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SPIRITS
& Liqueurs





Introduction



Unlike beer and wine, which have been traced back to the earliest prehistoric agricultural cultures, the distillation of spirits is a comparatively recent invention. Even so, archaeology has traced it back to at least 3,000 years BC and perhaps even earlier in Asia. The science of distillation – from the Latin phrase destillare, to distil by boiling and drawing off the alcoholic vapour by drips – began as a medicinal process. Liquids fermented from fruit, plant or grain were boiled or burnt to produce a concentrate of their alcoholic content for a medical, ritual or even magical application. Only later were these potions and filtres seen to have the recreational effect which we appreciate today.

Distillation itself is the separation of sugar alcohols by vaporization. A fruit, vegetable or grain wash is heated in a retort or alembic (a sealed container) to the point where the alcohol content becomes steam. The retort or alembic, usually metal, filters the alcohol content into a secondary vessel. Pure alcohol is the product of the distilling process. There is also an alternative form of distilling, once favoured by early vodka producers and makers of applejack, the American variant of French calvados, of freezing the wash to separate the alcohol from the water, although this is rarely if ever used these days.

All spirits share the same base: ethanol or ethyl alcohol, or pure alcohol. Alcohol derives from the Arabic al-kuhl and may be described as a flammable liquid explosive with the chemical formula C2H5OH. This base (known as silent or quiet alcohol) is a water of life, known variously as eau de vie, akva vit, aqua vitae or, in the case of the original Gaelic term for whisky, uisce (or uisge) beatha.

The distinctive flavours and colours of the spirit families derive from the processes involved in making drinks such as gin, rum, vodka or whiskey (all non-Scots brands are spelt whiskey). Gin, or Dutch jenever, is produced from raw alcohol and botanicals, which are vegetable flavourings, chiefly juniper berries. Rum is distilled from sugar cane. Vodka is distilled from grain or, sometimes, potatoes. Some argue that gin and vodka are, essentially, from the same family, while whisky derives its flavours from fermented barley and spring water, ageing in oak vats and blending. In each case, the pure, distilled alcohol is diluted with water for bottling or blending to reduce its alcoholic potency.
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Title page from A Manual for Distillers, published in 1519



While the earliest forms of distillation were chiefly for medicinal or cosmetic uses, it is believed that whiskey was being made in Ireland as long ago as the sixth century AD. It is thought that missionaries from Irish monasteries had a hand in spreading knowledge of distilling technology throughout Europe in the eleventh century. The Arabic world is credited with the invention of the alembic and introducing it into Spain, Sicily and other conquered territories. It seems that distilling spread north from the Mediterranean: brandies were being produced in France from at least the twelfth century onwards, and akva vits in Holland from the fourteenth. By the sixteenth century, distilling as far north as Finland and as far east as Russia was common. Distilling science sailed for America with the first European settlers in the sixteenth century.
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16th century engraving showing the distillation process



However, it was only in the seventeenth century that the produce of distillation began to be enjoyed as a tipple. Until then, it was still used chiefly as a medicinal tonic. The fourteenth-century bubonic plague known as the Black Death, which is estimated to have killed 50 million people across Europe, is thought to have helped popularize the medicinal use of alcohol through the widespread use of fruit cordials laced with strong alcohol. While such potions had no curative effect, they at least acted as painkillers.

Alcoholic beverages, usually brandy, were being used for medicinal purposes as late as the 1860s, with patients being prescribed a litre (1 pints) or more of brandy a day. Prince Albert is believed to have been one such patient, who probably died of the cure rather than cause of his illness. It was only towards the end of the nineteenth century, with the advent of modern drugs and methods of measuring their effect, that the myth of the curative powers of alcohol began to wane.
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The Highlands of Scotland







Whisky

From the historical information accessible to us, it would seem that whisky was one of the earliest forms of aqua vitae, produced first in Ireland, probably by monks. In the sixth century, distilling techniques would have been extremely crude. One history even suggests that the origin of the drink lies in the need to use barley which had been rendered useless for culinary purposes by a wet harvest. The barley would have been placed in a sack and left in a spring for two or three days to promote sprouting, and then laid out to dry for ten days to allow sprouting to commence. Sprouting would have been halted by drying the barley in a rudimentary kiln or drying shed. The barley would then be mixed with yeast and boiled. Collected and allowed to cool, the vapour from the process would be a raw and fiery primitive form of malt whiskey. When the process was introduced into Scotland, the barley would be dried over peat fires, the peat giving the liquor a distinctive, earthy flavour.

