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YOUR VERY OWN 
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REPORT: INVESTING IN WHISKY

A TASTY, 
TANGIBLE 
ASSET

L
ET US BE brutally honest 
about it: traditional 
investments may or may 
not make you money, but 

as tangible assets, they can be rather 
dull. �ere’s little fun in holding 
an electronically generated share 
certi�cate or getting a unit trust 
statement twice a year from your 
fund manager.

�ere’s one investment, though, 
which is fun to buy and own, taps 
directly into Scotland’s heritage 
and can provide some remarkable 
returns: Scotch whisky. Given wise 
selections, the potential has never 
been greater, with the value of certain 
bottles rising spectacularly.

�e market in collectable whisky 
is relatively small at present – auction 
sales last year were estimated at just 
£3.6m – but it is growing at about 20 
per cent a year and it’s reckoned it 
will be worth some £20m by 2020.

According to Dalmore, one of 
the most popular whiskies for 
investment purposes, you could have 
invested in the top performing 250 
bottles in 2008 for just over £42,500. 
By the end of last year, the value of 

the same portfolio had risen to nearly 
£95,000, representing an increase of 
more than 123 per cent. Investing in 
the top 100 would have meant even 
better returns over the same period 
– an investment of £18,575 would 
have increased to £48,845, a gain of 
163 per cent. And the canny investor 

who selected the top 10 would have 
achieved £6,880 on an initial spend 
of £1,300, representing an increase of 
very nearly 300 per cent.

Over the same period, the FTSE 
100 slipped by 3.29 per cent and 
crude oil by 7.6 per cent. Only gold, 
rising by 146 per cent, came close as 
a performer.

But it’s not just a question of 
buying a bottle of your favourite 
tipple and putting it away for a few 
years. You have to know what you’re 
doing. If you had chosen the ten 
worst performing bottles instead, 
they would have lost nearly 74 per 
cent of their value.

�e trick, of course, is to choose 
the right bottles and casks. Andrew 
Shand of the independent boutique 
whisky stockholder, bottler and 
producer Duncan Taylor Scotch 
Whisky at Huntly, says: “You can 
play safe. �ere are some brands 
that are generally well known and 
where you’re unlikely to lose money 
such as Ardbeg, Macallan, Dalmore, 
Highland Park and the like. But there 
are also some much rarer ones like 
Kinclaith, which closed in 1975. We 
see occasional bottles of that coming 
through. �e only real guideline is 
that you like the product.”

Edinburgh lawyer Ross MacKay 
of HBJ Gateley bought a cask from 
Bruichladdich along with a small 
group of his friends 12 years ago. He 
is now about to take the goods out 
of bond and has already enjoyed a 
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▲

If you are selling a single cask of 
a closed distillery it has a little bit 
of historic interest that goes with 
it because there is obviously not 
going to be any repetition of it

Fred Laing, Douglas Laing
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“Spirit of the Lowlands”

A masterpiece in its own right, incorporating two 
key aspects: the cask and spirit. �e inaugural 
release of �e Rarest, a Macallan 1969, is presented 
in a decanter of exquisite crystal, intricately 

engraved and adorned 
with hand cut silver, 
accompanied by an 
elegant display case, 
honed from the very 
cask that matured it to 
perfection.

www.duncantaylor.com                   Tel: +44 (0)1466 794055

Do you want to secure 
your capital?

Do you want steady growth 
from your portfolio?

Then you could do a lot worse than consider 
the Collectibles Growth Plan from Stanley Gibbons 

– a stable, safe haven investment in 
rare stamps, rare coins and prestige collectibles.

To �nd out more download your free, 16 page guide at
www.stanleygibbons.com/BSN or call 0207 557 4478

Call 0207 557 4478
or visitwww.stanleygibbons.com/BSN

2d Tyrian Plum
2001 - Sold for £20,000
2011 - Sold for £100,000

Charles I Oxford Unite 
2004 - Sold for £5,050
2012 - Sold for £24,450

Please note: stamps and certain other collectibles are not designated investments for the purposes of the Financial Services and 
Markets Act 2000 (Regulated Activities) Order 2001 and as such are not subject to regulation by the Financial Services Authority.
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taster bottle which he describes as 
“delicious with the kick of a mule”.

He adds: “If an individual is 
looking to dabble, I’d certainly 
recommend investing in a barrel. For 
me, it’s an investment in my personal 
pleasure if you like. Put it into bond 
and forget about it for 10 years.”

�e Bladnoch Distillery in 
Wigtown, Galloway, also sells 
its whisky by the barrel. Owner 
Raymond Armstrong explains: “We 
sell single, freshly emptied, 200-litre 
bourbon barrels �lled at a strength 
of 63.5 per cent with Bladnoch new-
make spirit at a price of £1250.

