Distillers

	Distillery	Bowmore, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Auctions
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Bowmore

Bi-centenary

Remarkably, this whisky pre-dates the Black Bowmore that I mentioned just a few pages ago and that leads me to ask: why does one whisky command stellar prices while another (from the same distillery and generally agreed to be at least as good) fails to reach such heady heights?

Well, if I knew the answer to that I’d be very rich! But it does seem odd that you can still find (if you’re lucky) this rather beautiful Bowmore, specially bottled for the distillery’s bicentenary in 1979, for little more than £500 at auction, while the Black Bowmore releases have all pushed well through the four-figure barrier. In fact, you can easily pay ten times the price of this expression for Black Bowmore but – sticking my neck out – I suggest Black Bowmore is hardly ten times as good.

Though it doesn’t carry an age statement, it isn’t hard to imagine that the Morrison family (who owned the distillery at the time) sought out some very special casks for this bottling, as it was such a special occasion. Few distilleries in Scotland can claim to have been founded as early as Bowmore and the occasion was lavishly celebrated.

But there is no real mystery as to what the bottle contains, as a leaflet accompanies it stating: ‘This bottle contains a vatting of the oldest stocks in the Bowmore Distillery. Some of it was distilled in 1950, twenty-nine years ago. In fact, the vatting contains whisky from ten different years between 1950 and 1966 – all very rare.’

When Stanley P. Morrison bought Bowmore it was at something of a low ebb. He rapidly brought it back into production and, using sherry casks of exceptional quality, some legendary whisky was produced – noted for its depth of fruit, complexity of flavour and ability to age gracefully without becoming astringent or woody.

There’s only one slightly alarming note: some commentators have suggested that the closures weren’t of the highest quality, leading to excessive evaporation. In which case, I’d suggest you get right on and drink it rather than watching your whisky slowly disappear.

Tasting this for his wonderful WhiskyFun website, Serge Valentin from Malt Maniacs (a group of single malt enthusiasts who seem to have tasted every whisky under the sun) awarded it 96 points, remarking breathlessly: ‘it’s always an enchantment. What’s really striking is the complexity of it all, every time you think you’ve found a particular aroma and try to put a name on it, it’s another aroma that shows up and replaces it.’

That’s worth £500 all on its own.



	 	 	Luxurious


	9	Producer	Morrison Bowmore Distillers

	Distillery	Bowmore, Islay

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Sold!
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Bowmore

One of One

Here I am holding a £61,000 bottle of whisky. Fortunately, I grabbed it a few minutes before it was sold, otherwise I might not be looking so relaxed.

And it was largely luck that I picked up this particular bottle. Someone wanted to take my photograph* and, as a whisky auction was about to take place, it seemed like a good idea to include a bottle in the picture. As luck would have it, I was standing next to the 1964 48 Year Old Bowmore that had been created especially for the event – truly One of One and a legendary whisky.

Legendary because this turns out to be (at the time of writing) the most expensive bottle of Bowmore ever sold at auction; the highest price paid at auction in 2013; and the second-highest auction price ever for a bottle of whisky. Just as well I didn’t drop it.

It was sold at a charity auction organised by The Worshipful Company of Distillers (that’s their gong just visible round my neck) in London in October 2013. More than £250,000 was raised in just over an hour from a total of 55 lots, all donated by the whisky industry. This was the star lot.

The Worshipful Company of Distillers was founded in 1638 as one of the London Livery Companies. Today it exists mainly to raise charitable funds for various worthy causes. The auction was organised by the Company’s Master, Brian Morrison, a former Chairman of Morrison Bowmore, and his old company stepped up with something quite special for the evening – as, in fairness, did a number of other companies and individuals.

I’m not normally a fan of these really expensive bottles but I do make an exception when the sale is for charity (like the Macallan Lalique Cire Perdue and M decanters and the 1957 Bowmore bottles). The bidding for all of the lots was fast and furious, with perhaps just an element of showmanship in some of the bids.

There is perhaps little to be learned from this, other than the pleasant conclusion that the licensed trade in general, and the whisky industry and its followers in particular, can be notably generous when the occasion arises. And that is something we can all celebrate.

I’d like to say that my hand was in the air during the bidding, but that would be a lie. But, as you can see, I did get both hands on the bottle.

* One has grown accustomed to the attentions of the paparazzi over the years; such is the price of fame.
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	10	Producer	Diageo

	Distillery	Brora, Sutherland

	Visitor Centre	Yes

	Availability	Very limited
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Brora 1972

Rare Malts Edition

‘There are no recorded instances of someone tasting this whisky and not being blown away,’ says Edinburgh retailer Royal Mile Whiskies.

‘One of the now-legendary 1972 Broras bottled by Diageo as part of the Rare Malts series, that really kick-started the explosion of interest in this lost distillery. 1972 is regarded by experts as a miracle year for Brora,’ says the London-based specialist The Whisky Exchange. Malt Maniac Serge Valentin gave it 97 points (he doesn’t do that often) and appeared so overcome that he couldn’t write any notes (and that doesn’t happen very often either, I can tell you).

But this whisky is not, in point of fact, from the distillery that we call Brora today, rather it is from its abandoned neighbour – the lost, forlorn and deeply lamented Clynelish (the nomenclature of these two gets confusing, so check it out online as I don’t have room). And, if this ‘kick-started the explosion of interest’ then people hadn’t been paying attention because Clynelish had been commended more than 90 years ago by Professor George Saintsbury and Aeneas MacDonald*. People in the know have always known that fine whisky was made here.

Despite that, it was closed in the late 1960s. It briefly reopened to produce a heavily peated spirit which was needed for the blending of Johnnie Walker, due to shortages of production on Islay. This Rare Malts expression dates from that period and is adored by enthusiasts of smoky whiskies.

It’s curious to think that
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