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				Dedication

				To my kind and hospitable neighbours: Slàinte mhath!

				FMacD

			

		

	
		
			
				Quotes
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				O thou, my Muse! Guid auld Scotch drink,

				Whether through wimplin’ worms thou jink,

				Or, richly brown, ream o’er the brink,

				In glorious faem,

				Inspire me, till I lisp and wink,

				To sing thy name!

				Robert Burns, ‘Scotch Drink’, 1786

				 

				(guid auld = good old; wimplin’ = curling; worms = parts of distilling apparatus (cooled copper pipes in which vaporised alcohol condenses); jink = twist and turn; ream = flow; faem = foam; lisp = speak with difficulty)
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				Introduction: Scotland in a bottle?

				Whisky is a great industry in Scotland. Whisky is a great pleasure in the rest of the world.’ So says French whisky writer Jean-Marie Putz. The statistics agree with him. In Scotland, around 10,000 people are employed full-time making and selling Scotch whisky, while a further 35,000 jobs are linked to the whisky trade. In 2007, whisky exports accounted for 13% of Scotland’s overseas earnings, and contributed over £2.7 billion to Scotland’s economy. Worldwide, over 300 million litres are sold – and presumably drunk with pleasure – every year.
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				A magic potion?

				Whisky is only a solution of malt (grain sugar), yeast and water, but it has been praised and prized for hundreds of years. It is surrounded by countless legends and beliefs about its supposedly mystical, magical qualities. According to a 17th-century Scottish manuscript, whisky will (in this order):

				•	heal wounds

				•	polish brass

				•	sharpen the wits

				•	make a sad man happy

				•	preserve youth

				•	help women to conceive

				•	make good wine out of stale and much, much, much more.
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				Today, inexpensive, mass-produced whisky blends are widely available. They are piled high and sold cheap on supermarket shelves – although they are perhaps not yet cheap enough to use as metal polish. But fine whisky is still a rare and costly luxury; a single bottle can cost a small fortune. 
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				The most expensive whisky in the world?

				In November 2010, international auction house Sotheby’s in New York sold what was advertised as ‘the world’s most expensive bottle of whisky’. It was filled with highly prized 64-year-old malt whisky  from Scotland’s famous Macallan distillery. 

				The price? Estimates started at US $150,000, but the bottle actually fetched US $460,000 (GB £288,000). (The proceeds were donated to a charity that supplies clean drinking water to developing countries.) But perhaps the most valuable part of this very, very costly item was the decanter it came in. Hand-crafted by Lalique of France in exquisite crystal, it was a unique work of art.

				On the other hand, if you’d like to drink history, the last surviving bottle in the universe of Irish Nuns’ Island whiskey also went on sale in 2010. The Nuns’ Island distillery closed almost 100 years earlier. Who knows what the whiskey will taste like? You can find out if you have the asking price for such a unique rarity: £100,000.
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				Tasting notes

				The taste of whisky is easy to recognise but extremely difficult to describe. Unbelievable numbers – and combinations – of adjectives and nouns have been used to communicate its appearance, flavour and aroma, sometimes successfully: 

				•	beautiful custard poured over barley pie

				•	bandages and antiseptic

				•	Parma violets, with some damp hay 

				•	busy, sweaty sock

				•	a slight hint of liquorice/trout fishing basket

				•	wet cement

				•	freshly hung wallpaper

				•	celery and citrus

				•	pillow-soft vanilla

				•	a tang of gunpowder and a warm nuttiness.

				In the case of one very memorable bottle:

				•	‘It doesn’t just hit the palate, it caresses it with the nubile fingers of a young lady and the talons of an eagle.’

				Jim Murray’s Whisky Bible 2010

				 

				One further fact for whisky connoisseurs to consider: different casks and bottlings of famous whiskies are known not as prosaic ‘packaging’, but as much more poetic ‘expressions’. Do we wonder why?

				 

				Whisky’s worldwide winners

				

				The name of ‘Scotch’, together with its composition, packaging and promotion, is strictly protected and controlled – and yet local ‘whiskies’ are made and enjoyed all round the world, from Argentina to New Zealand. In 2010, a whisky made in India was chosen as third finest in the world, out of almost 4,000 different bottles! An American whiskey came first, and a Scottish whisky second. Indians now drink more whisky than any other nationality. They consumed 1,179 million litres in 2009 – and two thirds of this was produced in India.

				 

				Jekyll and Hyde?

				Like the Scots themselves, and like the famous two-faced character invented by Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894), whisky is paradoxical. It takes great skill and many years to produce, but is often carelessly consumed in seconds. It wrecks budgets, ruins marriages, wastes lives – and yet few celebrations are complete without it. Nor are funerals. Traditionally,  in Scotland, only men accompanied a body to the grave. Then, in even the most sober, upright families, it was an accepted sign of respect to drink ‘the funeral dram’.
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				Whisky or whiskey?

