
H O M A G E  T O      C A L E D O N I A
For lovers of whisky – and mesmerising landscapes – there’s 
no place on earth quite like Scotland. Touring its distilleries  

is the ultimate way to see the country at its inest. 

WORDS  Paul Kay
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espite its many incarnations 
around the world, whisky 
is a tipple that will forever 
be synonymous with 
Scotland. Drunk to toast 
births, graduations, 

weddings, funerals and 
everything in between, it is 

a national obsession and an 
eternal source of pride, spawning 

countless books, articles and 
appreciation societies in Scotland  
and beyond. 

To truly understand whisky and its 
relationship with Scotland, there is 
no substitute for visiting the country 
and its distilleries. Stretching from 
Bladnoch in the rolling south to 
Highland Park in the blustery far north, 
Scotland has more than 100 distilleries, 
each with its own unique style, history 
and geography. 

Brunswick Hotel in trendy Merchant 
City will better suit those keen to 
immerse themselves in Glasgow’s 
famous nightlife. And to start swotting 
up on your whisky knowledge, there 
are few better places than The Pot Still 
bar, which claims to have the inest 
collection of single malt whiskies 
in Scotland. Beholding the motley 
battalions of bottles lining their well-
worn shelves, it’s hard to argue. 

Leaving Glasgow and following the 
River Clyde northwest towards its 
mouth, it’s not long before the city 
signs give way to greener pastures, 
and it’s just 20 minutes before you 
encounter one of only three operational 
Lowland distilleries, Auchentoshan. 
Meaning ‘corner of the ield’ in Gaelic, 
Auchentoshan is evidence of the west of 
Scotland’s historical links with Ireland, 
as its whiskies are triple-distilled like 

Most can be visited and several ofer 
not only tours, but also traditional 
lodgings, making it the ideal way to  
see the country while learning about 
whisky – and of course tasting it. 

There are almost as many routes to 
explore as there are distilleries, but the 
following suggested itinerary is the 
perfect introduction to Scotland for 
the whisky novice, while also allowing 
connoisseurs to delve deeper.

THE ROUTE
The irst port of call, Glasgow, may 
not have any distilleries (although 
one is planned to open next year), 
but Scotland’s largest city is bursting 
with character and well worth a few 
days’ visit. Stay at the opulent One 
Devonshire Gardens in the leafy West 
End if you want to push the boat out, 
while the hip but budget-friendly 

those from the Emerald Isle, unlike the 
twice-distilled Scottish variety. This 
gives them a slightly sweeter, full-
bodied lavour. 

Auchentoshan ofers your irst 
opportunity to learn how whisky is 
made. In the simplest terms, a mash 
of water, malted barley and yeast are 
distilled into giant vats called pot stills 
to create ‘new make spirit’, which is 
then aged in oak barrels. A variety of 
tours are available depending on your 
interests, one of which even includes 
bottling your own whisky from one of 
their casks.

Leaving Auchentoshan behind, head 
for the bonnie banks of Loch Lomond, 
the largest inland body of water in 
the UK and delightfully picturesque. 
Savour the winding drive along its 
western banks and through the verdant 
Trossachs National Park, perhaps 

D

Scotland haS more than 
100 active diStillerieS, 
EACH WITH ITS OWN 
UNIQUE STYLE, HISTORY 
AND GEOGRAPHY

Oban

Inverness

Elgin
Tain

Dunvegan

Glasgow
Edinburgh

Kirkwall

Bowmore

Go your  
own way
To get the most out of a 
whisky tour, it’s advisable 
to hire a car and work out 
driving arrangements that 
don’t fall foul of drink-
driving laws. There are 
public transport options 
and private tours, but the 
freedom to take things at 
your own pace and follow 
detours on a whim makes 
a car the better option  
by far. 

PICTURED 

(clockwise from above)  
visiting distilleries can 
involve more than just 
tastings, with tours ofering  
a look behind the scenes;  
the Pot Still in Glasgow  
is a great place to start;  
the famous cameron  
house hotel; a familiar 
Scottish sight.

