A short course whisky tasting in 5 steps

1. Colour
What does the colour of whisky mean?
It says in which kind of barrel is matured. Has the whisky a light gold colour, deep
gold, copper or amber colour?
A lot of emphasis is put on the colour of whisky. It tells you what to expect flavourwise, but it can also be a deceptive taste indicator.
A dark whisky is associated with rich and luscious aromas and flavours, with plenty of
maturity to boot. Moreover, a light whisky is often dismissed as young and immature,
probably lacking a certain complexity. We’re here to tell you that’s just plain wrong.
Yes, there are general guidelines when it comes to the colour of whisky. For example,
most of the time the darker the whisky, the older it is. A deeper colour also suggests
a more intense tasting experience, which in a lot of cases is correct. You wouldn’t be
completely wrong to abide by these. But as always, there are exceptions to the rules.
A lot of them, actually.
It is important to understand how a whisky gets its colour. Remember, the spirit
flowing from the stills is clear. It has no colour whatsoever. It isn’t until after maturing
in oak casks that the whisky transforms in the golden hued liquid that we know and
love. Here’s all you need to know about how to judge the colour of your whisky.
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OAK TYPE
Different types of oak give different colours to the spirit. The most commonly used
types are Quercus alba (American white oak) and Quercus robur (European oak). The
former imparts a reddish shade, while the latter gives more of a strong yellow colour.
Depending on the charring level of a cask, the colour extractives in the surface layer
inside the cask are decreased.

BOURBON, SHERRY OR PORT
It’s not just the type of wood that influences the colour of a whisky. While the
bourbon industry exclusively uses virgin oak, the rest of the world is partial to used
casks. These casks range from former bourbon casks, to sherry casks, and even
brandy or port casks.
The previous contents of a cask have a huge effect on the final colour of a whisky.
Sherry casks tend to give a whisky an auburn-like look, while bourbon-matured
Scotch whisky is often much lighter in colour. Port cask maturation can even lead to a
pinkish appearance

FIRST-FILL OR REFILL
In the Scotch whisky industry (and in other countries as well), a cask is used several
times. The more often a cask is used, the less active the wood becomes, and the less
colour it will give to the spirit.
Think of a cask as a tea bag. The first time you use it, it takes almost no time before
you have dark, bitter tea. Every subsequent time, your tea will be lighter and not as
intensely flavoured. Check the label for any mention of first-fill (the first time a cask is
used for Scotch) or refill (the second, third or even fourth time).

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?
Knowing all this, it is time to re-examine what we said at the outset. For example, can
you ever safely say that a darker whisky is actually older? No, that’s impossible. As we
have learned, there are many variables that influence the colour of a whisky.
There are several natural ways for one whisky to be darker than the other. The length
of maturation is just one of them. Most likely it is because of wood type, cask type, or
the amount of times a cask has been used.
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The same applies to the correlation between the colour of a whisky and any
perceived flavour expectations. A dark whisky often means it has matured in a sherry
cask, or something more exotic like Cognac. A first-fill bourbon cask can also be very
active and impart a lot of colour, but will taste markedly different.
Which brings us to the most important point. Don’t be too quick to judge a whisky by
its appearance. The only way to really judge a whisky, is by tasting it.

2. NOSE
Nose the whisky.
This is probably the key step, and the one that you’ll want to practise lots.
Most whiskies are going to reveal their characteristics to your nose straight away.
Experts often say that tasting the whisky should only confirm what you’ve got from
your nose. (No pressure, then.)
To nose it correctly, swill the whisky around the glass – this releases the aromas of
the whisky – and then bring the glass to your nose. Gently, take a waft of the aroma.
Don’t take a huge sniff, just let the smell work its way up your nose and see what you
can detect.
You don’t have to think about exact notes either. Sometimes, like with a smoky
whisky, you’ll be able to pick up the smell of peat. With other whiskies, it might
remind you of your dad’s shed or Christmas time.
From there, you might be able to deduce that the whisky is going to have an oaky
taste (if you can smell a shed) or perhaps fruity notes (like a Christmas cake).
Just getting to that stage on your first whisky tasting is impressive – so take a
moment for this ritual. You can add a drop of water in the whisky. The flavours will
open more and which will release even more aromas.
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3. BODY
Has your whisky a light or full body?
As you swirl the whisky in the glass, does it cling to the sides and the “streaks slide
down slowly or quickly? Thick, slow-running “streaks” indicate a more dense texture,
while fast “streaks” suggest the opposite. Both are good by the way..!
A whisky is described as "full-bodied" when it has a complex flavour profile.
Depending on the types of casks and the duration they are aged, whiskies produced
can end up having more than one dominant flavour. That is what whisky lovers mean
by their drink being full-bodied.