				Both spellings are correct, although ‘whisky’ is normally used by distillers in Scotland, Canada, Japan, Australia, India, Brazil, Wales and elsewhere in Europe (except Ireland). 

				Scottish whisky is often also called ‘Scotch’ – but never in Scotland! There, it is called whisky, or, more hospitably, ‘a dram’. Although a dram was originally a very small liquid measure used by pharmacists (one eighth of a fluid ounce, or about 3.7 ml – but definitions vary), today it refers to any quantity of whisky offered by a host to a guest, from a thimbleful to an overflowing tumbler. 

				And remember – in Scotland and Ireland, whisky is always ‘taken’, not drunk. As in: ‘You’ll take a wee dram, Hamish?’

				The spelling ‘whiskey’ is said to have been invented by distillers in 19th-century Ireland, to distinguish their high-quality, traditionally made whisky from cheap, bland, ‘industrial’ whisky mass-produced in the Lowlands of Scotland (see Chapter 5). Today, ‘whiskey’ is commonly used by distillers in Ireland, New Zealand and the United States. However, a few American companies, mostly those founded by Scottish emigrants, prefer Scottish-style ‘whisky’.
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				Wearable whisky?

				In 2007, whisky enthusiast Edgar van der Crommert, from the Netherlands, designed a new tartan in honour of Scottish malt whisky. He chose colours and patterns carefully to ‘tell the whisky story’. Each element in the design symbolises either a whisky ingredient, or a stage in the manufacturing process:

				1. Yellow lines: ripe barley

				2. Brown squares: ploughed fields

				3. Black squares: peat

				4. Light brown lines: yeast

				5. Dark blue squares: spring water

				6. Pale blue lines: distilled spirit

				7. Brown lines: barrels

				8. Black lines: bonded warehouse

				9. Faint blue lines: ‘the angels’ share’ (evaporating spirit)

				10. White lines: glass bottles

				11. Wide yellow stripe: the end product.
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				The very devil…

				Whisky is glamorous and seductive. It plays a strong supporting role in classic Hollywood films of the 1940s and 1950s, and in stylish US detective stories written by the likes of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. It’s drunk by gumshoes, gangsters – and their molls. Like them, it’s smart and stylish.

				Whisky is sordid and repulsive. It features in many gritty novels of despair and self-destruction, mostly by Scottish authors. These range from the deliberately dour House with Green Shutters (George Douglas Brown, 1901 – the hero gets drunk and murders) to the defiant No Mean City (H. Kingsley Long and Alexander McArthur, 1935 – the hero gets drunk and is murdered) and the tough, tragic Morvern Callar (Alan Warner, 1995 – where the heroes – or victims – mainline on Macallan and much else besides).

				 

				‘Whisky, no doubt, is a devil, but why has this devil so many worshippers?’

				Scottish judge Lord Cockburn (1799–1854)

				 

				Whisky drowns sorrows. It inspires songs and poems. It sustains heroes, wins worldwide fans, has its own tartan – and is a gift to the Scottish tourist trade. Above all, it is convivial:

				 

				‘Here’s a bottle and an honest friend.

				 What wad ye wish for mair, Man?’

				Robert Burns – who else?

				(wad = would; mair = more) 

				 

				So, just exactly what is this magical – or malignant – Scottish liquid treasure? When (and where) did it originate?

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE: The Water of Life

				Today’s name ‘whisky’ comes from two Scottish Gaelic words, uisge beatha (say: OOSH-kee-baw), meaning ‘water of life’. However, several other liquids have carried similar names, at different times and in different places. Or else they’ve been given nicknames: either euphemistic (as in vodka, which means ‘little water’ or ‘just a drop!’), or else describing their place of origin, their ingredients, or even (as in the case of rum) their effects on the drinker.

				 

				Distillation

				Apart from their weird and wonderful names, what else do these ‘waters of life’ have in common? They are all strong alcoholic drinks, produced by distillation.

				Distillation is a basic physical process. You simply:

				•	heat a liquid until it boils

				•	capture the resulting hot vapours and cool them so that they condense 

				•	then collect the condensed liquid.

				Today, scientists use distillation as an important analytical tool. The different components of any organic compound boil at different temperatures; distilling isolates them so that they can be identified. 

				Distillation is also used to purify all kinds of compounds. Water and other unwanted elements can be vaporised (turned to steam), collected and disposed of, leaving only a pure concentrate behind.

