
26  BIN 2013

What happens when you fill a 
train car with bartenders and 

representatives from four countries that 
produce whisk(e)y?  The Great Whisk(e)y 
Debate….on a Train 2013!

It started earlier this summer in various 
cities, culminating in July at Tales of the 
Cocktail when Fred Noe (Master Distiller, 
Beam Bourbons), Simon Brooking (Master 
Ambassador, Scotch Whisky), Kieran 
Folliard (Chief Irish Whiskey Ambassador, 
USA) and Dan Tullio (Master 
Ambassador, Canadian Whisky) hosted 
a Spirited Dinner to debate the merits of 
Knob Creek, Laphroaig, Kilbeggan and 
Canadian Club whisk(e)y. Insults were 

slung, in an entertaining and hilarious 
manner, as each representative laid claims 
as to why their whisk(e)y was the better 
one.  By the end of the night, after all the 
whisk(e)y drinking, it is hard to say who 
the winner was as the room seemed to be 
equally divided.

Simon Brooking and Pedro Shanahan, 
education specialist at Seven Grand in 
Los Angeles, decided to continue the 
debate…..but this time on a train! “It was 
something that no one has done and it 
was a fun way to learn,” explained April 
Gallegos, Distillery Specialist – Super 
Premium Brands, Beam Global.  Simon 
Brooking and Dan Tullio were joined 

by Irish Whiskey Ambassador Jennifer 
Graham and Bour-Bon Vivant and 
Bourbon Ambassador North America, 
Adam Harris. They boarded the Silver 
Splendor, a vintage restored train originally 
built in 1956, along with a handful of Los 
Angeles’ bartending community. Sitting in 
the Vista Dome Lounge-Dining Car with 
a glass-enclosed rooftop observation room, 
the train departed from Los Angeles to San 
Diego and the debate was underway.

One by one, they discussed the history, 
impact and uniqueness of their brand.  
“It’s a great way to gain knowledge of 
the brands in a fun and engaging way, 
showcasing each brand and what makes 
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them so special,” Gallegos continued. Of 
course, their goal was to explain why their 
brand is the best but a few insults were 
thrown along the way as well, of course, all 
in good fun.  

CANADIAN CLUB
Dan Tullio began the debate.  He 

explained that Canada is a diverse country.  
Eastern Canada has an abundance of corn 
due to its proximity to the corn-belt and 
rye comes from Alberta, British Columbia. 
Alberta has a dry arid climate, resulting in 
a short growing season for the rye; Eastern 
Canada has a long growing season and the 
perfect amount of water for corn, which 
produces a lot of alcohol because of the 
starch content. 

To be called a Canadian Whisky 
it must be made in Canada and aged a 
minimum of three years. Canadian Club 
is a blend of corn, rye, rye malt and barley 
malt.  “What makes us distinctive is that 
we pre-barrel blend the four grains. Liquid 
from each is blended per recipe and then 
placed in the barrel for 5, 9, 12, 15, 20 year 

periods,” Dan explained.  This process 
was created over 150 years ago and today 
Canadian Club is the only major brand to 
continue this.  “Blending before aging is a 
unique proprietary process that creates a 
smoother style. It is like making a stew – if 
you blend all ingredients and then cook 
them together, it tastes differently than if 
cook each item separately.”  

Canadian Club Classic 12 is a part of 
the Small Batch series and is aged 12 years.  
The result is a smooth, well-balanced, 
creamy whisky with sweet vanilla on 
the front palate and a spicy finish.  As 
Dan Tullio said, “it is smooth, just like 
Canadians.”

KNOB CREEK
Following Dan Tullio, Adam Harris 

stood up for Knob Creek.  “While 
American whiskey is the youngest next to 
the Canadians, Irish and Scottish, we have 
been making whiskey in the United States 
since the very beginning.”  

Lyndon B. “Bourbon” Johnson is 
credited for starting the Standards of 

Identity in 1964 that defined what Bourbon 
is and recognized the United States as 
the official home of Bourbon. It must be 
American-made (97% of Bourbon comes 
from Kentucky due to the hot summers, 
cold winters and limestone filtered iron-free 
calcium-rich water, making a softer sweeter 
style). It must at least 51% corn, aged in 
new unused charred oak barrels, cannot be 
distilled higher than 160 proof and cannot 
got into a barrel higher than 125 proof. 

Knob Creek, named for the small town 
in Kentucky where Abraham Lincoln was 
born, was created by legendary bourbon 
maker Booker Noe.  A 6th generation 
master distiller, Booker Noe created Knob 
Creek to reflect the strength and flavor of 
pre-prohibition bourbon, and today his son 
Fred Noe continues the tradition. 

