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The
Soul of
Scotland

A tour of Islay’s legends distilled through
the prism of a glass complemented by
glorious food is only the introduction to

X

THE UPSURGE

The Ardbeg distillery

was established in 1815
and produces a heavily
peated Islay whisky, which
emphasises aromas and
spices (Below)

the romance of the highland fling.

By SANDEEEP ARORA
Consulting Editor, Whisky Magazine (UK)

ew images outshine imagination more vividly than
the painterly moodiness of Scottish skies—the

dramatic landscapes and the smoky warmth of

the Islay malts have earned the island its popular
moniker of ‘Queen of the Hebrides. The rich, well-
documented history dating back to the first century
AD bears vivid testimony to the storied past of this
jewel of an island that ranks fifth in size in Scotland
among 700. The capital, Bowmore, is home to
the first licensed Islay distillery, and was founded
back in 1779. With a tiny population of 3,000 to
enjoy the peaty nectar produced by nine distilleries
across 600 square kilometres, it's the perfect hilly
haven for whisky worshippers.

Over the past two decades, I've sampled and
enjoyed whisky across many continents, countries,
and cultures. However, savouring a whisky in its raw
form in Islay, directly from the cask in the Distillery
warehouse, offers an entirely distinct experience.
My Islay whisky trail stretched across five days and
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nine distilleries, interspersed with inspired pairings, freshly farmed
local Islay meals and nature walks.

Well begun is half done...

The Trail started at Ardbeg—established in 1815 and owned by Louis
Vuitton Moét Hennessy—that produces a heavily peated Islay whisky,
emphasising aromas and spices, including sweeter tones such as choco-
late and vanilla. During the 1980s and 1990s, Ardbeg suffered reversals
of fortune and closed doors in 198l for several years. Although they
re-opened later that decade, Ardbeg shut down again in 1996. The
brand was purchased by The Glenmorangie Company in 1997 which
saved the distillery from closure. In 2000, The Ardbeg Committee—a
dedicated following of global fans now comprising 180,000 members
in over 130 countries—was formed to ensure that the doors of Ardbeg
never close again. In 2021, a new multi-million pound still house was
installed that doubled production capacity. The new Ardbeg range un-
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derlines innovation while effectively preserving the legacy of a
renowned distillery, albeit in a contemporary style.

The visitor centre and bistro also underwent renovation,
and the Distillery has introduced a new Ardstream food truck
for tourists and locals alike, which was a runaway success dur-
ing the pandemic. The trailer sells Burgers, steaks, sausages,
warm salads, cookies at price points between GBP 6-22. Warm
bread and dense delicious cookies are a great companion for
the damp breeze. Also, this refurbished American trailer also
offers customers the chance to prepare pizza using a custom-
made wood-burning pizza oven.

With the food burning a hole in my daily calorific count,
[ decided to walk across to Laphroaig, the peat monster.
Laphroaig, founded in I815 by brothers Alex and Donald
Johnston, represents one of the most esteemed single malt
production systems. It's a famous distillery
known for recreating historic whiskies with
phenolic and peaty notes. From the maltings
and peat to the towering stills and the smoky
ambience, it nurtures its ties to its rich heri-
tage, while staying au courant. As a mem-
ber of the Kildalton triumvirate, Laphroaig
is quintessentially an Islay flagship with a
global fan base.

Board and Lodge The evening was given
over to sate the soul but with salmon at the
delightful The Machrie, a Spa & Golf Resort,
where 1 was staying. The perfect refuge for
some much needed R&R, dinner was a sin-
ful combination of Port Askaig crab cakes,
whipped goat cheese and Islay scallops. For
those who value their indulgence, the Maple
Glazed Pork Belly and the Fillet of Scottish
Salmon are a decadent must-have.

Continuing on my Islay
Whisky Trail...
Breakfast with whiskies is a not-to-be-
missed Bowmore special. Decadent? Yes,
but delightful, like you wouldn't believe. As
pairings go, this one was Manna from Heaven. | paired pork
sausages, cheese and breads, and freshwater lobster dressed in
a creamy dressing with the Bowmore 15 YO and a special, dis-
tillery edition. What made the experience even more exhilarat-
ing was the spectacular seascape of the Atlantic that outlines
the visual backstory for this historic distillery and brand.
Bowmore, renowned for its typical Islay Whisky, was found-
ed in 1779 by John P. Simpson. The distillery is a blend of tra-

INDIA TODAY SPICI NOVEMBER 2023

SATE THE PALATE
The Machrie serves
delicious local Scottish
produce on their
menus (Left)

dition and innovation, crafting both old and contemporary
whiskies, including a highly prized aged variant. The process
involves steeping malts, distribution on chariots, mashing,
and fermentation, creating the smoky peat flavour distinctive
to the Bowmore malt.

