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Dedication

Dedicated to the memory of Carl Reavey and the long conversations in which many of the seeds of this book were sown; and also to my old friend, sailing companion and partner in drams Charles MacLean MBE, who was the most convivial and generous host to this weary traveller during the long gestation of this project.
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Introduction

Scotch whisky. A drink named after the country of its birth. The flavours of each of its distilleries are defined by location. This place, this flavour, this individuality. Place has always sat within whisky, but how deep does it go? Is the talk of it being important contrived, or is it real? What does location mean in terms of flavour, how does a distillery fit into a community, how does place impact on sustainability? With 140 distilleries operational in Scotland, will place become more significant? Where is whisky in the Anthropocene, how might it change and what role does place have in that transition?

These questions had been rattling around my brain for years. It was time to find the answers. There was only one way to do this: go on the road. Travel from north to south, go from the Neolithic past to the present…and peek into the future. Gauge the temperature.

At this point, it might be useful to say what this book isn’t. It’s not a guide to every distillery, nor is it a book of tasting notes. There are great titles out there that do that. This is less of a journey along that very busy main highway and more of a drive through the side roads that, hopefully, will give you a new and different view.

The distilleries were picked because they all showed different facets of this idea of place. They are large and small, old and new. There are many others that could have been included. Find them.

Whisky can be written about in many ways, but over the years the aspect that has intrigued me the most is seeing it as a cultural product. It can be a way of looking at a country: its history, people, stories and thinking. Scotch whisky is a distillation of these sensibilities and conditions and can only be made here.

Some of these thoughts became the film The Amber Light, which I made with Adam Park. This isn’t the book of the film, but the idea of looking at Scotch as a reflection of culture is shared by both.

Making the film was the first time I met Christina Kernohan, who was doing the stills photography – while eight months pregnant. When the idea for this book came about, she was the only photographer I wanted to work with. Thankfully, she said yes. I’m in awe of her eye, her lunging ability, her ability to make people relax. She was the ideal travelling companion. This book is a joint enterprise.

It was also important to step back from the whisky world, so we met with craftspeople, farmers, a genealogist and a perfumer. Their stories and insights gave a deeper understanding of whisky’s relationship to location and the way in which it is more than just a liquid in a bottle.

What did I find out? Read on…
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The author, snapped sneakily by the photographer without his knowledge (or permission)
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