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DRINK

Once as sacred as a bottle of holy 
water from Lourdes and rumoured 
to have as much curative powers, 
poitín has shed its mystical 
reputation since it became legal  
in 1997. Raymond Blake looks at  
the modern day version

THE

stuff of 
legend
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Latest news from the Glendalough 
Irish Whiskey company is that 
rugby legend Brian O’Driscoll has 
come on board as investor and part 
owner. Whether their products ever 
reach the same level of brilliance he 
achieved on the rugby fi eld remains 
to be seen. This one is a good start. 
There’s gentle fruit on the nose, 
which leads on to a well-integrated 
fl avour with a mild touch of spice, 
enlivened by a gentle citric kick on 
the fi nish. Splash it into a tumbler full of ice cubes 
and enjoy it neat.

1. Glendalough, Premium Irish Poitín 

Three to try

Knockeen Hills was reviewed in 
FOOD&WINE back in 2002 and enjoys 
daddy-of-them-all status in the 
world of poitín. This ‘Farmers 
Strength’ is aptly named: a sharp, 
arresting nose with a slight pungent 
snap will wake up the sleepiest 
of nostrils and alert the palate to 
the uncompromising fl avour to 
come. There’s a no-holds-barred quality to this 
tipple. Not for beginners, perhaps, but worthy of 
afi cionados’ attention. And if you like this then be 
sure to try the quadruple-distilled Gold 
Extra-Strength. 

Brothers, Jack and Stephen Teeling, 
along with distiller Alex Chasko 
are the people who are bringing 
distilling back to Dublin. As you 
read this, work is progressing 
on their new distillery in the 
Liberties, which is due to be 
commissioned at the end of the 
year. In the meantime, we have 
this punchy delight to wrap our 
chops around. There’s an intense fruit hit 
on the nose and palate and, despite the 
strength, the texture is smooth and sweet, 
with a succulent, lingering fi nish. 

2. Knockeen Hills, ‘Farmers 
Strength’ Poteen 

3. � e Teeling Whiskey 
company, Poitín  

€37.99 (70cl) ABV 40% €42.99 (50cl) ABV 60% €32.99 (50cl) ABV 61.5% 

SUPPLIERS  
Celtic Whiskey Shop, Dawson St; Baggot St 
Wines; Donnybrook Fair; Hollands, Bray; 
Deveneys, Dundrum; Greenacres, Wexford; Duty 
Free; independents.

Big Jim tipped me a 
conspiratorial wink as 
he handed the bottle 
of Taylor Keith ‘white 

lemonade’ to his namesake 
from the States. Too thirsty 
after a hard training session to 
check if the contents matched 
the label, US Jim put the bottle 
to his lips and drank long 
and … explosively. “Aagh! It’s 
pot-een,” he gasped as the 
rest of us laughed. He wasn’t 
the fi rst foreigner to be fooled 
thus, though such pranks are 
rare today, now that poitín 
has come in from the cold as 
it were, and is now trendy and 
fashionable, slickly packaged 
and marketed, and enjoyed on 
the rocks or in exotic cocktails.

Time was when poitín was 
the stuff of myth, hearsay and 
folklore, all wrapped in plenty 
of lost-in-the-mists-of-time 
hokum. That all changed back 
in 1997 when it became legal, 
after hundreds of years in the 
clandestine shadows, to distil 
and sell poitín in Ireland again. Before that it 
was accorded the same sacred status on a high 
shelf as the treasured bottle of holy water from 
Lourdes. Its curative powers were legendary: 
rubbed on an aching joint or a bad back it 
could banish a host of ills, such as lumbago, 
rheumatism and arthritis. And, when ingested, 
even a ‘bad attack of the nerves’ could be eased 
by its potent strength. 

Every city dweller had their own 
unimpeachable supply from ‘a cousin in the 
country’ and in the run up to Christmas they 

were kept busy, ferrying the festive orders 
city-wards, often on 8 December, the Feast of 
the Immaculate Conception, when schools were 
closed and tradition dictated a trip to the city to 
shop for Christmas presents. 

Quality and purity could vary enormously; 
macho tales of temporary blindness being 
induced by over-consumption simply attest to a 
lack of purity (too much ‘bad’ alcohol, methanol, 
rather than the good, potable stuff, ethanol) 
rather than strength or quality. I also tend to 
take with a pinch of salt all the claims that in 

the old days the good stuff weighed in at an 
alcoholic strength of 90 per cent by volume, 
and was enjoyed neat by the hard chaws. For 
starters, getting that degree of strength from 
makeshift equipment would not have been easy 
and, having tasted the 80 per cent grape spirit 
used to fortify Port, I know how undrinkable it 
would have been. 

Today, we can enjoy poitín without risk of 
harm. Its future probably lies in mixed drinks or 
cocktails but, before you splash it into one of 
these, try it cut only with some water. Sláinte.  

A CONUNDRUM
Traditionally, one of the defi ning qualities of poitín, perhaps 
the defi ning quality, was that it was illegal. It came in 
anonymous bottles, bereft of labelling and tedious details such 
as alcoholic strength, and was ‘distributed’ on a nod-and-wink 
basis between trusted friends and contacts. Crucially, no excise 
duty was paid on it. Some of the mystique is now gone and, 
given that it is now legal, can it justifi ably be called poitín at 
all? Ponder that. And then ponder how to spell it: poitín, poitin, 
poteen, potcheen…

www.blakeonwine.com @blakeonwine
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SUPPLIERS  
Celtic Whiskey Shop, Dawson St; Drinkstore, 
Manor St. 

SUPPLIERS  
Celtic Whiskey Shop, Dawson St; Callans, Fine 
Wines Limerick; Martins off-licencees; Mitchells; 
Drinkstore, Manor St; JJ Fox, Grafton St; Martins, 
Fairview; Duty Free; independents.

Circa 1885: Children sitting by poitín stills in Ireland. Poitín was once an illicit alcoholic drink made from potatoes. (Photo by Sean Sexton/Getty Images)
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