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For over one hundred and twenty years Gordon & MacPhail has carefully 

matched spirit with oak. This interaction is the key point in the maturation 

process, where oak cradles spirit until it is ready to be released as Single 

Malt Scotch Whisky. We have learned from our vast experience that the 

wood makes the whisky.

Managing a portfolio of casks is a complex business. We have honed our 

expertise over generations allowing us to fully understand how the different 

styles of spirit produced by Scotland’s individual distilleries matures in 

cask.

It is this cask curation that allows us to consistently deliver our range of 

perfectly matured whiskies. Our maturation management creates complex, 

balanced and subtle Single Malts, which will only carry the Gordon & 

MacPhail name when ready.

This book provides a rare insight into Gordon & MacPhail’s philosophy in 

matching wood to spirit

A good cask 
is one that 
delivers what 
you want it 
to deliver.
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The perfect 
match.                 

Since 1895 Gordon & MacPhail has bottled whisky from the majority of 

Scotland’s distilleries. However, where others simply bottle whisky, we 

focus on maturing it. Using the most valuable tool we have, our experience, 

we understand casks from the inside out.

Every cask in our portfolio has a fate. Each one is thoughtfully combined 

with a specific clear new-make spirit to create a complex, subtle, and 

balanced whisky, be it eight years old or seventy-five years old. It is this 

awareness of our casks coupled with our knowledge of the diverse spirits 

made by the different distilleries across Scotland, which guarantees the 

highest quality for every whisky in our range.  

“We know casks from the inside out”



4 5

A liquid 
library.

At the very heart of our business lies the sample room, its contents the sum 

of over a century of experience in maturing and bottling the finest Scotch 

Whisky. 

Our unrivalled collection is a liquid library of distilleries, age profiles and 

whisky character. 

But these exceptional snapshots in time are not heirlooms there to 

impress. They exist to help inform and shape our future decision-making. 

Generations before us have maintained this invaluable legacy of knowledge, 

which allows Gordon & MacPhail to continue its precise understanding of 

the effect of perfect maturation in oak casks.  

Referring back to these unique expressions of the past ensures that our 

legacy of great whiskies can continue, as each future sample we place on our 

shelves becomes a valuable piece of history.  
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The cask.

If we didn’t have casks, we wouldn’t have whisky. It is the interaction 

within oak casks which is so fundamental to the end result; a slow 

transformation of clear new-make spirit into Scotch Whisky, creating a 

golden liquid with exceptional flavour. 

As much as maturation matters, so does perfect timing and the perfect 

cask. Choosing the right casks to transform our specially selected clear 

new-make spirit into the best quality whisky is where our experience and 

expertise excels.

From the species of tree to the level of heat charring on the inside of a 

finished cask, it is imperative that we have control over every aspect. From 

branch to barrel, we aim to deliver a perfectly matured whisky time and 

again.

Over the next few pages we will explain the details we specify for our casks, 

what impact these decisions have on maturation, and how we maintain and 

manage our wood, for the benefit of our whisky. 

“Every detail is important, from 
branch to barrel” 
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European oak.

United States of America law decrees that every American Bourbon barrel 

must be manufactured from Quercus Alba. Perhaps more surprisingly, the 

majority of newly produced Sherry casks are also made from imported 

American oak. 

It is estimated that up to 97% of new casks used to mature Scotch Whisky 

are currently made from Quercus Alba, whether ex-Bourbon or ex-Sherry.  

Quercus Alba is high in compounds called oak lactones, which help to 

deliver a sweet, fragrant aroma, characteristically found in American 

Bourbon and often described as coconut, vanilla or citrus notes. 

Quercus Alba is a much faster growing variety of oak, which thrives in 

the US climate. It has a tighter grain than European Oak, which means a 

spirit extracts sweet and delicate flavour compounds. 

Quercus Robur Quercus Alba

American white oak.

Also known as European Oak, Quercus Robur is the wood type 

traditionally used to manufacture Sherry casks. 

Quercus Robur contains up to three times the tannin levels compared 

to Quercus Alba, giving a spirit a dry astringency in the early stages of 

maturation. Over time, lignin compounds break down slowly, releasing 

more intense notes of spice and toffee into the spirit.  

Quercus Robur is a slower growing species of oak, which leads to a wide 

grain. 

This wide grain results in a whisky with a highly developed complexity and 

character.  
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The initial fill.

American Bourbon whiskey is made primarily from maize, along with a 

mixture of other cereals such as barley, rye, and wheat. Distilled in both 

large column stills and pot stills, the whiskey is matured in warehouses, 

which can be subjected to extremes in temperature. 

