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Introduction

I’m very inquisitive, which means that asking questions comes naturally, whether I’m working or not. And as a whisky writer, I’m continually asking, “Why do you do it like that?”

The number of people I can ask “Why?” has grown enormously over the past 20 years, as more and more distilleries have opened in many countries. Fortunately, the whisky world is populated by extremely knowledgeable men and women, who share another invaluable quality. Generosity. And I’m immensely grateful for all the instructive discussions and expert explanations I’ve benefited from over the years. Yet I don’t think of myself as having good sources; I regard my peers as mentors, and myself as a perpetual student of whisky.

The first distillery I visited was The Balvenie in Speyside, Scotland, in 1998. I arrived lacking any knowledge of Scotch whisky, and was given a tour by the malt master David Stewart. When we sat down for a tasting, I tried to relate the flavours to all the equipment I’d seen and the information I’d heard, which I found so intricate and so intriguing. That’s when I decided: I want to know everything. An impossible quest maybe, but nevertheless an inspiring ambition.

Since making my debut at The Balvenie, I’ve continued to learn by touring numerous other whisky distilleries in Scotland, and around the world. Visiting a distillery for the first time is always compelling, as each has its own individuality, not only in terms of the production details, but also its “personality”. I’ve returned to some distilleries several times, but each visit provides new insights, as there are always more questions to ask, and consequently more answers to reap. That’s the beauty of studying whisky: learning anything new raises further searching questions.

Writing about whisky has provided me with my only knowledge of science; at school, I chose to exit the chemistry and physics labs as soon as possible. While there’s no point regretting that now, it explains why I approach whisky in a particular way: trying to quantify how each stage, and every detail of the production process, influences the resulting flavour.

Scientific research into whisky, essentially since the 1970s and 1980s, has illuminated various aspects of production, and despite the ageing process having been researched most of all, it is so complex that it is still not fully understood. This has brought us to an interesting stage, when certain aspects of production and ageing can be quantified, but others can’t, which means that making whisky is still an art as well as a science. And where there aren’t yet definitive answers, asking questions can also produce enlightening debates through the exchange of opinions based on experience and instinct.

The opportunities to explore whisky are now extensive and it’s easy to lead a fulfilling whisky lifestyle: visiting distilleries, joining a whisky club, enrolling on whisky courses, attending tastings and whisky festivals. But knowledge isn’t necessary to enjoy whisky, and the flavours don’t need to be analysed either, just savoured.

I enjoyed researching and writing this book immensely, as it provided the chance for me to learn more; writing a book that consisted only of my existing knowledge would have been lamentable. I spent many happy hours talking whisky, either face to face or on the phone, and inevitably each interview prompted new questions to pose in subsequent interviews.

My intention for this book wasn’t to compile a comprehensive directory of all the whiskies produced by every distillery in each country – that would be another undertaking altogether. I wanted to explore the similarities and the differences, as well as the idiosyncrasies, that make the whisky world so fascinating.
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