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Map of Scotland’s Whisky

HIGHLANDS

1. Aberfeldy

2. Ardnamurchan

3. Balblair

4. Clynelish

5. Dalwhinnie

6. Deanston

7. Fettercairn

8. Glencadam

9. The GlenDronach

10. Glen Garioch

11. Glenmorangie

12. The Glenturret

13. Royal Brackla

14. Tomatin

SPEYSIDE

15. Aberlour

16. The Balvenie

17. Benriach

18. Benromach

19. Craigellachie

20. Dailuaine

21. GlenAllachie

22. Glenfarclas

23. Glenfiddich

24. The Glenlivet

25. The Glenrothes

26. Glen Grant

27. Glen Moray

28. Longmorn

29. The Macallan

30. Tamdhu

ISLANDS

31. Highland Park

32. Lochranza

33. Tobermory

34. Talisker

ISLAY

35. Ardbeg

36. Bowmore

37. Bruichladdich

38. Bunnahabhain

39. Kilchoman

LOWLANDS

40. Glenkinchie

41. Daftmill

42. Ailsa Bay

CAMPBELTOWN

43. Glen Scotia

44. Glengyle

45. Springbank

BLENDS/GRAIN

46. Cambus

47. Gordon & MacPhail

48. Johnnie Walker
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Behind the SCOTCH bar

Stepping inside The Balmoral hotel, located at the very eastern side of Princes Street, Edinburgh, is an invitation to experience its Scottish heritage, brought to life by the colours of the surrounding landscape. Just off to the right of the lobby an intriguing room awaits, with amber walls, brass accents and a slick black marble bar. Immediately your eye is drawn towards the impressive iron cages on one side, which hold over 500 bottles of Scotch whisky from all over Scotland. The comfortable leather armchairs and elegant tartan furnishings make for a perfect spot to sit down and relax with a dram. Welcome to SCOTCH.

This prestigious Edinburgh whisky bar welcomes visitors from all around the world. Some enter through the polished wooden doors as whisky lovers and whisky experts, and others as newcomers eager to embark on their first adventure of sampling the finest dram. With a warming, cosy aura, SCOTCH invites visitors to enter and admire its grand whisky library. All hand-picked by the bar’s Whisky Ambassadors, the bottles are prominently displayed so that visitors can browse the collection without the separation of a bar.

As they settle in with their chosen dram and take their very first sip, guests are transported on a journey like no other, through the rolling hills, lochs and fields of Scotland to the individual distilleries where the whiskies are produced, and right back to the comfort of their seat in SCOTCH in the heart of Edinburgh. Equipped with a wealth of knowledge and a love for uisge beatha (the Scots Gaelic term for whisky, meaning ‘water of life’), SCOTCH’s Whisky Ambassadors are ready not only to recommend the perfect dram, but also to tell the story of the whisky and the distillery it originated from. For those looking for a more gentle introduction to the spirit, a range of cocktails are on offer, and delicious nibbles are always on hand, from dark chocolate to smoked almonds.

With this book, the unparalled knowledge and expertise of SCOTCH’s Whisky Ambassadors is available for the first time in print. Enjoy flicking through the top 100 whiskies specially selected by SCOTCH’s bar manager, and dissect the recommendations and detailed comments on the nose, taste and finish of each dram. Learn more about the distillery each whisky came from and note the very best way to enjoy it, whether by itself, with water or a mixer of your choice. For whisky lovers searching for the perfect cocktail, there is a special treat just for you. We hope you enjoy your dive into the enchanting world of Scotch whisky and hope to see you very soon at Edinburgh’s best-loved whisky bar.

[image: illustration]

About The Balmoral

The Balmoral hotel is located in the heart of the Scottish capital at 1 Princes Street, Edinburgh’s most prestigious address. The building was initially home to the North British Station Hotel, which opened on 15 October 1902 under the ownership of the North British Railway Company. In 1988 the hotel closed for a major refurbishment, reopening three years later under the name that it is known by today: The Balmoral. Six years later, the hotel was bought by Sir Rocco Forte of the Rocco Forte Hotels group, and became the first hotel in his new Rocco Forte Collection.

The building was designed by W Hamilton Beattie and A R Scott, who wanted to incorporate a European style, including details inspired by the French Renaissance and Dutch dormer windows. The Balmoral is an Edinburgh landmark, and to this day its majestic clock tower is an iconic feature of the capital’s skyline. Proudly overlooking Princes Street, adjacent to Waverley Train Station, visitors to the city cannot fail to notice it. Famously, the hotel’s clock is set to run three minutes fast – a tradition that dates back to the hotel’s beginnings, and a helpful encouragement to tardy rail travellers who might be prone to missing their trains.