“If the customer prefers they 
can buy a larger cask – a hoggie 
or a sherry butt – but these cost 
more. �e price includes eight years 
of warehousing and insurance. We 
do not promote these sales as an 
investment, but at the end of the 
period of maturation the customer 
will have relatively cheap whisky even 
a�er paying the duty, bottling charge 
and VAT.”

On the wider investing front, in 
the period from 2008 to 2011 the top 
performing distilleries were, in order 
of popularity: Dalmore, Macallan, 
Balvenie, Lagavulin and Glen�ddich. 
Why these particular brands? David 
Robertson, rare whisky director at 
Dalmore, says there are good reasons 
why certain whiskies are favoured 
by investors. “It’s largely about 
the quality of the whisky and the 
quantities available. �e more bottles 
that are opened to drink, the less that 
are le� to invest in.”

Di�erent brands, he adds, appeal 
to di�erent audiences. “With 
Macallan, the focus has tended 
to be on sales in the USA and 
Asia. Glen�ddich is pretty much 
ubiquitous worldwide, selling a 
million cases a year. Others such as 
Dalmore, which sells about 50,000 
cases a year, are more niche.”

Some of the prices rare whiskies 
can achieve are eye watering. Last 
year, a bottle of �e Dalmore 62 sold 
at Singapore Airport for £125,000, 
while a bottle of �e Dalmore 64 was 
bought in Harrods for £120,000. �e 
most expensive bottle sold at auction 
so far was a bottle of Macallan 64-
year-old Cire Perdue, which went in 
the US for $460,000 (£300,000).

Another person with a passionate 
interest in the subject is Andy 
Simpson, the founder of Whisky 
Highland, which o�ers a valuation 

service for collectors and investors 
and operates an online library of 
data. “I’m con�dent it won’t be long 
before whisky is viewed in the same 
light as art, wine or classic cars, 
o�ering a genuine and creditable 
alternative to these asset classes, ” he 
maintains. 

Like Robertson, Simpson says 
taste is paramount: people aren’t 
going to buy a bad whisky. “You 
also have to be passionate about the 
subject. Limited editions from iconic 
distilleries will generally do very well, 
and the smaller the release, the better. 
People tend to like cask strength, 
single cask whiskies. Output from 

closed distilleries can also do well 
because, of course, once a particular 
bottling has gone you are never going 
to be able to replace it.”

At a time when the stock markets 
are volatile to say the least, whisky 
investment is emerging as a creditable 
and potentially pro�table alternative. 
“Put simply, people are looking for 
other homes for their money, and 
whisky is a highly desirable product,” 
says Simpson. “Its global reach is 
also building, with more collectors, 
investors and drinkers coming to the 
market. Supply comes to the market 
in batches and is sold, so by its very 
nature it is constantly being taken out 
of the market place.” 

Neil Boyd, UK commercial 
director at Ian Macleod Distillers, 
con�rms there has been a general 
increase in the number of whisky 
collectors worldwide. “It’s always 
been there in the UK and other 
pockets of the world, but I think it’s 
been increasing of late, and the sale 
of rare whiskies at auction is far more 
widely reported now.”

“For collectors or investors who are 
starting out, there is no sure�re way 
to make money from investing in 
whisky,” says Duncan Ralph, director 
of online retailer Single Malts Direct. 
“But by buying right and keeping 
an eye on markets where there have 
been bottle sales of signi�cant value, 
one can potentially make good 
money.”

Fred Laing of Glasgow-based 
independent bottler and blender 
Douglas Laing says there are 
certainly a couple of whiskies within 
its portfolio that he knows people 
collect.

�e company, which is run by 
Fred and his brother Stewart and was 
founded by their father Douglas in 
1948, specialises in selecting what 
they believe to be the best casks 
from distilleries around Scotland 
and putting them under their own 
labels, though still acknowledging 
the original source. �ey sell single 
malts as well as creating their own 
blends. “Whenever we bottle our Old 
and Rare selection with the wax dip 
bottle, the certi�cate and the wooden 
box – that for us is undoubtedly the 
best of the best that we are selecting 
from single casks,” he says.

�e brothers, who are both expert 
tasters, make their selection before 
breakfast to avoid their palates 
getting tainted by toothpaste. “When 

▲

▲

I’m confident it won’t be long 
before whisky is viewed in the 
same light as art, wine or classic 
cars, offering a genuine and 
creditable alternative

Andy Simpson, Whisky Highland

One of Duncan Taylor’s rare, cask strength whiskies
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we hit a cask that we think is 
outstanding – whether it is from one 
of the more famous distilleries that 
actually receive our accolades and 
whether it is famous or not we will 
still put it under the Old and Rare 
banner if it is of a quality that works 
for us.”

