
Ballantine’s Whisky Jug
In Scotland, there 

are many dark days 
and long winter 
nights that have 
been warmed by  

a “wee dram”  
of malt whisky,  

a traditional drink 
used by ancient 

Celts. 

The word whisky itself 
comes from the Scots 
Gaelic term “uisge-
beatha,” which means 
water of life, like the 
Latin phrase aqua vitae. 
Scotland’s clear, pure 
water naturally lent itself 
to the creation of the 
drink and has been in 

production across the 
country for centuries.

In the 1960s and 1970s, 
my grandmother worked 
for Ballantine’s at their 
large whisky distillery 
in Dumbarton, a town 
nestled on the banks 
River Clyde on the 
outskirts of Glasgow. She 
would carefully check the 
glass bottles for impurities 
and pack the bottled 
whisky into boxes on the 
production line. 

The grain distillery, 
opened in 1938, built 
from around 2 million 
bricks, 10,000 cubic yards 
of reinforced concrete, 
and 3,000 tons of steel, 

was a distinctive landmark 
on the skyline, with its red 
sandstone façade, said 
to be Europe’s largest 
distillery. 
Ballantine’s famously had 
a flock of geese, known 
as the “Scotch Watch” 
who guarded the whisky, 
and even appeared 
in their advertising 
campaigns.

The whisky jugs were 
traditional ceramic 
stoneware vessels, 
originally created to 
house the spirit and 
sealed with a cork 
stopper, with a printed or 
painted “label” to indicate 
the contents. The jugs 
may later have been used 
to hold water, which 
is commonly used to 
dilute whisky when it is 
consumed. 

These vintage pieces 
of pottery are now 
considered highly 
collectible and have an 
ornamental, as well as 
personal value in my own 

Three traditional Scottish whisky jugs, passed down from my paternal grandmother.

The Ballantine’s whisky distillery in Dumbartion, Scotland,  
now sadly demolished. uisge-beatha: water of life 

The resident geese at Ballantine’s.

family. If you look closely, 
you can see that the 
painted glaze on the jugs 
is slightly imperfect — it 
was these slightly flawed 
“seconds” that staff at 
the distillery were given 
permission to keep.


