
Uncle Yoffee’s still by Stanley Salmons 
 
My Uncle Yoffee is a lovely guy. He’s in his late fifties, rosy cheeks, white hair 
bushing out on either side of a bald pate. He lives on his own, which is probably just 
as well, because every room in his Norfolk cottage is crammed with his inventions. 
Some work, most don’t. To be fair he doesn’t call them inventions; he refers to them 
as ‘projects’, and he invariably has one on the go. 
I like to pop in from time to time to see what he’s up to. Sometimes I can help. He’s a 
self-educated man and anything that calls for maths presents a problem. I studied 
engineering, so I can handle stuff like that for him. 
His vehicle was parked outside when I arrived. It’s an act of faith to travel in that 
contraption. During the Second World War petrol was rationed for cars but not 
farming vehicles, so some people carved off the rear ends of their saloons and made 
them into open-backed trucks. Uncle Yoffee’s was one of those, an ancient thin-tyred 
Morris which he’d managed to keep going – don’t ask me how. This time it was 
carrying a load of peat. Interesting. 
He was standing at the open door as I pulled up. 
‘Jeremy, m’boy, good to see you!’ he said. ‘And just in time to help me with my new 
project. Cup of tea?’ 
‘Thanks.’ 
We sat down to tea and biscuits. He began, ‘Have you seen the price of malt whisky 
lately? Scandalous! Thirty quid and upwards a bottle.’ 
‘So…?’ 
‘So I’ve decided to make my own.’ 
‘You’re going to distil your own whisky?’ 
‘Correct.’ 
‘Don’t you need a licence?’ 
He shrugged. 
All right, no licence. But I’d visited a distillery when I was on holiday in Scotland, so I 
knew a bit about what was involved. I did wonder whether Uncle Yoffee had 
overreached himself this time. 
Dumping our tea things in the sink he said, ‘Come on, I’ll show you how far I’ve got.’ 
He led me to what I’d come to know as his garden shed and opened the door. To my 
surprise he’d removed all the tools, flowerpots and other bric-a-brac, and given it a 
spring clean. The floor was now covered with a thick layer of seed. 
‘My barley floor,’ he said. ‘Got the barley locally, soaked it and raked it out. Look,’ he 
said, gathering a handful, ‘it’s starting to sprout already.’ 
‘Very nice.’ I was impressed. 
‘The peat’s in the truck. That’s to dry and smoke it. Then I’ll grind it up and cook it in 
an old wash tub. Now, this is where I could use your help.’ 
He led the way to another shed, where he did most of his experiments. The bench 
was littered with glassware. 
I looked around. ‘Where’s the still?’ I had in mind the massive copper vessels I’d 
seen in that Scottish distillery. 
‘I’m using this,’ he held up the largest round-bottomed flask I’d ever seen, ‘and this,’ 
he pointed to a condenser, a long bulb with a spiral glass tube inside it. It was the 
sort of thing you see in old paintings of alchemists’ dens. 
‘But there’s no copper,’ I said. ‘The copper contributes something to the process, 
doesn’t it?’ 
‘It does,’ he conceded. ‘This is my solution.’ 



He showed me a length of electrical cable that he’d partially stripped, revealing the 
copper earth wire. 
He smiled. ‘I’m going to thread some lengths of that down the spiral.’ 
I nodded uncertainly. ’So how can I help? I’m a clinical engineer, not a chemical 
engineer.’ 
‘I can connect it up,’ he said, ‘but I need something to hold all the apparatus 
together.’ 
We set to work. He had a cardboard box with retort stands and test-tube clamps and 
a useful Meccano set, and I managed to rig something up that kept pace with his 
feverish assembly of the glassware. It wasn’t lovely, but it looked like it might do the 
trick. He was pleased, anyway. 
I remembered something. ‘Uncle, you know the first fraction contains methyl alcohol. 
If you drink that you’ll go blind.’ 
‘Ah,’ he said, frowning. Then he brightened. ‘I can use that in my spirit lamp. Then 
nothing goes to waste.’ 
I glanced at my watch. ‘I need to go. I’ll come back in a few weeks to see how you’re 
getting on.’ 
Three weeks later I drew up to the cottage again, vaguely reassured to see that it 
and the outbuildings were still standing. 
Uncle Yoffee led me out to the laboratory shed, where he held up a large bottle filled 
with a water-clear liquid. 
‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘Try it.’ 
He poured some of the homemade hooch into a glass beaker. I lifted it tentatively to 
my nose. I could certainly smell alcohol, but that was all I could smell. I took a tiny 
sip, screwed up my eyes and spewed it out. My tongue was burning. The stuff must 
have been at least 60% proof. 
Our eyes met. ‘It worked, but it’s not very palatable,’ I said, with commendable 
understatement. 
‘Mmm, I agree,’ he said disconsolately. ‘It should be matured in a wooden cask, but 
that takes years.’ 
‘Never mind, let’s go inside. I brought you something.’ 
Back in his kitchen I gave him the bottle of fifteen-year-old malt I’d splashed out on. 
‘I say, this is seriously good stuff!’ he exclaimed. ‘Are you sure?’ But he’d already 
taken his multi-tool penknife from his pocket and was stripping off the foil. He swiftly 
found two glasses. 
He took a sip, rolled his eyes, added a little water and settled into his armchair with a 
contented sigh. For some minutes sipping and sighing were the only sounds in the 
room. I was enjoying mine, but he was in heaven. 
Then, abruptly, he sat forward. ‘Must tell you about my new project…’ 