In September 2013, The Balmoral opened the doors to its whisky bar, aptly named SCOTCH. It offers one of the largest collections of single malt Scotch whiskies in Edinburgh, with over 500 bottles from Speyside, Islay, Campbeltown, the Highlands and the Lowlands. The bar is well looked after by the SCOTCH team of Whisky Ambassadors, who use their wealth of knowledge to guide guests through myriad blends, malts and vintages dating back to 1950.

This book features 100 whiskies hand selected by the SCOTCH team from the bar’s prestigious collection. Together they offer a brilliant representation of the diversity and exceptional quality of single malt Scotch whiskies.
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How to Taste Whisky

When tasting whisky, most connoisseurs analyse and experience the liquid through five steps: observing the colour, examining the ‘legs’, nosing the aroma, appreciating the taste and contemplating the finish.

The first and second steps are about the appearance of the whisky. Firstly, what colour does it have? The colour can sometimes indicate how young or old your whisky is – generally, the longer whisky spends in a cask, the darker it gets – as well as the type of cask it was matured in, since the highest-quality whiskies generally only have their natural, cask-derived colour. There are exceptions, of course, as producers are allowed to add a small amount of plain caramel colouring to whisky for consistency between batches. This means that a visual assessment is not always a reliable measure of maturity. A fresh cask, being filled for the first time, is expected to be more ‘active’ and usually imparts more colour than a refill cask that has been used several times already – but a richer colour does not necessarily mean better or more flavour (see Is darker whisky better? for more on this).

Secondly, we examine the ‘legs’. When the liquid is swirled around in a tasting glass, the alcohol beads around the interior and will drip back down into the bowl. How quickly or slowly do the legs, also called ‘tears’, run down the sides of the glass? The legs can help indicate if the spirit has an oilier, heavier body (with a slower descent down the glass) or lighter body (quicker descent), which can affect the mouthfeel and texture of the whisky. Different aspects of production help to determine a whisky’s body, in particular the shape of the stills. Taller and thinner stills generally produce a lighter style of spirit, as only lighter compounds manage to make it to the top and over to the condensers, whereas shorter stills tend to result in oilier and heavier spirits.

The third step is the nosing, a very significant part of appreciating whisky. If the five steps were to be scaled back to just two, then nosing and tasting would be the most essential. There are different ways of nosing a whisky. Some people like to smell further away from the glass, while some prefer putting their nose close to the spirit, although this can cause a numbing of the nose, or even a bit of a tingle if the ABV is high. Others swirl the glass from one side to the other to introduce each nostril to the aromas. For those new to whisky, it can be helpful to part the mouth slightly to open up the olfactory system, which usually helps tasters experience less of the alcohol burn and more of the subtle aromas. On the first nosing, it is common to mostly smell the alcohol vapours, which have not yet ‘escaped’ out of the glass, especially in the first dram of a tasting. It is therefore important to come back to the glass a couple of times to get the nose used to what it is sensing.
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The fourth step is what many of us will be most familiar with: the tasting. However, do not throw the whisky to the back of the palate, as people tend to do when they take a shot, otherwise the spirit will not coat the entire palate and the taste buds cannot pick up all the flavours. Instead, allow the whisky to spread out across your tongue and let it coat your entire mouth before swallowing. You will probably notice that some flavours from the nose become more distinct on the palate, while others become harder to detect. You may even identify some characteristics you didn’t notice while nosing. Also consider the mouthfeel: is the spirit oily or light? Does it have a ginger- or even wasabi-like heat? All of these indicators tell you something about the whisky and how it was made.

[image: illustration]
Finally, the finish of a whisky is the flavour and sensation that remains after swallowing the spirit. Different flavours can emerge or intensify here, and a finish can be short or long depending on the length of time the flavour stays on the palate before it disappears. For example, smoky whiskies tend to have a longer finish, as the smoke often has a powerful and lingering impact.

External factors like temperature, ambient aromas, glassware, sounds and even your mood can also impact the flavour of whisky in various ways. It is generally recommended to drink whisky at room temperature, but some prefer to add ice to the glass to cool the whisky down, which tends to make the flavours less intense and more easily identifiable, but it also increases dilution, reduces viscosity and negates any ‘burn’. When considering glassware, there are glasses shaped specifically for the enjoyment and appreciation of Scotch whisky, such as the Glencairn glass. The tulip shape is designed to allow drinkers to enjoy fully all aspects of the whisky. It has a wide bowl to allow appreciation of the colour and a tapered opening that captures and focuses the aromas. Another classic glass for whisky is the tumbler or rocks glass, which might not capture the aromas in the same way as a Glencairn, but still offers an enjoyable drinking experience, as it feels comfortable to hold and drink from.