Well-fed and hydrated, it was back to the task at hand with
an early afternoon rendezvous with Lagavulin, one of the
oldest distilleries. Literally translating to “hollow by the mill”
in Gaelic, it is known for some of Scotland’s most famous
whiskies, including special editions like the 12-year-old and
2l-year-old. The 16-year-old single malt is celebrated for be-
ing one of the world's smokiest whiskies. It employs the dou-
ble distillation method to produce a consistent malt aged in
a combination of bourbon barrels and sherry casks that add
sweetness to the whisky. Add to that a late afternoon lunch
comprising Fresh Fish steak, mashed potatoes and greens,
with freshly baked bread, crab sticks, and prawn cocktail. The
chefs had combined local produce with warm spices, and
slow cooked the food and served it fresh off the fire! (Is this
part of the distillery experience? Where did you eat this? )

Board and Lodge My visit to the temple of peat was com-
plemented by a delightful stay at the Islay Hotel, a memorable
experience to say the least, accompanied by the house favou-
rite—tayside pigeon tart accompanied by wild mushrooms,
and a succulent fillet of seabass served with dark speckled
lentils, topped off with a heavenly toffee pudding,

The Caol Ila distillery is unique, in that, it produces ap-
proximately 15 per cent of the whisky as single malt, with the
rest reserved for blends; Caol Ila is a major component of the
Johnnie Walker blends. Founded by Hector Henderson in
1846, it is the largest whisky producer on Islay, located near
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Port Askaig. The Caol lla distillery also offers a wide
range of local specialties, of which cheese and smoked
duck are the standouts.

Bunnahabhain—the almost-next door neighbour—
was constructed in 188I, and the name translates to
‘mouth of the river’; it was initially intended for blend-
ing. The distillery stores both peated and unpeated
malts and has four pot stills, along with one of the larg-
est mash tuns. Apart from blending, it produces some
exceptional single malts and offers picturesque views
from the Bunnahabhain visitor centre, where a tasting of
the Bunnahabhain Jack Weiber from the Auld Distiller
collection and the Bunnahabhain 40 YO, GleannMor,
offers a balanced yet a delectable fusion of flavours.

Next in the line-up was Bruichladdich, or ‘corner of
the beach’ or ‘gentle slope of the sea’. Built in 1881 by the
Harvey Brothers, Robert, William, and John Gourlay
Harvey, the distillery now has three brands: Bruichlad-
dich, Port Charlotte and Octomore, a heavily peated
single malt Scotch whisky. Maturation in various casks
provides a wide range of flavours, aromas, and spic-
es. Reeping in view the palate of Bruichladdich, I paired
a few desserts such as banana bread snack cakes and
mini blueberry tarts with the whisky, all under a blue sky
and with Port Charlotte.
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Coming full circle

[ also visited the relatively new distilery of Kilchoman, which was
founded in 2005 by Anthony Wills, and offers a diverse range of
whiskies and an excellently- planned visitor centre. It possesses two
small malting floors and kilns that produce a medium-peated malt,
which is blended with the heavily peated malt from Port Ellen. Is-
lay’s only farm distillery has been gaining popularity and finding
new enthusiasts with each passing day.

Beating Kilchoman as the latest is Ardnahoe, the newest distill-
ery on Islay, which draws its name from Scottish Gaelic, meaning
‘Height of the Hollow.” This modern distillery, beautifully located
on the rugged north eastern coast, follows traditional methods and
values. It's the first distillery for independent bottler Hunter Laing &
Co. and produces a spirit that is sweet, smoky, smooth, and yet peaty
and spicy. Unfortunately, we couldn’t give the whisky a try since the
distillery will wait for a minimum of three years for the first batch to
mature and release.

Islay charms even if you're not a whisky enthusiast, for there are
few places in the world where you can experience all four seasons in
a single day. Of course, crowning the celebrated landscape are the
legendary spirits. Drawing whisky directly from the cask, watching it
twinkle and sparkle as it fills the glass, is one of life’s finer mo-
ments. This is where the magic and future of Islay whisky unfolds.
To the magnificent skies, powerful history, and bountiful whisky, I
raise a toast!

NOVEMBER 2023



