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Foreword: A New Voice

ANY TIME YOU SET OUT TO WRITE A WHISKY BOOK, you face a simple problem. What can you say about this centuries-old spirit that hasn’t already been said? How do you find something new to say when some very smart people have already plowed the ground?

Think of the Victorian-era patron saint of whisky writers, Alfred Barnard, whose The Whisky Distilleries of the United Kingdom authoritatively began whisky writing in 1887. The man talked equipment sizes and pump types; he described landscapes of hills and burns; he even admitted to getting a bit buzzed at times and singing with the local children; and he did it all while traveling by horse and steam train. Are you worthy to follow in those footsteps?

The same problem confronts the reader. How could this new book possibly be worth opening? There are hundreds of whisky books you could read, all of them promising to show you the same basics, review the same bottles, drop the same names. And why would you buy any? As one anonymous reviewer who has stalked me from MySpace to newspaper comments and Amazon over the years continues to crank, this is all stuff you can find for free on the Internet!

The answer to both questions is, of course, the voice. Artists make covers of songs all the time. The best of them find completely new interpretations of the songs and new audiences for them. I’ve been listening to a lot of Dwight Yoakam lately, and there’s a country singer who turns songs inside out. An exceptional writer like David McCollough can write 250-year-old history and make you turn the pages to learn how it turns out.

So it is with this book. Margarett Waterbury brings a new voice to whisky, one whose freshness and impatience with worn-out tropes will have you excited about it, whether you are a seasoned fan or someone just learning. Her work reminds me of some of my favorite writing on whisky, on beer, the kind of writing that opens the windows and lets the warm wind change everything you thought you knew and felt.

Open the book, and you’ll soon enough hit the obligatory section on “how whisky is made.” If you think you know what to expect—malt, peat, water, yeast, washbacks, pot stills, and barrels—you’re going to get a brain-filling dose of new information, detail you hadn’t dreamed of, braced by pertinent wisdom from the very people who make and mold malt whisky.

When it comes to the tasting notes, Margarett’s on the wire solo without a net, and she shines. Every note has context, every profile has warmth and humanity. There are no numbers here, no stars. There are, instead, frank descriptions: this is a damned good whisky, this one promises more than it can deliver, this one is a sly secret waiting to be revealed. And isn’t that what you’d expect from a friend? An opinion rather than a number?

I’m tired of reading the same old widget whisky writing, people restating what they read in a Michael Jackson book or a magazine, only in a different order. I want the vision of someone who’s been there, smelled the mash, slapped the washback, knows a Porteus from a Boby, and questioned why things are. If you want that fresh voice, you’ve come to the right place. This is writing that’s as authentic as good, handmade Scotch whisky.

I look forward to a day when I might find myself on the banks of the Spey, or the shore of Loch Indaal, sharing a dram and some stories with Margarett. Until then, like you, I’ll pour a dram and read some notes, and think deep thoughts . . . about whisky.

—Lew Bryson, author of Tasting Whiskey and Whiskey Master Class









Introduction

LET’S BEGIN AT THE END—the end of my very first trip to Scotland. Our flight home departed early the next morning, so my husband and I stayed in a new, anonymous hotel in Queensferry, not far from the Edinburgh airport. The neighborhood had little to offer—a Tesco, a gas station, several strangely huge roundabouts with spurs that seemed to lead nowhere—but we’d already returned the rental car, so we were confined to our feet.

At sunset, we wandered down the hill to the firth (one of Scotland’s many atmospheric names for bodies of water) to look at the boats and find a perch for a final drink. We stopped at a pub on High Street called the Ferry Tap, a cheerful red-boothed kind of place with a dark wood bar and a surprisingly broad selection of whiskies behind the counter. Two half-pints of cask ale in hand, we evaluated our remaining resources and scraped together just shy of £9 in miscellaneous coinage. With a 6 a.m. flight on the horizon, we decided it would be in our best interest to just spend it all and be done with it. So two drams, then, but not too spendy. What to choose?

The bar was crowded, but that didn’t stop a friendly-faced man standing next to us from overhearing our conversation. Confident he was in the company of other whisky lovers, he stuck out his hand and introduced himself. “Hi. I’m Jacks. I’m a twat.” We raised our eyebrows. He quickly explained that meant he was a member of the Tap Whisky Appreciation and Tasting Society (TWAT), the whisky-tasting group that met every Monday at the Ferry Tap to taste and discuss a different whisky. We explained our conundrum and asked Jacks if he had any recommendations.