It is traditional in Scotch Whisky production to use casks which have 

previously held another style of drink in order to season the casks, before 

filling them with clear new-make spirit. There are two main styles of cask 

which are used across the industry. Here at Gordon & MacPhail, we make 

these casks our focus. It is the alchemy that occurs over time inside high 

quality oak casks, which turns the silvery new-make spirit into vibrant 

golden whisky.

At Gordon & MacPhail, we frequently use casks that have previously held 

American Bourbon whiskey. These casks impart specific flavours into 

our maturing Scotch and it is imperative to perfectly match the style of 

new-make spirit with the individual attributes that each cask brings to the 

maturation process.

Our Approach

Cask flavours

Bourbon whiskey is matured in fresh, unused or ‘virgin’ oak 

casks, which contain concentrated flavour compounds. The 

casks are heavily charred, which is a process that opens up the 

wood grain to speed  up maturation. This gives the spirit a highly 

distinctive, sweet, aromatic character along with a vibrant 

colour.

As a result, Bourbon-matured Scotch whiskies carry flavours 

which can be derived from both the wood type and previous 

spirit matured in the cask. Typically, whisky matured in 

Bourbon barrels will present a base of vanilla sweetness, vibrant 

and light aromas, with fresh tropical fruits and beautiful ethereal 

top notes on the palate.

Bourbon

Cask flavours

Our Approach

Sherry casks are highly sought-after in the Scotch Whisky business. They 

make up a substantial part of our wood portfolio at Gordon & MacPhail, 

despite the fact that they can be up to three times more expensive than 

American Oak barrels. We typically select ex-Oloroso Sherry casks for the 

maturation of our Sherry-matured whiskies.

The high acidity and lower alcohol content of Sherry have 

a distinguishing effect on the wood, extracting more water-

soluble flavours from the staves. These factors combine to 

make Scotch whisky matured in a Sherry cask a unique and 

unmistakeable experience. 

A typical Sherry-matured whisky will carry notes of rich 

dried fruit and spice, with a nutty, unctuous mouth feel.

Sherry is a Spanish white wine which has been fortified by the addition of 

a spirit distilled from grapes. The combination of the two is subsequently 

aged in oak casks. There are a number of different, charismatic styles of 

Sherry: from the light, bone dry freshness of a Fino, the robust dark and 

nutty character of Oloroso, through to the heavy, rich, sweet and spicy 

notes of a Pedro Ximénez. These varying styles will have different alcohol 

contents and enhanced levels of oxidation to create their unique flavour 

profiles. 

Sherry
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Building and nurturing long lasting relationships with our suppliers is firmly 

ingrained into the Gordon & MacPhail way of doing business. This is perfectly 

exemplified by the relationship with those who supply our casks. 

These long-standing partnerships not only ensure the exacting quality of oak that 

we require, but also that we are able to specify the precise details of how a cask 

should be conditioned and seasoned to the finest degree.    

We have been maintaining relationships with our coopers since the early 1900s, 

built on the fundamental principles of friendship: respect, support, and honour. 

Until the 1970s Gordon & MacPhail imported Sherry from some of the very best 

Spanish bodegas, bottling the contents at our home in Elgin, for sale across the 

United Kingdom. As a result, this provided us with a consistent supply of fresh, 

handpicked Sherry casks, which would become perfect maturation vessels for our 

whisky. 

Relationships.

Despite a change in the law requiring all Sherry to be bottled in Spain, we 

have continued to reinforce our strong relationships with the bodegas. We 

visit our long-standing friends in Jerez regularly to continue hand selecting 

our casks, the same way we have always done. 

We have also maintained our historical association with the Speyside 

Cooperage in Craigellachie, which lies just ten miles down the road from us. 

Highly experienced coopers are responsible for providing us with the very 

best quality ex-Bourbon casks made from American Oak. 
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Stave thickness
Affects the speed and makeup of 

evaporation of volatile compounds from 
the spirit, influencing flavour profile.

Size
The size of the cask has an effect on the overall maturation of the whisky, and the final flavour profile. The relative 
surface area of the wood to the spirit will influence the speed at which flavour compounds are extracted from the 
carefully coopered staves into the whisky itself.

The three most common cask sizes used in Scotch Whisky maturation are:

Cask specifications.

Butt - 500 litres

· Almost exclusively ex-Sherry

· Smallest surface area per litre

· Slowest maturation 

· More time for alcohol to break down flavour 

compounds, more oxygen available to 

oxidise; less woody flavours, more complex 

tobacco, fig and spice flavours.