�e company carries big stocks 
including whisky made in the now 
closed Port Ellen distillery on Islay, 
which is much sought a�er. “It 
travels with a fabulous reputation 
– justi�ably so,” says Laing. “With 
the distillery closing in 1983 most of 
our stocks are running between 29 
and 35 years of age. So they are very 
specialised.”

He says collectors have a particular 
interest in casks from closed 
distilleries. “If you are selling a single 
cask of a closed distillery it has a little 
bit of historic interest that goes with it 
because there is obviously not going 
to be any repetition of it.”

Laing believes a lot of the 
consumers the company sells to buy 
in what he regard as the “old Italian 
style”. “�e Italian consumer always 
used to buy two bottles. One to 
consume and one to put away and 
use as a collectors’ piece. A lot of this 
collectors business spun out of the 
Italian interest in collecting whiskies. 
It is hot for us in the industry just 
now but for 30 years easily it had 
been hot in the Italian market.”

He says more recently some of the 

newer distilleries like Arran started 
o� their whole venture on the back of 
customers investing in casks. “�ey 
obviously are fun investments and 
where you have a nice quality behind 
it like Arran I think these investors 
have scored.”

However, Laing fundamentally 
believes people should buy whisky 
because they want to drink it. “If they 
will do it in the old-fashioned Italian 
style and buy two bottles from us – 

drink one and put one away – we are 
even happier.”

 If you are interested in buying 
whisky for investment, though – as 
opposed to drinking – then what are 
the rules? 

Picking the right distillery and 
the right bottle is crucial. Collectors 
like older bottles measured in �uid 
ounces rather than centilitres, and 
the fewer bottles released in a limited 
edition, the better.

Unlike wine, storing whisky is 
pretty straightforward. “It doesn’t 
need to be cellared,” explains Whisky 
Highland’s Simpson. “You just need 
to keep it at a constant temperature, 
away from damp, direct sunlight and 
inquisitive, thirsty teenagers. Store 
it properly – and unlike wine, keep 
it standing up, so the strength of the 
alcohol doesn’t corrode the stopper – 
and it’ll outlast you and me.”

If rarity value is a factor behind 
investment value, then a very select 
whisky from John Walker and 
Sons – part of Diageo – should be a 
good buy for those who can a�ord 
it. Just 60 decanters of a blend of 
1952 whiskies have been produced 
to celebrate the Queen’s Diamond 
Jubilee. For a mere £100,000 each – 
yes, you read that right – buyers get 
Baccarat crystal, a silver collar set 
with a diamond made by Edinburgh 
jeweller Hamilton and Inches, 
individually numbered seals, a pair 
of lead Cumbria Crystal glasses, 
a personalised and hand-bound 
commemorative artifact book and 
a chest made of woods from the 
Queen’s estates. “It’s involved intricate 
hand engineering and has been a big 
job for us,” says Jon Hunt, workshop 
manager at Hamilton and Inches. 
“We’re very proud of it.”

One of these jubilee decanters 
has been on display at Edinburgh’s 
Scotch Whisky Experience, which 
has the world’s largest collection of 
whisky. “One of the nice things about 
these very high value whiskies,” says 
marketing manager Julie Treviso 
Hunter, “is that they now sometimes 
come with a miniature as well, 
meaning you can taste the whisky 
without opening the actual decanter.”

Of course, there’s one great 
advantage in investing in whisky 
instead of many other asset classes. 
“�e one wonderful thing,” says 
Simpson, “is that if it all goes wrong, 
you’ve still got the physical asset. In 
other words, you can always pop the 
stopper and drink it.” ■

▲

Ross Mackay, HBJ Gateley

If an individual is looking to dabble, 
I’d certainly recommend investing 
in a barrel. Put it into bond and 
forget about it for 10 years

Douglas Laing’s Old Malt Cask single cask range 
is only available in limited numbers 
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Single Malts has a unique and broad selection of rare and collectable 
whiskies available to purchase securely online and ship worldwide. 
Whiskies ranging from every region of Scotland produced by a 
variety of distilleries: from Port Ellen to Caperdonich; from active to 
inactive; or from malt to grain.

We can provide advice based on a broad knowledge of rare and 
collectable whiskies, and evaluations thereof, based on market value.

    Tel: +44 (0)845 6066145             Email: info@singlemaltsdirect.com

�e best whisky prices 
online, straight from 
the heart of malt 
whisky country.

®

®
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