Whiskies that are described as "light" or "light-bodied" tend to have a clearer and
fresher taste. Some of these whiskies remind you of dried fruits, while others have a
really clean floral smell.
To get a light bodyweight, the whisky will need to be distilled many times. This will
also give the whisky its fruity note.

4. The Whisky Palate
How to Develop Your Whisky Palate
Like many things in life, there’s no right or wrong way to enjoy whisky, and the key to
developing your whisky palate is simple – Try a lot of whiskies. By creating a
reference point for what you do and don’t like, you’ll better understand how to
articulate your preferences and slowly over time, you’ll identify flavour profiles. But
aside from simply diving into dram after dram, there are a few terms every whisky
drinker should be aware of.

Rich vs Light
Perhaps the most straightforward of tasting notes, rich and light refer to the
depth of flavour in a whisky. Specifically, rich whiskies tend to evoke a strong flavour
characterised by the wood it has been aged in. These whiskies will have deep flavour
notes, such as spice and vanilla, where light whiskies will be very much the
opposite. The lighter the whisky, the more likely you are to taste fruits and
fresh flavours, from the outset and throughout.
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Delicate vs Bold
It’s often hard to understand how one could refer to a 40% Scotch as delicate,
but it’s not so much about strength and flavours. Delicate whiskies tend to
exhibit more grounded tastes such as barley, whereas bold flavours might refer
to peat, smoke and robustness. It can take some time to get your head around
these terms, but knowing the difference between them can safeguard you from
buying a dud dram.

5. FINISH
What is a finish whisky?
Take note of the length of time you can taste these flavours for. If they're fleeting,
that's called a short finish. If the flavours cling on for some time, then that's a long
finish. If it's somewhere in the middle, that's a medium finish

APPENDIX
Tasting Notes
If you’ve bought a bottle of whisky, you would have no doubt stumbled across
the funny descriptions written on the back. These tasting notes refer to the
stages of the flavour profile and can be extremely helpful in determining a
whisky’s taste. These include:
The Nose – The flavour profile distinguished by a whisky’s scent or aroma. To
properly ‘nose’ a whisky, swill your glass to release the aromas, gently take a
waft by holding the glass about 20cm from your nose and breathe in through
both your nose and mouth.
The Palate – The initial taste flavours. Now, the tongue is divided into four
main areas: the tip for sweet, either side for sour or salty, and the middle for
bitter. Let the whisky linger in your mouth for a while, hitting all points of
reference. Try to wade past the burn and unearth the more complex flavours.
The Finish – Once you taste the whisky, the finish is the lasting imprint it leave s
on your mouth. A short finish refers to a flavour that quickly dissipates after
swallowing, whereas a long finish can sit in your mouth well after the dram is
done.
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Smoky
When someone describes a whisky as "smoky", they most probably mean that it
tastes a little 'burned'. Whisky gets its smokiness from peat, which is what the
distilleries use to heat the barley at the final stage of the malting process. Naturally,
the smoke will rise and cover the barley, giving it a nice smoky flavour.
Whiskies distilled in the Highlands, Islands, and Islay regions are known for its peaty
and smoky flavours. Peat is the main fuel source in these regions, especially in Islay,
as it can be found almost everywhere.
Fruitiness
This is a very delicate flavour and is usually more noticeable in lighter whiskies. Take a
sip of it and roll the whisky around your mouth. Try to connect what you're tasting to
some flavours you're familiar with. If you can taste flavours that remind you
of berries, oranges, or even apples, you could describe the whisky as "fruity".
If fruity whiskies are your thing, then you should look out for single malt Scotch
produced in the Speyside and Highland regions.
Floral
You usually detect this smell before tasting the whisky. Does it smell like a bouquet of
flowers, a garden, or even grass? That's what your drinks expert friend refers to as
the "floral notes". Light and delicate whiskies have a more prominent floral note,
which is common in whiskies produced in the Lowlands region.

In short the flavour profiles:
Floral – lavender, honey, citrus blossom and herbaceous flavours.
Fruity – such as peach, apple or pineapple.
Sherried – classic sweet Oloroso and PX flavours like raisins, orange peel, nuts
and dates.
Smoky – peated whiskies with all the different flavours you get here like bonfire,
coal smoke
Sweet – think butterscotch, toffee, vanilla and caramel, lots of American oak
character.
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The Whisky Flavour Wheel

We hope that you have found this short course of whisky
tasting interesting and joyful. Slainte Mhath…! (Cheers…)

Please contact me for organising a Whisky Masterclass and Tasting.
Richard van Nieuwenhoven Helbach, Tel.& App: +31-653 860 561
E: richard@thespiritofamsterdam.com
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