At the beginning of your whisky journey, it is common to struggle with identifying the subtle aromas and flavours described in the distillers’ (or reviewers’) tasting notes. It can be helpful to try whiskies of various characters – for example, one bourbon matured, one sherry matured and one peated whisky – next to each other to gain a better understanding of how different they can be. Tasting notes will vary from person to person because we all have our own experience of aromas, which depends on our culture, vocabulary and memories. Some people find it easier to describe flavour as colours or shapes rather than in words. Tasting notes can be as simple as a few words, such as apple, vanilla and smoke, or longer sentences, such as ‘Walking through an apple orchard on a warm spring afternoon, wearing a perfume with soft and elegant vanilla notes while a cooling breeze brings a whiff of smoke from a nearby bonfire of twigs.’ (Turn to Our Top 100 Whiskies to read the first of SCOTCH’s head barman’s own tasting notes.)
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There are also helpful tools for identifying flavour, such as flavour wheels. Many flavour wheels of varying complexity are available only a short internet search away, but the wheel presented opposite is a simplified version designed to help with describing basic tasting notes. A whisky might be fruity, but what type of fruit would it be? Ripe fruit, cooked fruit, dried fruit? Apples, pears, pineapple or raisins? The flavour wheel takes larger categories, such as fruity and peaty, and suggests words for the flavours you might find in each group to help specify aromas.

Fruity

The fruity category contains flavours that arise during fermentation and distillation. A longer fermentation can result in more fruity and floral aromas, whereas a shorter fermentation can produce a maltier character. Esters are important compounds mainly formed during fermentation. They can be responsible for aromas such as peach, pear, pineapple, banana and apple, although some people experience esters more like acetone rather than fruity.

Cereal

Cereal notes generally come from the barley itself and can be influenced by factors such as how hard the barley is roasted. Barley can be roasted to different levels; common names for these include crystal malt, amber malt and chocolate malt. However, the roasted barley tends to be more frequently used for beer production. The flavours derived from the grain can be concentrated or changed during the production process, for example through mashing and fermentation.

Cask Derived

This category looks at flavours derived from maturation. American white oak (Quercus alba) casks usually give notes of vanilla and coconut, on account of the oak’s structure and how American casks are generally prepared by US cooperages. Casks made from European oak, Quercus robur, or sessile oak, Quercus petraea, tend to be spicier and give flavours like cloves. The European species of oak generally contains more tannins than its American cousin. The previous contents of the cask – often bourbon, still wine, sherry or beer – will also impact the flavours and aromas that fall into this category. Oloroso or Pedro Ximénez sherry casks can give the whisky notes of dried fruits and raisins, and red wine cask maturation can result in a character of red berries, for example.



Flavour Wheel
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Peaty

Peated characteristics can vary depending on what type of peat has been used to smoke the barley (wet or dry, inland or coastal) and also on the production process (for more on this, see Are all Scotch whiskies peated?). Nevertheless, all peaty characteristics derive from the peated malt and how much is used in the mash bill (the grain combination). Different cut points (when the spirit is separated) in distillation, shorter or longer fermentation and choice of cask for maturation can all affect how the peat comes across in the finished whisky. Will it be more maritime, with notes of seaweed and tar; medicinal, like disinfectant; fuel-like, with notes of coal, charcoal or petrol; or will it bring more smoky aromas of bonfire, lapsang souchong tea or smoked fish?

Grassy and Floral

Grassy and floral aromas and flavours are also derived primarily from the production stages. Honey is a common tasting note in many Scotch whiskies under the floral umbrella, but whisky can also be floral like a bouquet of flowers or parma violets. On the grassy side, it is not unusual to find aromas like freshly cut grass, moss or green vegetables.
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Other Notes

Less desirable aromas, also called off-notes, can also arise during the production of whisky. One of the reasons that copper plays a big part in Scotch whisky production is because it can assist with removing unwanted aromas. Equipment like pot stills and condensers tend to be made out of copper because it affects the character of the whisky by absorbing certain compounds. Sulphur, which occurs naturally during the whisky production process, is often classed as an unwanted characteristic.

These characterics arise during fermentation as well as maturation, and some distilleries run their production to retain some levels of sulphur because it suits their style of spirit, although some notes, like that caused by butyric acid (often described as ‘cheesy’), and certain kinds of sulphur (rotten eggs or onions) tend to be undesirable. The aromas that fall under this umbrella are not necessarily bad, however, as some people prefer whiskies that are known for having more of a sulphuric character.
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