RIGHT 

ardbeg distillery  in  
the south of islay.

PREVIOUS 

a stag with a group of  
hinds, with caol ila distillery  
in the background in islay. 

74



P
h
o
to
g
ra
p
h
y

 /
/ 

S
c
o

tt
is

h
 V

ie
w

p
o

in
t 

/ 
A

la
m

y
 /

 S
h

u
tt

e
rs

to
c
k

 1

 2

3

4

5

6

6

stopping for lunch – or even overnight 
– at Cameron House Hotel, the site of 
many a Scottish celebrity wedding and 
favoured weekend retreat of the well-
heeled Glasgow crowd. 

Looping around Loch Fyne, which 
is famed for its oysters and scallops, 
the coast switches sides as you make 
your way down the Kintyre Peninsula 
to Kennacraig to take the two-hour 
ferry trip to Islay. One of Scotland’s 
ive oicial whisky regions, the 
windswept Islay is worthy of a tour in 
its own right, and its eight single malts 
are characterised by robust smoky 
notes that come from the local peat. 
Laphroaig, Lagavulin and Ardbeg in 
the south of the island are among the 
famous names here and certainly worth 
a visit, but base yourself at Bowmore. 
This 235-year-old distillery typiies 
the Islay style and also operates pretty 
cottages nearby. 

Bowmore is one of the few distilleries 
that malts (roasts) its own barley with 
peat, and if you’re lucky to coincide with 

You won’t ind any gladiators in Oban, 
but you will ind some of the west 
coast’s best shellish at The Seafood 
Hut. It belies its modest appearance 
with some of the freshest morsels you 
will ever taste.  

Four hours north of Oban, and 
accessible via a modern road bridge 
ofering expansive views in all 
directions, the Isle of Skye holds a 
particularly romantic place in the 
Scottish imagination. This is partly 
because of its rugged yet stunning 
natural beauty, and partly due to its role 
in the story of Bonnie Prince Charlie. 
He is said to have led there in a rowing 
boat disguised as an Irish maid to 
escape the English forces following his 
defeat at the battle of Culloden in 1746. 

The Isle of Skye also features some of 
Scotland’s most challenging hill-walks. 
After that – or in lieu of – you can enjoy 
another famous whisky at Talisker, 
the large island’s only distillery. After 
sampling their award-winning malts, 
which, like the landscape, have an 

this process, the potent aroma is one 
you’ll forever associate with Islay.

If you have time, stop by Kilchoman, 
which became the irst new distillery on 
the island since 1881 when it opened in 
2005. It has been garnering rave reviews 
for its as-yet young whiskies. And 
before leaving Islay, be sure to visit  
Caol Ila. You’ll have to call ahead to 
make a reservation as the distillery is 
not generally open to the public, but 
you’ll be rewarded with ine whisky as 
well as a breathtaking seascape to gaze 
at as you savour it.

Back on the mainland, detour south 
towards the Mull of Kintyre to sample 
one of two whiskies from the tiny region 
of Campbeltown at Springbank, before 
heading north for the gateway to the 
islands, Oban. The Oban distillery is 
one of the smallest in Scotland, with 
only two stills, and it sits close to the 
sea in the unlikely shadow of McCaig’s 
Tower, an eccentric monument built by 
a Victorian-era philanthropist that is 
based on Rome’s Colosseum.  

underlying volcanic character, head for 
the much-lauded The Three Chimneys. 
Twice named among the world’s best 
50 restaurants, this unassuming former 
croft house showcases the island’s 
natural larder of seafood and game to 
stunning efect. The restaurant also 
operates a small hotel, The House Over-
By, with six suites that ofer idyllic views 
across the water to Eilean Mòr.