Jacks looked thoughtful. “Oh, we try lots of things. Some good, some less good. How much did you say you had left again?” We counted out our coins on the bartop. Jacks waved down the barman and asked, “You got any of that Cigar Malt left? How much is it? And how about that Glenfiddich IPA Cask?” The sum was about 80 pence more than our reserves, but Jacks stuck his hand in his pocket. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll spot you,” he said. “Your last drink should be a good one.” A clink, a sláinte,1 and our paths parted ways.

This was almost certainly a totally forgettable interaction for Jacks, a brief and random weeknight event at his local bar involving two hapless foreigners in need of fortification before a looming transatlantic flight. But I think about this encounter all the time. Regarding a glimmering expanse of Scotch whisky bottles on a back bar or liquor store shelf can be totally overwhelming. There are so many choices, so many identical-seeming labels, that proceeding with confidence can feel impossible.

If you feel this way, remember: you are not alone. I have heard people who have worked in the spirits industry for decades mispronounce “Lagavulin” at high-stakes press events. I have watched deeply accomplished professionals—business owners and physicians and PhD mathematicians—puzzle over a whisky list for several minutes before just giving up and ordering a martini instead. People who make big, scary decisions for a living routinely find that decisiveness abandons them when they reach the Scotch aisle at the liquor store.

We all want a Jacks. We all crave the homey sensation of walking into our local bar and knowing, if not exactly what you want, at least exactly how to describe what you want. We want the feeling of being in capable hands, with a guide on your side to help cut through the nonsense and find a good drink. My hope for this book is that it does exactly that. It can’t spot you 80 pence, but it should be able to help you find whiskies you like to drink with confidence, ease, and a friendly spirit of exploration.
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ABOVE A sun-drenched view of Aberfeldy Distillery in the southern Highlands.
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LEFT From humble agricultural roots, Scotch whisky has become one of the world’s most popular and prestigious beverages, with a culture of connoisseurship to match.

How I Fell in Love with Whisky

My career in whisky began like all good things do: on Craigslist.

Kidding! Well, sort of.

I first started to get an inkling that whisky might be something I liked in college, when a fake ID enabled me to buy the occasional bottle of Old Overholt for movie night hot toddies when the budget allowed. Yet my first real experience with single malt was not propitious: a roommate’s boyfriend bought her a bottle of Yamakazi 18 Year to celebrate the completion of her mathematics thesis. (It was 2006; such a thing could happen back then.) To my adolescent palate, it tasted like antiseptic and dirty dishwater. I hated it.

In 2015, I responded to a Craigslist ad looking for a contributor to a startup whisky website. I ended up joining the then nascent Whiskey Wash as its founding managing editor. During my tenure, the site grew to be the most trafficked whisky website in the world. We covered it all, from the American craft whiskey scene to the emerging dominance of whisky in Japan, and reviewed hundreds of whiskies—good and bad—every year. Today, I write about drinks, food, travel, and agriculture as a freelancer for more than a dozen different publications. My work has given me the privilege of visiting distilleries around the globe, from Alsace to Taiwan. Yet my opinion remains unchanged. Scotland is still the world’s epicenter of whisky.

There’s one moment that illustrates this for me. In 2017, I visited the Glenfarclas Distillery (page 198). After a long, rambling walkabout with distillery manager Callum Fraser, we decamped to the warehouse for a few samples. The first one came from a single cask filled in 1956. As Fraser poured a hearty dram directly from the barrel, I tried to wrap my mind around the fact that I, a thirty-something from Oregon, was tasting a whisky made during the Eisenhower administration.

It wasn’t my simple sensory experience drinking this once-in-a-lifetime whisky that made the moment so memorable. It was what happened afterward. Holding the still quite full glass of 61-year-old whisky, Fraser turned to a regular guided tour on the other side of the warehouse—the kind of thing anybody with £5 and a couple of free hours can book. A velvet stanchion separated the group from our rarified media moment. “Does anybody want to taste this whisky from 1956?” he asked, and handed over a glass of priceless single malt to the suddenly electrified group of enthusiasts.

[image: ]

ABOVE Barrels of maturing whisky in a warehouse at Glenfarclas Distillery. Stencils on the barrel head show important information—in this case, the date the cask was filled, its barrel number, its volume, and the name of the producer.

