The Slow Drinking movement

Consider the case for scotch and bourbon
By Marc Eisen
A colleague of mine is great to be around when she gets a few drinks in her. She’s warm, effusive, filled with interesting insights, not to mention a joyous laugh. Who better to sidle up to a bar with and discuss the state of the world?


Just one problem: She orders drinks like Bacardi Limon and Diet Coke, or—sacrilege!--Jack Daniel’s and Diet Coke. What an embarrassment. What an eye-rolling moment. Now, this woman is an executive, on the experienced side of 35, professionally involved, and impressively competent. Yet she drinks like a giddy college sophomore with a pierced navel. 


Why not just have a shot of Captain Morgan’s?

A Jager cement mixer? 

How about a bong shot of beer? 

The poor woman has yet to learn the basic lesson: Bourbon and scotch are best in these circumstances. No offense to wine or beer drinkers, but their time is not then, at a dark bar in a classy joint after work. (Granted, martinis have their own logic, but that’s another story.) 

Scotch and bourbon are serious elixirs. Distilled in different fashions, aged in various woods, poured at different strengths, they are not for the inexperienced or the wussy. It’s what you drink when you grow up.

Both spirits are enjoying a boom. Americans remain fascinated with single malts, those unblended scotches that give new meaning to the winemaker’s notion of terroir: the singular characteristics of a locale (think water, soil, sun, temperature) that shape wine or scotch with almost a frightening degree of specificity. (Smell the peat and brine in an Islay scotch if you doubt me.) Bourbon has gone a similar route with the rise of distinctive craft blends in Kentucky.

Kicking back and luxuriating in the complexity of taste and smell of bourbon and scotch is one of life’s pleasures. That is, if you don’t gag like my colleague does at the taste of whiskey (or “whisky” as the Scotch spell it). Hey, you gotta practice if you want to drink with the big guys.
Could it be evidence of a merciful Higher Power? Perhaps. But when I began to ask liquor industry professionals for at the best stocked bars for scotch and bourbon in the Madison area, the answer turned out to be a convenient pub crawl from the Isthmus home office: Magnus, Brocach, Maduro, Flatiron, Tornado Steak House, Capitol Chophouse.

Further afield, on the west side, Eeno Vino is a wine/tappas bar with a pleasingly deep shelf of Scottish and Kentucky sprits. But Fitch’s, the Fitchburg supper club, is in a class by itself with 86 single malts on its shelves. Yes, 86, plus a handful of blended scotches to boot.

My friend, Patrick Ducey of L’eft Bank Wine Co., was impressed. “They bought my last bottle of 1984 Port Ellen,” he said as we scanned the menu. Among Scotch aficionados, there is a deep intake of breath at these words. Port Ellen is a fabled, long-closed Isle of Islay distiller. We sipped a small taste: Sea tang and iodine tones. (In scotch-talk, these are good things.)


 “This is history,” Ducey said of the bottling. “When this is drunk, it’s gone. There is no more.”

That’s why Port Ellen costs $34 a shot. 

I remember the first time I tasted one of the Islays at the old Fess Hotel with journalist Ron McCrea and Isthmus film critic Mike Wilmington. It was the mid-1980s. McCrea urged me to try a Laphroaig 10 year old. My god, what a slap in the face!

A wafting, heavily peated smell rose like smoke from a camp fire burning wet wood on a storm-tossed ocean bluff. I practically shivered and felt warm at the same time—and was instantly captivated. 

Years later, I began attending the annual scotch tastings that Star Liquor throws at the Madison Club, and had a long methodical tour of all the scotch categories—Highlands, Lowlands, Islands (including the Islays) and Campbeltown—before coming to a stunning realization two years ago: I don’t like them. Yes, I’ll say it again even more loudly: I don’t like scotch. 


Maybe it’s because I spent too many decades drinking Jack Daniel’s, a first cousin to bourbon. The thin, almost mediciney taste of most scotch doesn’t hold me. My scotch preference is pretty much limited to where I started: the heavily peated Islay scotches. Preferably Laphroaig 10 year old, but also Ardbeg, Lagavullin and the others.


“Peat bombs,” as Brocach bartender Kevin Trottier describes them.
A confession: I don’t spend enough time hanging out in bars anymore. Blame it on the boring advance of age and parental responsibility. It doesn’t help that societal disapproval of drinking has grown in recent years, or that the habits of contemporary Americans have changed to the dully puritanical.


You, there! Sitting at the end of the bar at this very moment: Why aren’t you at the gym running on a treadmill at a 4.3 incline? What about work—couldn’t you be putting in some extra hours on that report? You think you’ll have a job in two years, let alone a healthy blood pressure, if you keep up these besotted habits?


Our forebears were so much smarter. They had cocktail hour. Doris Kearns Goodwin, in No Ordinary Time, her fine history of the home front during World War II, wrote how in even the darkest days, President Roosevelt, at the stroke of 5, would drop his burdens and gather a few treasured friends and family in a White House den where he would preside over cocktail hour, mixing drinks, gossiping, cracking jokes, and taking a break from his awesome responsibilities.


Let’s hear it for a convivial drink and conversation! They make life more interesting. We ought to spend more time savoring those moments. Preferably over good scotch and good bourbon. Even my colleague is taking a stab at it.

Recently, she ventured out to bourbon tasting at Café Momartre, where she sampled Basil Hayden’s, Knob Creek, Baker’s, Maker’s Mark and Booker’s. She hated it. “It burns!” she whined, and surreptiously mixed the bourbon with her Diet Coke. But give her credit. I think she gets it, in theory at least.

Enjoying scotch and bourbon takes time and practice before discernment takes hold. Why, you might even consider it another branch of the Slow Food movement: the Slow Drinking movement.

Don’t laugh. Like most pleasures, the satisfaction of drinking scotch and bourbon comes slowly. Some of us can close our eyes and distinguish bites from an heirloom Prudence’s Purple tomato from an heirloom Cherokee Purple tomato. Or taste the difference between low- and high-acidity olive oils. Or between aged Swiss cheese made from raw and pasteurized milks.


Drinking scotch and bourbon is little different. With experience comes taste. All the better when you’re surrounded by friends at a congenial bar. 