From here, serious connoisseurs with 
time on their hands will want to make 
the pilgrimage to the revered Highland 
Park. Despite its somewhat misleading 
name, Highland Park is in the Orkney 
Islands, 16km north of the furthest 
reaches of the Scottish mainland. 
Founded by resourceful smuggler 
Magnus Eunson in 1798, it is considered 
by many to be the world’s greatest 
whisky. It has been described by the 
late, inluential whisky critic Michael 
Jackson as “The greatest all-rounder in 
the world of malt whisky” and has won 
a clutch of top-level honours, including 
three Best Spirit in the World awards. 

SinGle malT  
verSuS 
blended
For whisky purists, there’s 
nothing quite like a single malt. 
while Scotch blended whiskies 
such as Johnnie walker, Chivas 
regal and ballantine’s may 
dominate the market in terms of 
sales, single malts – which must 
be made from only malted barley 
at a single distillery – ofer an 
insight into the distinctive tastes 
of each of the Scottish regions 
and the styles of their individual 
producers. age is all-important, 
and single malts by law must be 
at least three years old, although 
most are 12 or more. whiskies 
gain complexity as they age, so 
generally speaking, the older the 
better – and the more expensive.
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 Speyside
If there were a ‘premier cru’ region 
of whisky, Speysiders would argue 
it’s here. Home to the largest 
concentration of distilleries in 
Scotland, Speyside features big 
names such as The Glenlivet, 
Gleniddich, The Macallan,  
The Balvenie and Strathisla.  
These whiskies tend to be lighter 
and sweeter with a penchant for 
sherry casks.

 highland
The largest and most wide-ranging 
region in Scotland, Highland 
whiskies range from light and fruity 
in the south to powerful and smoky 
in the west. Notable distilleries 
include Edradour (the smallest 
distillery in Scotland), Oban and 
Glenmorangie. 

 lowland
The lightest of the malts, Lowland 
whiskies are gentle and complex, 
making them perfect aperitifs. 
Regrettably, only three active 
Lowland malt distilleries remain 
today – Auchentoshan, Glenkinchie 
and Bladnoch – although two new 
distilleries have recently started. 

 Campbeltown
Once dubbed the ‘whisky capital of 
the world’, Campbeltown had nearly 
30 active distilleries at its peak. 
Sadly, only two remain – Glen Scotia 
and Springbank – although another, 
Glengyle, began distilling in the past 
few years.

 islay
Eight distilleries produce whisky 
on this windswept island, including 
Lagavulin, Laphroaig, Caol Ila and 
Bowmore. The big boys of whisky, 
Islay malts are smoky, robust and  
not for the faint-hearted. 

 island
Not an oicially recognised area 
by the Scotch Whisky Association 
(technically it’s part of the Highlands), 
but Island malts are some of the 
best around. This is by far the most 
diverse region in terms of style and 
character, with the only common 
thread being a slight salinity due to 
the proximity of the sea. Marquee 
names include Talisker on Skye and 
Highland Park on Orkney, but there 
are also ine malts from the lesser 
names of Arran, Tobermory on  
Mull and Jura.
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Having come all this way, you’ll also 
want to visit the island’s other distillery, 
Scapa. And you can tap into Orkney’s 
history by staying in a traditional 
grassy-roofed croft house.

The easiest way to get to and from 
Orkney is to ly from Inverness, a 
pleasant three-hour drive east from 
Skye. But for those feeling adventurous, 
it’s a magniicently desolate six-hour 
drive through the hills of the Highlands, 
followed by a two-hour short ferry ride 
from Scrabster. Either way, you will 
come through Inverness on the way 
back, from where – in addition to going 
monster-spotting on the notorious Loch 
Ness – you can visit Glenmorangie, 
home to the tallest stills in Scotland. 
You can also stay at the distillery-owned 
Glenmorangie House, a charming hotel 
with an open-all-hours honesty bar 
where you can sample some heavy-
hitting whiskies and leave money in  
the jar for what you consume.

If the distilleries so far don’t ring any 
bells, the next stop on this whistle-
stop tour is Speyside, where the 
titans of the industry reside. With its 
characteristically sweet malts, Speyside 
has more distilleries than any other 
region and here you can visit the 
world’s three best-selling single malt 
producers, Gleniddich, The Glenlivet  
and The Macallan, which collectively 
account for more than 20 million litres 
of whisky each year. While in Speyside, 
you can also learn about another vital 
part of the whisky-making process – 

how barrels are made – at Speyside 
Cooperage.

