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The 
Master 
Cooper
Ger Buckley is one of Ireland’s only master coopers and 
has seen the whiskey industry go from zero to hero

T he life of fifth-generation 
master cooper Ger Buckley 
has been carved by the 
fragrant scent of wood 
and the clanking sound of 

a mallet. “As a boy I used to go visit my 
dad in the cooperage where he worked. 
Even back then, when I was just seven 
or eight, I was used to the amazing 
aromas of oak and whiskey,” he says. 

Now head cooper at Jameson, 
Buckley learned his craft from his 
father 45 years ago. “It could be good 
or bad,” he recalls. “I could fight with 
him at home, but at work I would have 
to do everything he told me. But it was 
fantastic. A lot of the tools that I still 
use today would have been his or my 
grandfather’s. I can date some of them 
to the early 1900s.”

The job of a master cooper, he says, 
hasn’t changed much since those tools 
were made. In fact, Buckley believes 
that he’s “doing something a cooper 
would have done 2,000 years ago”, 
and is grateful he is being given the 
opportunity to keep the tradition alive 
by passing his knowledge on to a new 
generation of barrelmakers. His daily 
routine, once characterised by hours 
spent repairing casks, today involves 
bringing his latest apprentice up to 
speed. “He’s a year in now and he’s 
very competent, even at this very early 
stage,” he says of Derek Cronin. 

If it wasn’t for the pandemic, Buckley 
would be allocating a significant share 
of his working hours to travelling 
and marketing, but Covid-imposed 
restrictions meant that he has spent the 

 

entire past year mentoring Cronin. “It’s 
fantastic that I’ve been able to spend 
so much time with Derek. We’ve made 
a couple of small barrels, last week he 
dismantled a cask and rebuilt it, and I’m 
now teaching him how to use an axe,” 
he says pridefully. “It’s complicated to 
teach how to judge the angle of a stave 
by eye – it takes a lot of practice. Derek 
is under no pressure in terms of 
goals of production, he just 
needs to learn. I’m very 
happy with him.”

WORDS JACOPO MAZZEO
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Since he was an apprentice himself, 
Buckley knew that wood was going to 
play a key role in his life, even when, in 
the early 80s, he lived in constant fear 
of losing his job. The Irish distilling 

industry was in crisis and a lot of 
people were let go. He reckons 

he would have ended up 
working as a carpenter or 

something else that had 
to do with wood if he 

had found himself 
without a job. “But I 

would have been 
disappointed 

to be the last 
one in my  

 
 

 

family to work as a cooper,” he admits. 
“That was a very challenging time”.

Buckley’s relationship with wood 
and his craft is indeed visceral and 
deeply intimate: “It’s something almost 
mysterious,” he explains, “you’re 
making a container by hand, by eye. 
You say it is not going to leak for a 
lifetime.” He hears his tools whispering 
and empathises with his barrels. “Casks 
have personality. In particular sherry 
casks... you can repair one and not a 
problem for two or three days, then it 
goes against you: the stave doesn’t quite 
fit, the head doesn’t go in properly. And 
the tools will communicate with you. If 
you don’t pay attention they give you a 
bit of a nick, to me that’s the tool saying 
you have to watch what you’re doing.” 

Buckley works with wood at home 
too, carving spoons, bird tables, 
furniture... as well as barrels – of 
course. “I recently made a little bike 
for my daughter, who is due in June, 
entirely from oak.” He has also invested 
some of his time to revive the art of 
making noggins (small, traditional 
Irish vessels for food and drinks) and is 

planning to embark on a project that 
involves yew wood and 10th-century 

Viking coopering. 
Wood is just a part of who he 
is; he’s so used to the smell 

of oak that he admits his 
nostrils can’t pick up many 
of the aromatic nuances 
of whiskey: “When I drink 

it, it’s almost as if I was 
drinking oak.”
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Opening pages:
Master cooper Ger 
Buckley
These pages, 
clockwise from 
right: The old and 
new Midleton 
Distillery; Midleton’s 
converted Garden 
Stillhouse;  Ger 
Buckley at work

Method & Madness allows us to go a bit  
mad while other brands have a certain DNA 

that they don’t want to disturb...

Despite oak being a regular presence 
in Buckley’s life, the whiskey market’s 
thirst for innovative products allowed 
him to confront himself with a wide 
range of unusual wood types, from 
cherry to chestnut and from mulberry 
to acacia. “These experiments have 
been quite successful. Method & 
Madness allows us to go a little bit 
mad while other brands have a certain 
DNA that they don’t want to disturb... 
If my dad was still alive he would have 
been amazed. The innovations I’ve 
seen over the past 15 years have been 
an extraordinary thing. It’s fantastic.” 
He claims he’s always looking for 
something new or unusual that could 
work for coopering. “That’s what 
innovation is about,” he says, yet 
points out that he warmly welcomed a 
number of quality control innovations 
too, which the distillery began 
implementing in the late 80s.

Empty barrels were once stored 
outdoors, resulting in a high risk of 

contamination, but are now stored 
indoors and rotated regularly: “We 
don’t get rusty hoops nor stagnant 
water,” he explains, saying that after 
25-30 years of use they look almost as 
good as the day they came in. 

Enhanced quality control game also 
means that the number of times his 
barrels get refilled is more carefully 
monitored than in the past: “When I 
first started, once we were sure that 
the cask could hold spirit, that’s all we 
needed to know. Whereas now we’re 
very particular about the barrel’s 
age. We would mark each barrel and 
indicate how many times it’s been used, 
because we found that three times 

is the ideal maximum for American 
barrels and sherry casks.”

In 2011, Jameson’s drive for 
innovation marked a significant turning 
point in Buckley’s career. Following 
the launch of the distillery’s double 
char expression, Black Barrel, he was 
for the first time asked to get involved 
in the brand’s marketing efforts. “The 
first barrel I charred [for this project] 
was in Brooklyn, for the launch of 
Black Barrel in the States.” It was a 
professional and personal achievement, 
but also an opportunity to network 
with the global whiskey community and 
connect with younger whiskey drinkers. 
“People would come to me and say: 
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‘your job must be amazing!’. They are 
so interested in what I do and always 
ask very poignant questions. I’ve been 
treated incredibly everywhere I went; 
it doesn’t matter where, Africa, US, 
Europe, people love Irish whiskey.” 

He argues that the vibrant nature 
of today’s global whiskey community 
is largely down to the considerable 
amounts of information available 
online. “People ask more questions, go 
deeper, and when they meet someone 
like me who might have part of the 
answers, the questions come naturally.”

For Buckley, such an enthusiasm 
towards whiskey and the people who 
contribute to making it is the climax of 
an upward curve that lasted an entire 
career: “I’ve seen it go from the bottom 
to the top. To come from that era – the 
80s – when we were nearly closing, 
to today’s massive success, to hiring 
new apprentices knowing that the 
craft is gonna go on, and to the exciting 
innovation that I’ve experienced over 
the past 15 years... it has been an 
amazing journey.”  
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