Knob Creek Straight Bourbon Whiskey 
is made with corn, rye and malted barley and 
aged in 4-char barrels for nine years. It is 9 
year old 100-proof bourbon. It is full-bodied 
with sweet notes of vanilla and caramel and 
a spicy tingle on back of tongue. 

The Silver Splendor arrives in San Diego with participants of The Great Whisk(e)y Debate 
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KILBEGGAN
Jennifer Graham took her turn to speak 

about Irish Whiskey. Compared to the 
young American whiskey, Irish Whiskey 
production is over 1000 years old, 500 
years older than the Scottish. Missionary 
Monks brought the art of distillation to 
Ireland where they used the abundance of 
barley in the fields. They called is Uisce 
Beatha, meaning “water of life” or “aqua 
vite”.  When the Romans invaded Ireland, 
they couldn’t pronounce Irish words so 
dropped “Beatha” and kept the “Uisce” 
(pronounced “iskey”). As the Anglo-
Norman language evolved, the name 
became whiskey.  “So the Irish invented 
the product, came up with the name and 
drank a lot of it,” concluded Jennifer. 

What makes it Irish Whiskey?  It is 
the use of Irish water and Irish barley, 
combined with the Irish climate that is 
never too hot or too cold. Located in the 
Midlands, Kilbeggan was started in 1987 
at the oldest working distillery in Ireland. 
Licensed in 1757, the 256 year old distillery 
is still powered by a water-wheel and they 
make their whiskey like they did years ago, 
in small batches. Kilbeggan also boasts that 
they have the youngest master blender (24 
years old) in Ireland.

Kilbeggan Traditional Irish Whiskey is 

different than other Irish Whiskeys.  It is 
a blend of malted barley (255) and corn, 
which are distilled separately. It is aged 4-6 
years, longer than the required 3 years, in 
order to get more influence from the oak. It 
is double distilled (not triple) to maintain 
the pure whiskey flavor. The result is sweet 
and smoky with notes of caramel, spice and 
oak and a smooth, easy finish.

LAPHROAIG
The final presenter was Simon Brooking 

who began by walking through the train car 
burning peat and singing “When I go out, 
oh I know I’m going to be, I’m going to be 
the man who’s going out with you. And I 
would walk 500 miles and I would walk 500 
more just to be the man who walks 1000 
miles to bring Scotch to your door.”  After 
all, Simon’s mission is to “spread world peace 
thru whisky, one dram at a time.”

To counter Jennifer, Simon announced 
that “The Irish invented whiskey and 
we perfected it! Laphroaig, which means 
“the beautiful hollow by the broad bay”, 
was started in 1825. It is from the Islay in 
Scotland. Being next to ocean water is 
what gives Laphroaig its unique peaty taste. 
Laphroaig uses traditional malting floors 
and dries and infuses its own malt with the 
blue smoke from old-peat fired kilns.

Laphroaig Quarter Cask is aged in full 

size bourbon barrels for 5-11 years and then 
transferred to smaller quarter sized barrels 
for up to 8 months. The result is a sweet, 
smoky, creamy whisky with a hint of salt. 
“We are small but powerful, and with rain 
320 days-per- year, we need a bigger body 
spirit,” Simon explained. To demonstrate 
the heavy body that clings to the palate, 
Simon encouraged everyone to put their 
hand over the glass to form a seal and then 
shake.  We then rubbed our hands together, 
creating heat and friction while burning 
the alcohol and releasing the esters. As we 
smelled our hands, it was like opening the 
doors to the warehouse of the distillery. 
As the train pulled into the station in San 
Diego, Simon left us with a toast: “I must 
go down to the sea today, to the lonely sea 
and the sky and all I ask is for an Islay Cask 
and the friends to drink it dry!”

Once the train arrived in San Diego, 
the group relocated to the whisky bar 
Seven Grand to continue the conversation.  
The four whisk(e)y representatives 
continued their lively debate, sharing some 
final thoughts about what makes their 
whisk(e)y brag-worthy and trying to get 
the final votes. In the end, which whisk(e)
y won? It was a draw. It is up to you to 
determine what your favorite it but a fair 
conclusion is that they are all winners. !

Pictured L-R  Pedro Shanahan, Seven Grand 

Whiskey Bar and April Gallegos, Beam, Inc.

Pictured: Adam Harris, Bourbon Ambassador 

North America, Dan Tulio, Master Ambassador, 

Canadian Whisky Jennifer Graham, Irish Whiskey 

Ambassador and Simon Brooking, Master 

Ambassador, Scotch Whisky