For centuries, the most common form of still, or distilling apparatus was the pot still, a large, sealed kettle which tapered at the top to funnel vaporized alcohol from the boiling wash into a pipe leading down from the top of the still. Later developments would take the downpipe through cold water to speed up condensation and collection of the alcohol. Even later, distillers would discover the cleansing qualities of copper, which neutralizes impurities in the alcohol. However, the pot still did not lend itself to the production of large quantities of alcohol. After each batch, the still had to be allowed to cool, cleared of dregs and then prepared to boil the next batch of liquor.
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A modern pot stillroom at Yamazaki Distillery, Japan



In 1826, Robert Stein, a relative of the Haig whisky family, invented the patent for the continuous still, which improved on the pot still by passing the heated wash through an analyser. This vaporized the alcohol and carried it into a rectifier, which cooled and collected the alcohol product. The continuous still was able to handle large quantities of the wash, and had the additional benefit of sumps, which drew off spent wash and steam. The continuous still made it possible to produce a quiet or silent alcohol from grain which had not been malted (i.e. baked), in greater quantities, and much more quickly than before. A lighter, less pungent grain whisky was the result. Within a decade, however, Steins model was superseded by the Coffey still, invented by Aeneas Coffey, former Inspector-General of Irish Excise in Dublin.
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The Speyside area, Scotland



The history of malt whisky is inextricably intertwined with the history of Scotland. For more than 1,000 years it was produced domestically, in improvized stills, and even when the government in London attempted to regulate and tax the industry in the seventeenth century its production flourished illicitly. Malt whisky was associated with the Scottish Highlands; grain whisky with the Scottish Lowlands. For many years, grain whisky was dismissed by connoisseurs, who similarly disparaged blends between the two forms of whisky. Today, a blend may contain as many as thirty or more different types of whisky, mixed in a highly distinctive brand taste by a blender using their nose (they rarely actually taste while blending) to achieve the trademark taste.
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Glenlivet barrels



Accidents of history, politics and geography affect the development of any drink. The first tax on whisky was levied in 1644 as a means of subsidizing the English army in the Civil War. Following the union of Scotland and England in 1707, after which Scotland was governed from London for the first time, whisky was the subject of a series of punitive alcohol taxes. The domestic producers of malt whisky in the Highlands could largely ignore the taxation system, but the growing number of commercial producers of grain whisky in the Lowlands were forced to comply with the new taxes. At this time, silent Lowland grain alcohol was actually being used to produce cheap gin in England. Protests from English distillers, who complained that Scottish whisky was overwhelming their market, led to further taxation on Scotch whisky. Still the taxes punished the Lowland producers while the Highland producers escaped, thanks largely to their remoteness and the fact that most of their stills remained domestic, despite the fact that they were now supplying a Lowland market which preferred the superior, untaxed and therefore cheaper Highland whiskies over the inferior, taxed and expensive Lowland whiskies. Finally, in 1822, a Royal Commission was established to examine the whisky industry, one of its first tasks being the expansion of the Excise service in the Highlands. This resulted in a tax being placed on the stills themselves, based on the gallon capacity of the still, and a lower tax was placed on the bottled product.
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Whisky was not always the sophisticated, popular beverage we know today. Early malts were heavy and potent, some quiet grain whiskies being little more than diluted alcohol. In the 1850s, an Edinburgh whisky dealer named Andrew Usher combined several casks of Glenlivet whisky in the same vat. The result was a blend which proved lighter and richer than previous Glenlivet malts. This practice was soon extended to the blending of malts and grains, and would lead to such modern blends as the Scottish brand leader, The Famous Grouse. Today there are hundreds of different blends in existence.
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The advent of blending, which would commend blended whiskies to southern palates which tended to find malts too strong, coincided with a catastrophic outbreak of phylloxera blight in France in 1863. A relative of the greenfly, the phylloxera fly, wiped out a generation of grape vines and, with it, the production of an entire vintage of wine and, from the wine, brandy. Brandy and soda, the drink of choice among wealthy British males, soon vanished from the tables of the British gentlemen. The blight affected the vineyards for seventeen years, and ironically it was only remedied by the re-importation of American grafts of earlier French grapevines which had been transported to the New World. By the time the wine and brandy industry had stabilized once more, whisky had supplanted brandy among wealthy British males.