Duly refreshed by Speyside’s bountiful 
charms, even the most committed 
whisky enthusiast should now be 
sated, but hopefully not too dulled 
to enjoy the drive south through the 
spectacular Cairngorms National Park; 
it looks like it’s been plucked straight 
out of The Lord of the Rings. As you 
head south, world-class goling detours 
present themselves at Gleneagles 
and St Andrew’s, before crossing the 
impressive Forth Road Bridge on the 
way into Edinburgh.

The Scottish capital is awash with 
history, and you can soak up a heady 
dose of it at The Witchery, a lavishly 
decorated 16th-century merchant’s 
house that plays host to one of the city’s 
inest restaurants and boutique hotels. 
The Witchery is so named because 
it’s close to where suspected witches 
were once executed in the bygone days 
before Scotland became part of the 
UK. With a referendum scheduled for 
September this year, Scotland could 
soon inally break that union and gain 
independence, taking the $8 billion-a-
year whisky industry with it. 

Will this change the whisky industry 
and see new distilleries throwing their 
hat in the ring to stake their claim in a 
newly independent Scotland? Robert 
Burns, Scotland’s national poet and 
favourite son, may have summed it 
up best when he wrote,  “Freedom an’ 
whisky gang thegither!” 
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BELOW 

(from left to right) 
the isle of Skye is as famous 
for its natural wonders as its 
whisky; Jura distillery, lodge, 
cooperage and Stores; barrels 
outside a distillery.

Distilleries

auchentoshan
auchentoshan.com

bowmore
bowmore.com

kilchoman
kilchomandistillery.com

Caol ila
discovering-distilleries.
com/caolila

Springbank
springbankwhisky.com

oban distillery
discovering-distilleries.
com/oban

Talisker
discovering-distilleries.
com/talisker

highland Park
highlandpark.co.uk

Glenmorangie
glenmorangie.com

Gleniddich
glenfiddich.com

The Glenlivet
theglenlivet.com 

The macallan
themacallan.com

Speyside Cooperage
speysidecooperage.co.uk

stay 

one devonshire Gardens
hotelduvin.co.uk/glasgow 

brunswick hotel
brunswickhotel.co.uk

Cameron house hotel
devereluxurylodges.co.uk/
cameron-house

orkney Crofts
orkneycrofts.com

The witchery
thewitchery.com 

eat 

The Pot Still bar
thepotstill.co.uk

The Three Chimneys 
threechimneys.co.uk 
(also with accommodation,  
The House Over-By)

GettinG arounD 

The islay ferry
islayferry.com

Ferry to orkney  
from Scrabster
northlinkferries.co.uk

The deTailS

Escape for an indulgent, boutique stay  
at The Louise in the Barossa Valley  
        and be wined and dined in style.

WIN The Louise ofers absolute luxury 
and inspired design with private 
spaces, generous ensuites and 
breathtaking vineyard views.  

Here’s your chance to win a two-night stay  
at The Louise in a one-bedroom Seppeltsield  
Suite, which includes a ireplace and outdoor, 
private rain shower. 

The prize package also includes: 
• welcome port and cookies on arrival 
• breakfast for two on both mornings 
• ive-course, wine-matched Chef’s Tasting  

Menu dinner for two people at The Louise’s  
esteemed restaurant, Appellation.

Total value = $2550 

For your chance to win, visit  
www.winecompanion.com.au/win, enter 
your details and tell us in 25 words or less 
why you want to escape to The Louise. 
 
 

www.thelouise.com.au
Terms and conditions: Travel, transfers, touring, mini-bar  
and incidentals not included. Prize valid until June 27, 2015.  
For all other T&Cs, visit the competition online at  
www.winecompanion.com.au/win

WANT

MORE? 

To get inspired 
about the Barossa 

Valley, turn the 
page. 


