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Taming the Scotch whisky jungle
By ANNE BROCKHOFF
Special to The Star

Single-malt Scotch whisky is predictable. Once you know your Speysides from your Islays, you’ve got it down,
right?

Wrong.

Demand for single malts has skyrocketed in the past 20 years, spurring distillers to new heights of creativity.
Just think, says Scotch whisky expert Charles MacLean: Michael Jackson reviewed 226 bottles for the first
edition of “The Malt Whisky Companion,” published in 1989.

Shortly before he died in 2007, Jackson was asked to taste 1,500 for the book’s sixth edition.

“There has been a real renaissance in malt whisky,” says MacLean, who has written 10 of his own books on
scotch, including “Whiskypedia” (Birlinn, 2009). “It’s been around an awfully long time, but things weren’t
generally available.”

That’s because single malts were mostly used as ingredients in blended whiskies, and few malts were
marketed as such until Glenlivet, Glenfiddich and Macallan broke ground in the U.S. in the 1970s and ’80s.
Since then, it has become what some call a whisky jungle.

To sort it out, let’s start at the start. Single malt scotch comes from a single distillery, is made using a pot still
and contains only water, malted barley and yeast. It must be matured for at least three years in Scotland and,
thanks to a recent rule change, also bottled in Scotland. Such protectionism would have delighted one of
Scotland’s favorite sons, Robert Burns, whose Jan. 25 birthday is celebrated the world over with bagpiping,
haggis and a wee (or not so wee) dram.

“O thou, my muse! Guil auld Scotch drink,” goes Burns’ poem, “Scotch Drink,” penned in 1785.

Burns might not recognize today’s scotch, though. Back then, scotch wasn’t aged, was rarely bottled and was
mostly consumed locally. Now, malts spend years and sometimes decades longer in the barrel than the law
requires, allowing flavors to develop and evolve.

A recent tasting hosted by Gomer’s included seven whiskies from Glenlivet. It was interesting to see how the
basic 12-year-old’s floral, sweet softness evolved into weightier, richer flavors — sherry, spice, citrus and
crème brulee all emerged in the 25-year-old.

Ardmore is another example. Its Traditional Cask bottling is matured for an indeterminate “until it’s ready”
number of years. I’m guessing more than six, which is how long the Ardmore spirit used to make Teacher’s
Highland Cream blended whisky ages, but the distillery isn’t saying.

Anyway, the results are tasty. A bit of peat, vanilla, fruit and Highland softness. The 30-year-old Ardmore is
even better, with layers of anise, dark fruit, peat and flowers.

But are the extra years worth the extra money?

The Glenlivet 12 runs $37; the 25-year-old $350. Suggested retail for Ardmore’s Traditional Cask is $45; the
30-year-old is $450. And then there’s Glengoyne. Its 10-year single malt runs around $55 a bottle, but the
distillery earlier this year released a 40-year-old Scotch whisky with a $5,730 price tag.
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Where scotch spends its time also makes a difference. Before World War II, most malts matured in European
oak casks that had previously held Spanish sherry or wine, according to MacLean’s excellent history, “Scotch
Whisky” (Cassell Illustrated, 2003). War made those scarce and expensive, so distillers switched to the more
abundant (and thus cheaper) bourbon barrels made of American oak.

Most malts are still aged in former bourbon barrels, but many whiskies are now being transferred to other
woods for a short time before bottling — called finishing. Glendronach and Glenmorangie started with sherry
wood decades ago, and you can now find scotches finished in barrels that once held rum, Madeira, port,
sauternes, zinfandel and other wines.

“There is a lot of play on wood,” says Alan Gray, Scotch whisky industry analyst extraordinaire at Sutherlands
in Edinburgh. “A lot of innovation has taken the form of things that are not absolutely new.”

Non chill-filtered is another such thing. Scotch contains impurities called congeners that cause it to cloud a bit
when ice or cold water is added. Chill filtration solved the “problem” by removing those impurities, but it took
some of the flavor with it. More whiskies are now being made without chill filtering, returning to the “greater
authenticity” of an earlier age.

What else is “new”?

•Peat: Islay malts were long considered challenging because of their smoky, peaty character. It comes from
using malted barley that has been dried over a peat fire, and, according to Malt Advocate magazine, it’s very
much in vogue. The flip side: Caol Ila, my longtime favorite peaty Islay whisky, recently released an unpeated
10-year-old.

•Cask strength: Scotch whisky is typically diluted to around 80-proof before bottling. Cask strength or barrel
proof whiskies are bottled without dilution at as much as 140-proof.

What’s good about that? Adding water brings out the scotch’s aroma and flavor, and MacLean says doing it
yourself in the glass (something you definitely want to do) gives you the full benefit of that.

•Single cask: Distillers usually marry many casks of Scotch whisky to create a consistent flavor profile. Some
are now starting to bottle one cask at a time, highlighting the individuality of an individual scotch.

•Vintage dating: That Scotch whisky marriage also usually includes casks of different ages; the age on the
bottle refers to the youngest scotch used. Distillers such as Glenrothes and Highland Park started vintage
dating to create something new for collectors to collect, but, because each bottling contains whiskies from a
single year, they can taste different.

With all that going on, how do you decide what to drink?

MacLean recommends consulting the Flavour Map, created by scotch experts Dave Broom and Jim
Beveridge and available at www.malts.com. And then taste, and taste again.

“There is a huge range of flavors out there,” MacLean says. “There’s bound to be something you’ll like.”

Anne Brockhoff writes from her farmhouse outside of Kansas City. She can be reached at food-drink-life@hotmail.com.
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