Brandy

The phylloxera disaster of 1863 wasnt the first time the brandy trade had suffered: disputes between England and its continental neighbours had regularly disrupted supplies of brandy, wine and other continental products over the centuries. But despite being supplanted by whisky, brandy has retained its reputation as perhaps the aristocrat among spirits. Given its wine grape origins, it is no surprise that brandy was one of the very first distilled drinks and it has flourished wherever the grapevine thrives.

Distilling technology is believed to have arrived in France from the Iberian peninsula in the twelfth century. The Armagnac region south of Bordeaux began producing brandy in the early fifteenth century; its more famous neighbour, Cognac, to the north, began in the early sixteenth century.
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The name brandy actually refers to the process rather than the drink. It derives from the Dutch brandewijn, or burnt wine. Any alcohol produced from boiling the fermented remains of fruit, juice and other residues is a brandy. Brandy has probably the most complex family tree of any drink known to man. True Cognac only comes from five small regions of that area of France; true Armagnac from just four; and each area is graded in quality. Unlike whisky, brandy remains the product of the pot still: the one-off distillation – in fact, Cognac is distilled twice – is held to contribute to its rich taste, something that is improved by ageing in oak casks to allow the brandy to breathe.

Although much is made of the age of certain brandies, quality begins to deteriorate after fifty years in the cask and brandy stops ageing entirely once it has been bottled. For all the dust on the label, a twelve-year-old brandy bottled in 1980, is still only twelve years old when opened in, say, 2010.
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Brandies made outside the Cognac and Armagnac regions are grape brandies, those made from the juice and pulp of other fruits are, unsurprisingly, fruit brandies. Calvados, the famous apple brandy, is one such. There is also an eau de vie made from the fruit residue of wine-making known as pomace brandy, grappa in Italy, and marc in France. Unlike normal brandy, pomace brandy is best drunk young. Some fruit brandies are not true brandies but fruit drinks mixed with silent (pure) spirit, although kirsch, a true cherry brandy distilled from the fruit, is a notable exception.
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Brandy barrels in Spains Jerez district
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Brandy production is strictly policed. As most brandies are blends, it is common to age them according to the youngest brandy in the blend. Three-star brandies have to be more than a year old; more commonly, they are three years old. VSOP has to be four years old, and the highest category, sometimes described as a Napoleon brandy, has to be a minimum of five years old.

Armagnac and Cognac vins vins, or the fortified wines that go into brandy-making, are also shipped to Germany, where they are blended with Italian brandy to produce Asbach Uralt, the leading German weinbrand, or wine brandy. Uralt, like the suffix alter, means that the wine-brandy has been aged in oak barrels for at least a year.





Gin

Of all the distilled drinks, none can have acquired such a scandalous reputation (and yet thrived in spite of it) as gin has. It is generally acknowledged that gin, or genever, first appeared in the sixteenth century in Flanders, part of modern-day Holland. Gin is the anglicized version of genever, Dutch for juniper, the most distinctive of the botanicals that give gin its flavour. At that time, grain spirits were not taxed in the region, giving distillers an incentive to concentrate on genever at the expense of grape brandies.
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The botanicals room at the Gordons distillery



The first commercial gin distillery was probably that of Lucas Bols, which was situated just outside Amsterdam and opened in 1575. Dutch gin is traditionally made from malted grain in a pot still, giving it a stronger taste than English gin, which is made from a pure, silent alcohol from a continuous or Coffey still. In both cases, the distilled alcohol is re-distilled a second time with its botanicals to achieve the distinctive gin flavour. While the juniper berry, a member of the pine family, is the major botanical, different gins also use other botanicals including coriander, angelica, lemon, orange, ginger, cardamom, cassia, cinnamon, orris, licorice, caraway, calamus and grains of paradise, pepper-like berries from west Africa. These botanicals give gin its unique flavour. Some gins use as little as four botanicals; some as many as ten. It is generally accepted that gins with more botanicals have a superior flavour.

Gin began acquiring a reputation
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