That’s what I love about Scotch whisky. It’s not that it tastes good (although many do), that it has a long and fascinating history (which it does), or that it’s luxurious and collectible and special (although those things don’t hurt). It’s Scotch whisky’s uncanny ability to transform a mundane moment into something special and memorable.

Plus, there’s something wonderfully optimistic about making whisky. Just like planting a garden, filling a cask with whisky to mature for ten, twelve, or fifty years represents a commitment to a place and to tomorrow, no matter how uncertain today may feel. In 1956, it had been just eleven years since the end of World War II. The people who made that whisky at Glenfarclas had undoubtedly been profoundly affected by the war—they may have even fought in it. Yet there they were, filling barrels they would never taste so that drinkers of the future would have something delicious to enjoy and to share. I find it profoundly reassuring that there are people out there right now, as you read this sentence, who are carrying on that very same generous work for our benefit—and the benefit of generations to come.

How to Use This Book

This is a reference book. It’s designed to be consulted, flipped through, and referred to. You can read it cover to cover—and I hope you do!—but unlike a novel, you lose nothing by reading this book in short bursts at times when it’s relevant to you.

The first section of this book is a crash course in Scotch whisky history, production, and appreciation, including some ideas for planning your own excursion(s) to Scotland. This is then followed by more than two hundred profiles of Scotch whiskies that you might find in your town’s better liquor stores. In no way are these profiles a comprehensive picture of the state of Scotch whisky. New expressions, new labels, and new brands are entering the market every month. Capturing it all in a timely manner would be impossible, so think of this book as a snapshot of a moment in whisky time rather than a definitive summation of a static landscape.

Following the tasting notes, you’ll find a short guide to the big, wide world of independent bottlers as well as a collection of playlists. These playlists don’t have much to do with music. Instead, they suggest whiskies for different occasions, tastes, or moods.

Happy tasting, and sláinte!


1 That’s pronounced “SLAWN-juh,” and it means “cheers” in Gaelic.
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LEFT Empty casks wait to be filled on Islay.

 

What Is Scotch Whisky?
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IT’S A FRIDAY AFTERNOON, and you’re out the office door at 5:01 p.m. There’s a dinner party on the books for Saturday night, and the last major shopping item on your list is a bottle of something special to pour next to your famous chocolate mousse.

You stop at the good liquor store on the way home. The whisky aisle looks like it’s just been restocked, every shelf brimming with tantalizing options. But after ten minutes of staring down hundreds of bottles—some familiar, some less so—you’re no closer to making a selection than you were when you walked in. What’s the difference between this blended malt and that blended whisky? Why are there so many different whiskies from Highland Park, and how are they different? How come this 21-year Auchentoshan from Old Particular is half the price of the official 21-year Auchentoshan—should you be suspicious? You’d ask the clerk, but then you’d have to pronounce “Auchentoshan” out loud—no thanks.

It’s no secret: Scotch whisky can be overwhelming. Fortunately it only takes a little bit of background information (and a spirit of exploration) before you’re dramming with the best of them. Here’s what you need to know.

The Official Definition

Scotch whisky belongs to the larger family of whisky (or whiskey, depending on where you live). Its cousins include American styles like bourbon whiskey and rye whiskey, Irish pot still whiskey and single malt whiskey, Canadian whisky, and many others. The most important thing that all whiskies have in common, no matter where they come from, is that they’re all made out of grain.

Beyond that, there’s plenty of variation. Scotch whisky must be produced in Scotland, just as bourbon must be made in the United States and Champagne must be made in a specific region of France. Many other countries produce single malt and blended whisky, but if it’s not made in Scotland, it’s not Scotch whisky.

[image: ]

ABOVE Grains of barley, an essential ingredient of Scotch whisky. Before it’s used in distilling, barley must be malted, a process that involves sprouting and then drying the grains.

There are other rules about Scotch. Here are the Scotch Whisky Regulations passed by UK Parliament in 2009. If it doesn’t meet all of these requirements, it’s not Scotch whisky:

[image: ] It must be made from a mash of grain and water.

[image: ] It must be mashed, fermented, and distilled in Scotland.

[image: ] It must be fermented using only endogenous enzymes—in other words, using only the enzymes that naturally form inside the malted barley.

[image: ] It must be distilled to no higher than 94.8% alcohol.

