
consider the technology 
inside som

e of the best  
in the w

orld.” 
A

ccording to W
atkins, 

copper reduces sulphides in 
vapour m

ore effectively than 
stainless steel and glass, thus 
avoiding developm

ent of a 
harsh taste. A

nd he bases this 
opinion on experience. 

“The first still I built w
hen  

w
e opened w

as all stainless,  
and the quality of the spirit  
that cam

e out w
as now

here 
near as good.”

The ageing process is 
equally im

portant, w
ith the 

use of good casks.

“A lot of people w
ill 

put caram
el in their 

rum
 to bring the 

colour up, but w
e get 

all our colour from
 

the barrels,” he says.
For his single m

alts, W
atkins 

uses reconditioned ex-red w
ine 

barrels w
ith an A

m
erican oak 

head and French oak body.
“French oak brings out  

your cinnam
on and spicy clove 

notes and a nice dry finish,”  
he explains.

“A
m

erican oak brings in 
vanillans and som

e sugars for 
sw

eetness, so the w
hiskey also 

has a long finish.”

TROPICAL DELIGHTS
W

atkins has a few
 hom

e 
advantages he believes help create 
such distinguished products, 
including the altitude of Atherton 
Tableland, w

hich sits around 700 
m

etres above sea level.
“D

istillation w
orks on the 

principle that at 78 degrees 
Celsius sea level, the product w

ill 
go from

 a liquid to vapour stage, 
but here it boils at a low

er 
tem

perature, about 76.5 degrees, 

because w
e’re at altitude,” he says. 

“Technically the less heat you 
put in, the finer the flavours, so 
w

e can get aw
ay w

ith m
aking a 

better quality and m
ore 

arom
atic product.”

O
n the flip side, the 

Tableland’s hot days and 
cooler nights m

eans greater 
loss to the angel share.

“W
e lose around five to eight 

per cent, per year, per cask, 
w

hereas som
ew

here cooler 
w

ould have say one to tw
o per 

cent loss,” W
atkins says. “In 

saying that, w
e get faster ageing, 

so our products have an 
am

azing result after five years.”
A M

AKESHIFT distillery on a 
farm

 in Far N
orth Q

ueensland 
paved the w

ay for an aw
ard-

w
inning distillation business 

for husband and w
ife team

 
M

ark and Claire W
atkins.

“I started distilling in m
y cubby 

house w
hen I w

as about 16,” says 
35-year-old M

ark W
atkins, head 

distiller at M
t. Uncle D

istillery on 
the Atherton Tableland.

“I didn’t w
ant M

um
 and D

ad to 
know

 and the cubby w
as right 

dow
n the back of the farm

.” 
W

ith a sophisticated set-up of 
cooling hoses running through 
the farm

’s channel, the then 
high-school student w

as setting 
the foundations for a successful 
career as a distiller. 

A
fter dabbling in w

ine 
science studies at university, 
W

atkins decided the cooler 
clim

ates required for w
ine 

production w
eren’t for him

, so 
he returned to his sm

all 
hom

etow
n of W

alkam
in in 

tropical Far N
orth Q

ueensland 
to establish M

t. U
ncle D

istillery, 
w

hich includes an onsite café 
and cellar door. Thirteen years 
on, he and w

ife Claire have a 
slew

 of national and 
international aw

ards to their 
nam

e, and their rum
 is the 

highest-aw
arded Australian-

produced rum
 in the country – 

proving a sm
all set-up in a 

retrofitted banana shed is far 

m
ore than a backyard hobby. 
W

hile m
eticulous about 

process and technique, W
atkins 

also brings his w
it and dow

n-to-
earth character to the business 
to create a distinctive brand. For 
instance, his product lines 
include TBBC –short for The Big 
Black Cock – w

hich, contrary to 
w

hat you m
ight think, is a 

single-m
alt w

hiskey nam
ed after 

tw
o ‘m

enace’ roosters living on 
their farm

. Then there’s SexyCat, 
M

t. U
ncle’s signature 

m
arshm

allow
-flavoured liqueur, 

developed as a result of a bad 
hangover before a rugby gam

e. 

