
32 Saturday November 11, 2017The Herald Magazine

Islay A tale of terroir, torpor and southern
charmers on Scotland’s whisky island

Port Ellen on the
southern coast of Islay
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T
ERROIR is not important for
whisky, only wine,” a barman
once dismissively informed me
in the Marais in Paris. I wish he
was here with me now as I sail

into Port Ellen past Ardbeg, Laphroaig and
Lagavulin.
My three favourite whiskies in the world

just happen to be sister distilleries, strung
out deliciously in a peaty necklace that
hugs the wild and wildly beautiful southern
Atlantic fringes of Scotland’s whisky isle of
Islay. They may be known around the world
from Tollcross to Tokyo, but they are within
merry whisky-fuelled strolling distance.
Now that is terroir.
To the timid and uninitiated, Islay is the

Marmite of Scottish whisky, the distinctive
peat-burned medicinal twang of the local
malts enough to clear congested nostrils
and burn throats as much as it soars
spirits. The island, though, boasts both
complexity and variety within its range of
peaty superstars, but also milder drams and
sherry-tinged expressions. Don’t like Islay
whisky but enjoy Johnnie Walker? Well, the
main malt in much of the world’s
biggest-selling blend comes from right here
on Islay at Caol Ila.
My first of the eight distilleries – two

more are in the pipeline as demand for
single malt whisky soars – is Laphroaig,
within walking distance of the Port
Ellen ferry. Laphroaig is typical of these
southern charmers, its vaulting 200-year-old
whitewashed walls standing proud against
the salty spray of the Atlantic, a saltiness
that conjures its way into the maturing
casks.
My tastebuds are tingled by the salty air

then go into overdrive on a food matching
tour that sees orange and blue cheese
matched with their malts. A new pathway
connects the southern distilleries so it’s
an easy stroll to Lagavulin, where my firm
belief that Lagavulin needs to be matured
for 16 years is challenged by the spiky new
eight-year-old expression.
Finally I reach the home of my favourite

malt, Ardbeg. I take a tour that includes a
yomp up the hillside, through an old leper
village, to find Ardbeg’s hallowed source of
Loch Uigeadail.
Back at their Kiln Cafe I think of my

French barman again and would like to
see his face as we enjoy local lamb and a
pudding infused with whisky created from
the loch we’ve just visited and imbued with
the Atlantic that washes up against the
walls of the distillery.
Day two of my Islay adventure brings

me to the capital of Bowmore, a trim
whitewashed old dame on the shores of
Loch Indaal. The eponymous distillery is
woven into the fabric of Bowmore life –

the swimming pool is even heated by the
distillery. Bowmore remains one of the few
distilleries in Scotland to do some of its
own malting, with at least 25 per cent of the
barley that goes into the 11 weekly mashes
malted on site.
I recline in the tasting room with a

smooth sherry-nosed expression that breaks
with Islay’s bourbon cask norm. I escape
without being tempted to invest in the
display bottle with a price tag of a cool

£100,000. I sneak in a little sightseeing
en route to my last distillery of the day at
Bruichladdich, snaking away from the coast
in search of Finlaggan, where the mighty
Lords of the Isles once held sway over much
of the Hebrides from their Islay stronghold.
I bet they knew a thing or two about terroir.
They certainly chose their location well,

a wee lochan with epic views out towards
the hulking Paps of Jura, which lend Islay
and its sweeping sandy beaches, fertile
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