The Differences Between Scotch, Whiskey, and Bourbon


Spend enough time in a local bar or pub and you’re likely to run into an alcohol snob. An alcohol snob not only corrects you when you order something inaccurately, but will also judge you on the quality of the actual booze you are ordering. As someone who often orders a 16oz. can of Pabst Blue Ribbon (PBR), I’ve had my share of run-ins with these snobs. I’m an easy-going guy, so it doesn’t bother me. However, I do enjoy gathering knowledge and learning about things, so I took a recent experience at my favorite bar to heart and pursued the knowledge I’d need in the future to shut one of these snobs up. The topic at hand was the difference between Scotch, Whiskey, and Bourbon. 


To the layman, all three of these brown liquors are very similar indeed. They’re, well, brown, somewhat unpleasant in taste and smell, and get you extremely intoxicated. And then it gets complicated. Or at least, that’s what an alcohol snob would lead you to believe. Let me try to break it down simply: Whiskey (or, whisky) is an alcohol distilled from fermented grain mash and aged in wooden casks (generally oak). The grain mash can be made up of barley, malted barley, rye, malted rye, wheat, and maize (corn) or a combination of these. Whiskey is made all over the world, and that’s where differences tend to come into play. In short, the difference between Whiskey, Scotch, and Bourbon is that Scotch is whiskey produced in Scotland and Bourbon is corn-based whiskey primarily native to Kentucky, where it originated. So, Bourbon and Scotch are both types of whiskey. If you order just a whiskey, you’re going to have to be more specific. Read on. 


Over many years and many geographic settings, distillers of whiskey have tried many recipes and techniques. These days, a handful of tried and true methods keep whiskey flying off shelves everywhere. The most revered type of whiskey is single malt. This is malt whisky from a single distillery. Going further, "single-cask" whiskey will contain whisky from one cask, whereas most single malts may be from different casks and different years, so the ‘blender’ can tailor the taste as representative of an entire distillery. Many fine Scotches, such as The Glenlivet, will be named after the particular distillery. Similarly, ‘pure pot-still whiskey’ (exclusive to Ireland) is distilled in a pot-still (like single malt) from a mash of barley. The unfortunate economic history of Ireland has lead to the demise of most pot-still distilleries. Look for Redbreast and Green Spot Irish whiskies to sample this now rare treat.  


More common are “blended whiskies.” These are made from mixtures of malt and/or grain whiskies from different distilleries. Blenders strive to produce consistent flavors to support a general brand name, such as Canadian Club, and therefore use blends from various distilleries to generate one overall taste. Many Scotches and Irish Whiskeys are blends. Also, be aware the term “vatted-malt” simply means blended malt whiskey—again, from different distilleries.


The final element of whiskey that will round out your new expertise on this topic is age. Unlike some beers or wines, whiskies do not mature in the bottle. They are cask aged, meaning the "age" of a whisky refers to the time between distillation and bottling. The longer the cask interacts with the whisky, the more it will affect the chemistry and taste. Sometimes you will see a whiskey with a ‘rarity value,’ referring to the fact that it has been in bottle for quite a long time. However, since whiskeys do not mature in bottle, this number is more or less irrelevant when it comes to quality or taste.  


Hopefully after reading this you are equipped to confront your local alcohol snob. Just keep in mind that after several whiskies you run the risk of becoming one yourself. 