[image: ] It must be aged only in Scotland for at least three years in oak casks no larger than 700 liters, or 185 US gallons.

[image: ] It must contain no additives other than water and caramel coloring.

[image: ] It must be bottled at a minimum of 40% alcohol.

[image: ] It must “retain the color, aroma, and taste derived from the raw materials used in, and the method of, its production and maturation”—in other words, and somewhat circularly, whisky must look and taste like whisky.

Beyond those rules, there are even more rules that apply to the five legally defined subcategories of Scotch whisky:

[image: ] SINGLE MALT must be made entirely from malted barley and distilled at a single distillery using a special type of still called a pot still, which looks like a big copper kettle with a swanlike neck.

[image: ] SINGLE GRAIN must be distilled at a single distillery and can use any grain and any type of still.

[image: ] BLENDED MALT is a combination of two or more single malts.

[image: ] BLENDED GRAIN is a combination of two or more single grains.

[image: ] BLENDED WHISKY is a combination of one or more single malt whiskies with one or more single grain whiskies.

Of these five varieties, single malt and blended whisky are much more common than the other three, but blended malts and single grains are growing more popular.


WHISKEY OR WHISKY?
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THERE ARE TWO DIFFERENT WAYS TO SPELL WHISKY, AND the spelling you choose depends on where the whisky comes from. If it’s made in Ireland or the United States, it’s spelled “whiskey.” In the rest of the world, it’s spelled “whisky.” The plurals are different too: whisky becomes whiskies, while whiskey becomes whiskeys.

The old way of remembering this used to be that countries with an “e” in their name used the “whiskey” spelling. Now that France, England, and Germany are all making whisky, however, that rule has become obsolete.

Why two different spellings? One story is that in the late 1800s, Irish distillers starting spelling it differently to try to differentiate their whiskey from Scotland’s whisky. At the time, Irish whiskey was hugely popular in the US, so American distillers copied their approach, and the alternative spelling stuck. Today, the distinction is entirely an academic one, albeit one that seems to inspire ferocious feelings in a certain kind of enthusiast.



Single Malt

If whisky were Hollywood, single malts would be the A-listers—the Ryan Goslings and Beyoncés. Single malt whisky is the most famous, the most prestigious, the most expensive, and the most beguiling of all whiskies—perhaps even of all spirits—on the planet. It can also be overpriced, overbranded, and just plain overwhelming, especially if you’re just starting to explore what’s out there.

Single malt whisky must be made at one distillery and can only use malted barley. However, a bottle of single malt might contain a mix of different ages of whisky, or a mix of different cask types. As long as they’re all malt whisky and all made at the same distillery, they can be blended together and sold as single malt.

The process of blending different casks to make a batch of single malt is sometimes called “vatting” or “marrying” to distinguish it from other kinds of blending, like when a distiller mixes malt and grain whiskies to make a blended whisky. Of course, distillers are also free to release batches of whisky that come from just one cask, with no blending at all. These are usually labeled as “single cask” or “single barrel.”

The single malt category is hugely diverse, with flavor profiles that range from light, floral, sweet whiskies like Glenkinchie (page 214) to dense, heavy, smoky drams like Lagavulin (page 255). While some single malts are world-class whiskies, the phrase “single malt” is no guarantee of quality. Lackluster single malts are out there, and unfortunately price isn’t always the best indicator of what’s good. The silver lining, of course, is that reasonably priced and exceptionally delicious whiskies are still out there just waiting to be enjoyed.

There are two primary varieties of single malts: official bottlings, which are released by the producer; and independent bottlings, which are purchased and released by another company. Sometimes those whiskies arrive at the indie bottler pre-aged, and sometimes the independent bottler buys fresh, unaged spirit and then ages it themselves, potentially for decades.

Official single malt bottlings are usually sold under the name of the distillery that produced them. But there are exceptions. Some distilleries choose to market single malts under a different brand name than the distillery itself, either to highlight that a product is different than their standard-issue stuff, or to avoid a potential trademark conflict.

Despite the media attention, advertising dollars, and periodic jaw-dropping auction sums single malt whisky commands, single malt actually is a relatively small portion of the global Scotch whisky market. In many places around the world, nine bottles of blended whisky sell for every bottle of single malt. Yet there’s something about our cultural moment that makes single malt’s, well, singularity more viscerally appealing than the standardized, predictable nature of a blend.