Hogshead - 250l

There are two types of Hogshead casks:

· A remade Hogshead is traditionally 

made by Scoottish coopers by adding 

staves to Barrels to increase the size 

resulting in sweet vanilla flavours

· A Sherry Hogshead is the smaller 

brother of the Sherry Butt producing 

similar fig and spice flavours

Barrel - 200l

· Generally ex-American Bourbon

· Largest surface area per litre

· Fastest maturation

· Likely to yield sweet, fruity flavours

A Bourbon barrel stave

Activated layer
The depth to which the heat of toasting/
charring has penetrated. This layer 
contains the vast majority of the flavour 
compounds that will be extracted into the 
whisky. 

Preparing the cask
During coopering the inside of the cask is 
heated. This serves two purposes: firstly 
it makes the wood more pliable for easy 
shaping; secondly the process begins to 
change the chemistry of the wood.
Heat transforms flavourless wood 
compounds into rich aromatic compounds 
that can be extracted during whisky 
maturation. The layer of carbon also extracts 
undesirable flavours and compounds.
The temperature level reached and length of 
time fired during this heating process make 
a big difference to the flavour profile of the 
wood. The heat levels cover a continuum 
from light toasting to heavy charring.
Gordon & MacPhail specifies these variables 
to an exacting degree based on the fate of 
the cask.

Charring
250°C or more for
15 to 45 seconds

From light charring to a 
thick ‘crocodile skin’ layer of 
charcoal. This process opens 
the wood grain making it 
porous.

More lactones (heavy, sweet) 
and fruitful (nutty, grainy)
Charcoal also helps to remove 
sharp flavours in spirit.

Toasting
100-200°C for
15-45 minutes

Classified from light to heavy 
toast

More vanillins (vanilla) and 
eugenols (clove, cinnamon)



16 17



18 19

Cask Impact
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Hogshead - 250l

Just now the unwanted 
characteristics of the 
clear new-make spirit 
still linger. A little more 
time will see the whisky 
develop into one of 
balance and vibrancy.

Development of �avour: Hogshead

Unwanted 
Characteristics

Delicate
Distillery 
Character

Unwanted 
Characteristics

Cask Impact
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At this moment in 
time, this whisky has 
a delectable rich and 
resinous character 
from its years in the 
cask. Fruity and 
malty notes from the 
distillery character 
shine through. 

Development of �avour: Butt 

Butt - 500 litres

Medium
Distillery 
Character

Right cask, 
right time.
During  maturation, monitoring casks activity (the speed at which the wealth 

of flavours from the cask are extracted by the maturing whisky) is incredibly 

important. Gordon & MacPhail endeavour to bottle at the point where the wood 

and spirit flavours are perfectly balanced for the style of whisky sought.

Each graph below represents how the balance of spirit and oak can evolve 

differently through time. Across our range the type of cask and the distillery 

character will vary however, our experience has given us a detailed understanding 

of the maturation process to guide us. This means we can determine when our 

whiskies are ready maintaining the highest quality in every single bottle.
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Unwanted 
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Heavy Full
Distillery 
Character

Barrel - 200 l

Whisky bottled at 
this stage will have 
a beautiful balance 
of spirit character 
(in this case peat 
smoke, birchwood 
and sweetness) and 
cask in�uence 
(sweet vanilla and 
spices)

Development of �avour: Barrel 

Cask Impact

Whisky carrying the Gordon & MacPhail name ranges in age from eight to 

seventy-five years old, giving us one of the broadest maturation spectrums in 

Scotland. The character of the spirit coupled with the activity of the cask, will 

always determine our decision to bottle a whisky. 

We regularly draw samples from our casks to determine when the whisky 

has reached the perfect level of maturity and balance. The whisky will have 

developed exactly the right personality with oak characteristics working in 

harmony with the lighter, more vibrant notes of well made spirit. 

 Distillery character

‘Distillery character’ is the coming together of 
hundreds of highly complex variables. From the 
temperature and length of the fermentation, to 
the shape and size of the stills and important 
spirit cut points, every aspect will have an 
impact on the �avour of a new-make spirit. 
Once introduced to a cask, certain �avour 
compounds intensify, whilst others diminish.      

Unwanted characteristics

As well as important �avour compounds, 
new-make spirit has an unpleasant edge to 
its �avour, described as harsh and metallic.
A good quality cask helps to remove these 
compounds via:

Addition
The natural compounds found inside the 
wood itself help shape and intensify the 

�avour of a maturing spirit. 

