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T he Scotch Malt Whisky Society is
respected all over the world for
its groundbreaking approach 
to whisky. 

Its standing as a leading authority in the
whisky world was perfectly captured in the
Society’s decision to bottle its first-ever Japanese
whisky in 2002 (116.1/ ‘Coconut, Pea-pods and
Tropical Hot-houses’) – a decision that sealed
the Society’s role as a trailblazer while, at the
same time, helped to bring Japanese whisky
to greater prominence.

The story began to unfold in 2001 when
then Society managing director Richard
Gordon and David Croll, who runs the Japanese
branch of the Society, concocted a plan to bottle
the Society’s very first Japanese malt whisky. 

So began a slow and patient courtship of
Japanese whisky distiller Nikka – set up in
1934 by Masataka Taketsuru and several
associates. Masataka had travelled to Scotland
in 1919 to study malt whisky production and
visit various distilleries. During that time, he
also met and married a Scots girl. 

To mark the release of the Japanese bottling,
the Society invited Masataka’s son Takeshi to
follow in his father’s footsteps and travel to
Scotland. During his trip, Takeshi travelled to
some of the distilleries his father had visited and
the trip culminated in a dinner on 29 July
2002 hosted by the Society at the Vaults in Leith,

to which the ‘great and the good’ from the
whisky world were invited.

Here, David Croll, Takeshi Taketsuru
(pictured above and ight) and Richard Gordon
(below) recall their memories of those events...

D av id  C r oll  ( D C ) :  “Once it had been
confirmed that the Society would bottle casks
from Japan, we proposed a visit to the UK to
allow Takeshi to visit several distilleries and
re-trace the steps of his father, who had made
his pioneering journey over 80 years before. We
also wanted to welcome him to the Society at
a special dinner.”
Takeshi Taketsuru (TT): “I brought a
notebook that my father had written while
he was in Scotland. I took site tours in distilleries
he had visited, reading his notes. The Hazelburn

distillery in Campbeltown, where my father
studied whisky-making, was closed in the
early 1920s. Only part of the building was left,
but I was deeply moved.”
DC: “Senior members of the whisky industry
came together at the commemorative dinner
and we celebrated whiskies from opposite ends
of the world. It’s the sort of thing that should
happen more often than it does – and the
Society is the perfect catalyst for such an event.”
TT: “We were so warmly welcomed by the
Society at the dinner. In Scotland, there are
still many traditionalists who do not admit
other whiskies – much less Japanese ones.
But even so, people were very warm and kind,
without any prejudice. I was very much moved
as it was clear that the Society recognised the
quality of Nikka whisky.”
Richard Gordon (RG): “At the dinner,
Takeshi was presented with our first-ever
bottling of a single cask of Japanese malt 
whisky. There was a real sense that this was 
new ground for the industry.”
DC: “I think that event, and the Society’s
first-ever bottling of a Japanese malt whisky
to mark the occasion, marked Japanese whisky’s
sudden appearance on the radar screens of
whisky lovers. Over the years since 2002,
interest has grown in all corners of the world
and the Japanese distillers have been filled with
a new confidence. It made us very proud to
see the Society breaking new ground and being
in the forefront of what has become a
significant force in the worldwide whisky
industry.”
T T:  “I was very pleased to visit Scotland.
Since then, I think the world has started to
recognise the quality of Japanese whiskies. ”
RG: “I think we all underestimated what the
Society’s approval meant to the Japanese. It gave
them credibility and authority. It was a huge
turning point and it was a big story in Japan too.
Japanese malt whisky has widespread
credibility now – many bars stock it and you can
even buy it in your local supermarket.” 

Unfiltered reflects on a bottling and event in 2002 which was
hugely significant for both the Society and Japanese whisky
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R I CH A R D  G O R D O N : ‘ T H E  Q UA L IT Y  WA S  O U T STAN D I N G ’

“David and I sampled various casks in Japan and the quality was
outstanding so we decided it merited inclusion as a bottling for our
members. But the idea that anyone would want to import Japanese
whisky to the UK was incredible as far as the customs people were
concerned! The four casks lay in a dock warehouse at Dover for
months before we were allowed to pick them up. And when we
had bottled the product, we had an almighty job to export it again.
No-one had ever heard of Japanese whisky being exported from the
UK in bottles.”
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A SLICE OF HISTORY 
The notebook carried by Masataka Taketsuru
during his trip to Scotland in 1919 – which his
son Takeshi took on his journey in 2002

The Hazelburn distillery in
Campbeltown, where my father
studied whisky-making, was
closed in the early 1920s. Only
part of the building was left, 
but I was deeply moved.
TAKESHI TAKETSURU
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