“Here’s my theory, although it’s probably nonsense,” says Stephanie MacLeod, master blender for Dewar’s blended whisky and single malts. “I think the wine industry has sparked the interest in single malts. Maybe twenty years ago now, new world winemakers started talking about the influence of the grape variety. I think people then began relating that to single malts and the different types of distilleries.” To borrow an (imperfect) analogy from the wine world, single malt is Burgundy and blends are Bordeaux. Single malts are all about place, and blends are all about producers. Neither is necessarily better, but the mindset is fundamentally different.

[image: ]

ABOVE Bottles of single malt line the shelves of a bar in London.

Blended Whisky

Blended whiskies still make up the lion’s share of the Scotch whisky market by volume as well as value. These include many of the whiskies we remember from our grandparents’ shelves: Johnnie Walker, Ballantine’s, Famous Grouse, Cutty Sark, J&B. They’re made up of a combination of grain whisky and malt whisky, with the better examples typically having a larger proportion of malt whisky in the mix.

Because grain whisky is less expensive to make than malt whisky, blended whiskies are usually cheaper than single malt. That makes them great for cocktails or budget-conscious drinkers. Any flavor profile associated with malt whisky can be found in blended whisky, although often in a less intense guise. Grain whisky’s lighter character gives blends a gauzy transparency on the palate, plus a pronounced sweetness. Good examples are complex, balanced, and sophisticated. Bad examples taste like watered-down single malt.

Most blenders are coy about their ingredients. Sometimes, they’ll share some of the distilleries contributing to the blend. Other times, they might just hint at the region. Why the mystery? Trade secrets are certainly part of it. So, too, is the reluctance of some distilleries to go public with the fact that they sell to blenders. Even blends owned by the biggest companies, like Diageo, include whisky purchased from distilleries outside the group. There are whiskies that buck this trend, but fans of blends must ultimately come to terms with the mystery.

Blended whisky is generally less prestigious than single malt, but there’s no reason a blended whisky can’t be delicious, and many are. Hopefully you’ll find one or two mass-market blends you can happily reach for in airport bars (we could all do much worse than Johnnie Walker Black Label).

Blended Malt

Blended malts (previously called “vatted malts”) are a small but growing category of often very good whiskies. Made of two or more single malts blended together, blended malts combine the flavor intensity of single malts with the creative potential of blends, giving producers the freedom to create unusual flavors or pursue particular styles.

Some blended malts, such as Wemyss Malts’ core range (page 294), are organized around flavor principles. Their names alone—Kiln Embers, Spice Tree, The Hive—give you a pretty good idea of what they might taste like. Other blended malts, like Douglas Laing’s Remarkable Regional Malts, take inspiration from a particular region’s historic style.

[image: ]

LEFT The whisky blending and cataloging room at William Grant & Sons, owners of Glenfiddich and Balvenie distilleries.

Single Grain

Most single grains on the market today are distilled from wheat on enormous, high-tech column stills. Column stills are many stories high and can make a vast quantity of high-alcohol, light-bodied, near-neutral spirit very quickly. In decades past, corn was also frequently used, and it still makes an occasional appearance. Most are light, sweet, and mildly flavored.

There’s nothing in the law that says it has to be this way. As defined, single grain is basically a catchall category that includes any whisky produced at a single distillery that qualifies as Scotch whisky but doesn’t qualify as single malt. That means it’s likely to be a hotbed of innovation in years to come, especially as Scotch whisky distillers start experimenting with grains like rye and oat, or using pot or column stills in unexpected places.

Well-aged, independently bottled single grains can be extremely delicious and represent excellent value. There are few other opportunities to get your hands on a 20-, 30-, or even 40-year whisky for less than a (couple of) day’s wages. Old grain whisky often develops a luscious sweetness, with confectionery qualities that inspire trips down the childhood memory lane of the corner store candy aisle.

Blended Grain

On paper, blended grain whiskies are also an allowed category, composed of two or more single grains blended together. In practice, they’re virtually nonexistent on contemporary shelves. The one you’re most likely to see is Compass Box’s Hedonism (page 162), a lovely super-premium blended grain featuring older whiskies. Should you ever spot another of these rarities in the wild, know the term refers to a whisky made up of two or more single grain whiskies.

[image: ]

RIGHT The central column of a column still, which is used to produce grain whisky. Inside, it’s filled with plates that create reflux.
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