WHISKY TASTING Speaker notes
HOW IT CAME ABOUT AND ITS WORLD STANDING
Whisky is a spirit drink made form cereals and water.    Nobody really knows how it came about or who introduced it.  Theories of its invention range from the Romans, Attila the Hun, St Patrick and the “old Scot cooking up a bowl of fermenting porridge gruel and observing the steam condense into fragrant spirit”.
Today, whisky is a world recognised drink.  And although there are many types of whisky, the commodity is all about Scotch Whisky.  The reason I say that is that Scotch totally dominates every spirit market around the world.  It is without question the most highly regarded spirit drink, the one that everyone aspires to and the one that receives the most marketing spend and has the highest profile.
If you look around this room I can show you that practically everything you see is Scotch.
Its standing in the world is simply enormous – and many people in the UK are surprised to hear this.  The reason for its prominence is partly historic but mostly on the merits of its taste and quality.
To give you an impression of the relative size of the Scotch market, every year, more than a billion bottles of Scotch are sold across the world.  Irish whiskey would be about 5% of that number – American, about 8% -Japanese about 3%.
Of the total Scotch consumed in the world, blends are by far and away the most popular.  The big international power brands, such as Jonnie Walker, J&B and Ballantines are all blends.  Blends are a mix of grain whisky and single malt whisky.  Grain whisky is pure and smooth and consistent.  Single malts carry the essences and flavours and are individual.  Single malt whiskies account for less than 10% of world sales.  This fact surprises most people.

The UK market for Scotch is an enigma.  Blends are seen as old fashioned, but its market for single malts is much more developed and they are fast becoming interesting and trendy.
Your tasting tonight will concentrate on Single malts.

SOME HISTORY
A very quick and simple way to appreciate how Scotch has come to be the world beater it is today is to recognise four important dates in history:-
1707, 1823, 1920 and 1941.
So what do they mean?

1707 – The Act of Union that joined Scotland and England and allowed free trade between Scotland and the Empire.
1823 – The Excise Act that legitimised and regulated the distillation of Scotch Whisky and allowed the industry to flourish without penal excise duties.
1920 – the start of thirteen years of prohibition of alcohol in the US, that simply opened the back door to smuggled Scotch and gave the Americans a love of the product.
1941 – the date America entered WW 2 and thereby accepted that they could not isolate themselves from the rest of the world.  Why was this important?  The Americans travelled with all their favourite things – Coca Cola, Elvis Presley records and Scotch! 
HOW SCOTCH IS MADE

Here is a simple version.
By law, Scotch can only be made from three ingredients:- Cereal (barley/grain), yeast and water.  The three are mixed up together and fermented into a beer.  The alcohol from the beer is then distilled in copper stills into spirit and the spirit must then be matured in oak barrels for a minimum period of three years.  The whole process must take place in Scotland with no additives and the resulting spirit drink must be at least 40% alc strong.
THE TWO TYPES OF SCOTCH

There are two versions of Scotch whisky made:- grain whisky and single malt whisky.  Grain whisky uses a mix of grain cereals and is distilled through a continuous process.  It is produced in very large volumes.  The spirit produced is very pure and consistent.  

Single malt whisky uses malted barley and is a single batch distillation process.  It can be produced in very small volumes.  Put simply, grain, being smooth and consistent, is a mixer or blender.  Single malt is more intense and variable and is an essence or a flavourer.  Because of its consistency, grain is the biggest ingredient of blended whiskies.  Because of the variation of malt flavours there are many more single malt makes than blends.

THE UNIQUE FLAVOUR OF SCOTCH

The thing that really hooks people to Scotch is the aftertaste.  No spirit has as long a finish and this taste in the mouth is intriguing, complex and subtle.  And with single malts the aroma, flavour and taste varies wildly, so much so that you can scarcely believe that it’s the same product.  The three things that most determine taste and character of a single malt are:-

1. The local region’s methodology;
2. whether peat is used in the process; and

3. the number of years in maturation and the type of wood used.
One last thing before we begin.  I will point out to you on the map the various whisky making regions across Scotland because we will be referring to them as we go along.
MORE ABOUT THE SINGLE MALT PROCESS

MALTING

It is the husk or seed of the barley that is mixed with water, but first the barley husks are “malted”.  Hence the name ‘malt whisky’.  This is a process of first dampening the barley seeds, allowing them to germinate or grow and then stopping growth by drying them out completely.  This releases starch and enzymes for effective fermentation.
THE PEATY SMOKY FLAVOUR

Many people are led to believe that it is the peat in the local water supply that leads to the peaty taste of a whisky.  This is a not true.

In the western isles of Scotland the only fossil fuel available is peat.  Therefore when it comes to drying out the barley in the malting process, a peat fire was used as the source of heat.  The smoke from this fire impregnates the husks of barley and this flavour persists throughout the distillation and maturation.
DISTILLATION

Two copper stills at a time are employed.  The fermented liquid or ‘wash’ is distilled in the first and larger copper still and alcohol comes off at around 28% abv.  These are called ‘low wines’.  The low wines are then distilled in the second copper still and the spirit comes off this one at around 75% abv.  Here is where the art of the distiller kicks in for he carefully selects what he wants to keep from this.  Like the three bears, the first part of the spirit is too early, the end production is too late, but the bit in the middle is just right.  So the parts that are rejected are re-distilled.  They are sent around again and ‘cut’ again until they are judged by the distiller to be right.
MATURATION

Water is then added to the distilled spirit to bring its strength down to around 60-69% abv and it is then sealed in oak casks and matured for at least three years.  The maturation process does three things:- alcohol evaporates and the harsh new spirit softens, any impurities are absorbed by the wood and the wood itself imparts flavour and character into the spirit.  After three years (and not before) it becomes and can be called Scotch Whisky.
OTHER TOPICS TO COVER

WHY WOOD MAKES A DIFFERENCE

THE STRENGTH OF DIFFERENT SCOTCHES

WHEN SHOULD I DRINK A SCOTCH?
ARE BLENDS GOOD OR BAD?
SHOULD I MIX?
SHOULD I ADD WATER?
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