Single Malt Miracles

I have to admit I’m not much of a spirits guy.   I drink wine with dinner, beer on rare occasion, and spirits 

even less frequently.   That said, however, there’s one spirit that truly fascinates and pleases me-Single 

Malt Scotches.   

My love affair with Single Malts began about seven years ago during a trip to Scotland for a filming of my 

Public Broadcasting Television show, Culinary Travels with Dave Eckert.   I’d tried Single Malts before 

then, but they hadn’t made much of a positive impression.   The ones I sampled, and I honestly don’t 

remember the names, tasted a little like fermented medicine that had somehow been rescued from a fire.   

There was a musty, earthy quality, and the distinct odor and taste of iodine.   This combination didn’t 

exactly propel me into Single Malt hysteria.   I decided they were an acquired taste-one I was unlikely to 

acquire.   On my trip to Scotland, on the island of Islay, in the Highlands at the Glenmorangie House, and 

in Speyside at the Glen Moray distillery, things began to change.   Tasting the single malts in their home 

environment, pairing them with local cuisine, meeting the people who crafted them, and learning of their 

history and influence on Scottish culture game me a new understanding and appreciation.

So, what exactly is Single Malt Scotch and why are they often so much more expensive than other 

whiskeys?   Well, let me answer the first half of the question and I think the second half will take care of 

itself.   Single Malt Scotch indicates that the whiskey has been made from just one distillery and hasn’t 

been blended with any other product.   Single Malts are made in traditional copper pot stills, which can 

produce just one batch at a time unlike other stills, which run continuously.   Lastly, Single Malts are aged 

for years, some up to 50 years or more, before they are bottled.   All of that makes Single Malt Scotches 

rarer, more difficult, time-consuming, and expensive to make, and therefore, more costly to buy.

Most of the world drinks blended whiskey, which, as the name implies, is made by combining various 

batches of whiskey from different distilleries into a final blend.   The blends are a combination of 

malt whiskey (made from malted or fermented barley), and grain whiskey (made from corn, wheat, and 

unfermented or unmalted barley).   The percentage is usually about 40% malt whiskey and 60% grain 

whiskey, though cheaper scotches will have much less malt whiskey in the blend.   Popular brands like 

Dewar’s, Chivas Regal, and The Famous Grouse, can use hundreds of different whiskeys in their blends.   

Ninety-four percent of all whiskey sales worldwide are blended whiskies, but I’ll leave that category for 

another column.

There are today fewer than 100 working malt distilleries in Scotland, and they produce as indicated above, 

only a fraction of the Scotch whiskey made in Scotland.   There are many different styles, ages, flavors, and 

aromas of Single Malt Scotches, and a plethora of reasons for those variations.   There’s the source of 

water, the amount of peat (smoked turf that flavors the malted barley), the size and shape of the stills, the 

location of the distillery itself, the length of time the scotch is aged, the type of cask in which 

it’s aged, and the palette of the Master Distiller, just to name a few.

Lining up all of those variables to match with your particular tastes is no easy task, but there are some 

general rules of engagement you can follow to make things a little easier.   

First, most of the Single Malts I’ve tasted from islands like Islay are smokier and have a distinctively more 

medicinal slant.   If that’s your cup of tea, look for Ardbeg or Laphraoig.   And, if you really want those 

characteristics to be intense, choose a younger version like the Ardbeg 10 year old.   You will definitely 

have all you can handle.   If you prefer a lighter, sweeter, less-peaty Single Malt, look for distilleries in The 

Highlands and Speyside.   Glenmorangie Single Malts, made since the 19th century by the “16 Men of 

Tain” in The Highlands, are perhaps my favorites.   At 16 feet, 10 ¼ inches, Glenmorangie’s stills are the 

highest in Scotland.   This ensures that only the lightest, sweetest vapors make it to the top for condensation 

into fine spirit.   What’s more, Glenmorangie’s water, drawn from its own private source, the Tarlogie 

Springs, is a pure, mineral rich, hard water that lends its own characteristics to the Single Malts.   

Glenmorangie makes a wide range of  Single Malts, but a good introduction is the 10 year old-subtle and 

sweet with just a hint of mineral and peat.   A close second for me is the collection of single malts coming 

from Glenmorangie’s neighbor, The Dalmore.   Here, Master Blender Richard Patterson uses the influence 

of the sea air to craft his single malts into beautiful, rich, and round expressions of their terroir.   If I had 

just one to choose, it would be The Dallmore 30 year old, a complex, deep, and flavorful, Single Malt of 

exceptional quality.   It’s ethereal but expensive, so you might opt for The 21 year old.   Bold, ripe, and just 

a bit smoky, The Dalmore 21 year old is the kind of Single Malt that made me fall in love with Single 

Malts to begin with.   One last Highlands Single Malt I’d like to mention is The Glenlivet 18 year old.  

Produced at a distillery located in a remote and beautiful inland Glen with pure crystal water fed by winter 

snows, The Glenlivet 18 year old might just be the Single Malt that will hook you.   With sweet aromas of 

flowers and a lovely Honey and Toffee taste, the Glenlivet 18 year old pleases both novices and Single 

Malt afficiandos.   

Single Malt Scotches are definitely an acquired taste-one I’ve acquired to a certain 

degree.   I’ve been to Scotland twice since my initial 

trip.   I think it’s time to go back.              