Evaporation 
A small percentage (1-2%) of spirit is lost 

every year through evaporation. This 
activity is commonly referred to as the 

Angels Share and helps develop the 
intensity of a whisky.

Subtraction
The speci�c level of charring inside a cask 

creates a layer of active carbon, which 
absorbs unwanted �avour compounds. 
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Cask 
management.
Every cask has a fate, and every cask develops differently. Of several 

comparable casks filled with the same batch of spirit, some may yield the 

perfect whisky after ten years, whereas some take a little longer to reach 

their extraordinary potential. 

Cask management is the process of sampling casks as they mature, 

deciding when to bottle our whisky, or simply to leave alone.                                                                                         

Learning to leave a cask to reach its full potential, 

undeterred by demand or necessity, is the hardest 

skill of all and one in which we pride ourselves 

here at Gordon & MacPhail. It is a skill born of 

experience and rooted in our unique liquid library, 

which helps our highly skilled team determine the 

fate of each individual cask in our portfolio.        

The longer a whisky is in cask, the more sampling 

is required in order to get the bottling time just 

right to ensure a complex, subtle, and balanced 

whisky.

This is perfectly illustrated by the timeline of 

Generations Mortlach 75 Years Old by Gordon & 

MacPhail (right). Every gold dot represents a 

sampling assessment of the whisky. Notice how the 

frequency of the sampling increases as the whisky 

ages. The older the cask the more unique the 

character becomes, so the more often we need to 

check to make sure that we bottle at its absolute 

prime.

Distilled by Mortlach, filled by 
Gordon & MacPhail into a first 
fill Sherry butt numbered 2475 at 
Mortlach Distillery. 

Perfectly balanced, extraordinary 
whisky - ready for bottling. 

Moved from Mortlach Distillery to 
Gordon & MacPhail’s warehouses 
in Elgin.

1939
1940

1980

1960

2000

1950

1990

1970

2014

2010

Great complexity becomes apparent 
- cask becomes more idiosyncratic 
so frequency of sampling increases.
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When it’s 
ready.
There is always an element of anticipation when we decide whether a cask 

is ultimately ready to be bottled. After silently maturing in warehouses, 

developing individual characteristics, the casks are moved to our bottling 

hall in Elgin. This is where one journey ends and another begins.    

Once we have decided on the precise strength the whisky should be bottled 

at, we add the liquid from the cask and the required amount of local water 

into a marrying vessel, where it is allowed to develop and combine naturally 

over a ten day period. This is a process that we have adhered to for over 

fifty years, as we feel that an additional period of rest is essential to allow 

the unique qualities of the whisky to truly shine through.  

With water being the only addition, the colour of the whisky you see 

in each bottle is completely natural. We simply don’t believe in adding 

caramel colouring to our whisky. As a result, the rich, natural hues range 

from light gold, radiant ambers, through to darker chestnut tones, each 

one a telling snapshot of a maturation timed to perfection; the ultimate 

goal to create consistency from a natural product. 
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The perfect 
match
of spirit 
and oak.
Our skilfully coopered casks, which have previously held Bourbon or 

Sherry, deliver a full spectrum of flavour compounds: from sweet, vanilla, 

and tropical fruit notes, to rich toffee, dark chocolate, and spice notes. 

The array of flavours derived from wood is abundant across the Gordon & 

MacPhail portfolio with each whisky demonstrating its own unique flavour 

profile reflecting both the distillery character and the cask type.

On the next page are just some examples of our vast range of perfectly 

matured whiskies.

D
E

L
I

C
A

T
E

H
E

A
V

Y
 F

U
L

L
S

P
I

R
I

T
 T

Y
P

E
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Flavours  typ ic a l l y  de r i v e d  f rom wood.

C A S K  T Y P E

Toasted marshmallow 
flavours

Connoisseurs Choice
Strathmill 2004 46%

You may like this if you like 
Rosebank 

Sweet & malty

Connoisseurs Choice
Tomatin 2002 46%

You may like this if you like 
Clynelish

Vanilla pods

Connoisseurs Choice
Caol Ila 2004 46%

You may like this if you like 
Bruichladdich

A touch of aniseed

The MacPhails Collection
Bunnahabhain Peated 

8YO 43%

You may like this if you like 
Highland Park

Distillery Labels
Glentauchers 1997 43%

You may like this if you like 
Glen Grant

Cinnamon & cardamom 
spice

Connoisseurs Choice
Inchgower 2007 46%

You may like this if you like 
Glenlivet

Charred oak

The MacPhails Collection
Glenturret 2004 43%

You may like this if you like 
Mortlach

Stewed, spiced apple
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