“I felt like a bit of hair of the 
dog and som

ething sw
eet like 

m
arshm

allow
,” recalls W

atkins. 
“I m

ixed a concoction sim
ilar to 

w
hat w

e do now
, drank it, and 

w
ent on to w

in m
an of the 

m
atch. So I kept m

aking it.”
It ’s now

 one of their m
ost 

popular products and w
on 

several aw
ards in 2015.

BEVERAGE REPORT

LEFT TO RIGHT: Iridium
 Gold 

Rum
’s colour is obtained from

 
a four-year barrel ageing 
process; M

t Uncle’s rum
 is the 

highest-aw
arded Australian-

produced rum
 in the country; 

Botanic Australis Gin uses 
Australian native botanicals.
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In good spirits
The ow

ners of North Queensland’s first boutique 
distillery have proven a sm

all operation can achieve 
big things. Em

ily M
cAuliffe reports.
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THE SPIRITS M
ARKET 

IN AUSTRALIA

FACT FILE
✷

OUR SPIRITS M
ANUFACTURING 

INDUSTRY SUPPLIES LESS 
THAN 40 PER CENT OF 
DOM

ESTIC DEM
AND, W

ITH 
M

OST OF OUR SPIRITS 
IM

PORTED.

SIZE OF M
ARKET IN AUSTRALIA:  

Revenue from
 spirits is currently 

valued at $568.4m
 (IBISW

orld).

KEY PLAYERS: Diageo, Asahi 
Holdings, Lion, Coca-Cola Am

atil.

CHALLENGES: Inconsistent alcohol 
taxes are a problem

, as are rising 
concerns about RTD consum

ption 
w

hich have led m
any to voluntarily 

reduce the alcohol content of
som

e drinks.

GROW
TH OPPORTUNITIES: The 

rise of prem
ium

isation is expected 
to boost dem

and for pre-m
ixed 

cocktail drinks and value-added
bottled spirits in the next five years, 
according to IBISW

orld. 

SPIRITS TO GROW
 BY

EVERY YEAR FOR THE 
NEXT FIVE YEARS

1.5%

SIGNATURE STYLE
W

atkins started out m
aking 

fruit liqueurs, but found them
 

hard to m
ove from

 a w
holesale 

perspective. So he shifted into 
spirits including gin, w

hiskey, 
rum

 and vodka, w
ith unique 

flavour tw
ists. H

is gin-style 
spirit Botanic Australis, for 
instance, aw

arded 
internationally for the last five 
years, is based on a 300-year-old 
London dry recipe, but 
substitutes traditional 
ingredients for Australian 
native botanicals. 

“For exam
ple, instead of 

cinnam
on or cassia bark, w

e 
use cinnam

on m
yrtle, and 

instead of lem
on peel w

e use 
lem

on-scented gum
,” W

atkins 
says. M

ost of these 
ingredients are grow

n onsite 
or collected locally. 

Then, m
axim

ising the 
plenitude of sugar cane on the 
Atherton Tableland, W

atkins 
m

akes his international 
m

ulti-aw
ard-w

inning ‘Iridium
’ 

gold rum
 out of sugar cane 

syrup from
 the local m

ill, 
resulting in a light and clean 
product that can’t be em

ulated 
using a m

olasses base. 
For his ‘A

njea’ vodka, 
aw

arded silver at the 2015 
International W

ine and Spirit 
Com

petition, W
atkins uses a 

honey m
ash filtered through 

volcanic rock, and avoids the 
com

m
on practice of using 

sugar or citric acid as a 
sm

oothing agent.
“[O

ur product] is totally 
clean,” he says. “If you spilt it on 
glass it w

ould evaporate to 
nothing – it w

ouldn’t be sticky.”

PERFECTING THE PROCESS
W

atkins firm
ly believes copper 

stills produce the best products, 
so utilises a 1500-litre H

olstein 
still im

ported from
 G

erm
any. 

“T
here’s not m

any of these 
stills around,” he says, “but I 