				 

				Perfume and paint

				Distillation has a very ancient history. It was probably invented in the Middle East and used for making perfumes. Pottery jars with rims designed to catch drops of cooled vapour have survived from around 3500 BC. Much later, around 400 BC, ancient Greek scientists distilled metallic salts, hoping to create longer-lasting pigments for artists. By around AD 1150, in Muslim Spain and multicultural Sicily, experimenters had perfected techniques for distilling alcohol to make and preserve medicines. 
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				But not to drink?

				In the past, the Islamic tradition of abstaining from alcoholic drinks  was less well observed in some Muslim civilisations than in others. But all Muslim doctors warned of alcohol’s dangerous effects. Central Asian scholar Ibn Sina (c.980–1037; known in the West as Avicenna), the greatest scientific genius of his age, is said to have cautioned:

				 

				‘ To give wine to youths is like putting fire on top of fire.’
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				Skill or sorcery?

				Ibn Sina was a careful, observant philosopher and physician. However, to many people of his time, the process of distillation seemed mysterious and magical – part of alchemy, not science. It was a secret skill, belonging only to a few rather sinister scholars. These learned men (and some women) had the education (they could read and write), the training (they studied with older, wiser masters) and the money (usually from rich patrons) to set up laboratories and buy books, rare ingredients and elaborate equipment.  

				Unlike scientific or medical distillers, who had practical purposes for their investigations, alchemists were engaged in an esoteric quest. They aimed to transform the raw material of this world into a higher state, by separating ‘base’ (low) elements from purer, more ‘spiritual’ ones. If each substance could be refined by distilling over and over again, then only its pure ‘quintessence’ would remain. It would become ethereal, like the stars. It was what the heavens were made of, and was not normally present on earth. It was incorruptible: it lasted for ever like the stars. As an added attraction, the same process would also – according to alchemists’ theories – turn base metals into gold.

				 

				Bubble, bubble…

				To dissolve base substances and hopefully transform them, medieval alchemists pioneered and improved distilling technology. They lit fierce wood fires under metal cauldrons, filled the cauldrons with the substance to be distilled, set it to boil, and collected the vapours that arose in vessels called alembics, retorts and pelicans. 
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				Pelicans?

				No, not the big-beaked bird but a strange-shaped glass vessel. This had a pair of long, narrow, tapering arms bent over like jug handles. The shape reminded medieval people of holy pictures showing mother pelicans stabbing their breasts with their beaks, then feeding their chicks with the blood. (Christian preachers taught that pelicans were a symbol of Jesus, who shed his own blood to save sinners.)

				The long neck of the alchemists’ retort had a rather different purpose. When the liquid in the vessel was set to boil over a cauldron, the vapours cooled at the top of the neck, and the distilled liquid then ran down into another container in a slow, controllable way. Fractional distillation (collecting separate, measured portions of the distilled liquid, each containing different substances) was invented in Salerno, Sicily, around AD 1250.
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				Everlasting

				Usually, distillation was repeated many times – the more vigorous (and dangerous)  the boiling, the better! The side-arms of the pelican led the condensed vapours back into the vessel to be distilled again. As 16th-century German doctor and alchemist, Conrad Gesner, explained:

				‘The distilled…substance…contains in itself the four elements, but due to the continuous motion and agitation, it is converted from corruptible into incorruptible.’

				Scientifically speaking, this is not true. But, compared with grapes or grain or sugar cane, or any other of the raw materials from which waters of life were made, distilled liquids did seem to have the magical ability never to rot or go bad, but to survive for ever. 

				Would drinkers of distilled waters of life absorb some of this supernatural power? No-one could be sure, but it was worth a try.

				 

				To Scotland – how and why?

				It’s a long way from Arabia and Greece to Scotland, even today. How – and when – did knowledge of the ancient invention of distillation make the journey? No-one knows for certain, but there are three possibilities: 

				 

				•	Soldiers and science

				Muslim scholars such as Ibn Sina studied ancient Greek scientific texts, combining their contents with ideas from India, Persia and Arab lands. As Muslim armies marched westwards into Europe, Muslim scientific knowledge spread with them.

				 

				•	Rich and rare

				Kings and chiefs in Ireland and southwest Scotland loved expensive, exotic luxuries. From around AD 500 they imported wine, spices, silks, medicines and fine swords from traders in southern Europe and the Middle East. Slowly, knowledge of new technologies, including distilling, also spread northwards.

				 

				•	Wandering monks

				Scottish – and Irish – monks were great travellers. Although some, like Ireland’s St Columbanus (died AD 615), were famous for destroying drink, others went to study at top European universities. There, from around AD 1200, they learned how to make and use distilled medicines, and brought the knowledge back home with them.

				 

				All – or none – of these possibilities might be true. But what we do know is that the first definite reference to ‘water of life’ in Scotland comes from the late 15th century AD. What, precisely, does it say?
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