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The
Drama
of the
Indian
Dram

The journey from a whisky-drinking
nation to globally acclaimed
‘Made in India’ whisky.

By SANDEEEP ARORA
Consulting Editor, Whisky Magazine (UK)
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few years ago, if you were offered an Indian
whisky at someone’s house, chances are
you would have scoffed at it and opted for
wine or another spirit. Even though whisky
is India’s ‘national drink’, historically local
Indian brands were neither considered pre-
mium nor appreciated by discerning Indian
consumers. Though over the years, Amrut
and several other brands have changed the
complexion of whisky appreciation in India.

Now, a new category has evolved, not just
in India but even on the global landscape—
Indian Whisky!

Whisky—more specifically Scotch—has
had a strong hold in the Indian spirits mar-
ket for decades. Its history in the country
dates to the colonial period, when local grain
spirits in a style akin to whisky started to be
produced to cater to the demand of British
soldiers; whiskies were lighter in body and
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flavour compared with Scotch whisky.
The modern era of whisky production in In-

dia began in the 1940s with the establishment of

large distilleries including Rampur and Amrut.
Their spirits differed from the single malts of Scot-
land, typically made from a blend of molasses and
grain spirits and enhanced with spices and other
flavourings to suit local tastes. But as single malts
came back into favour globally in the 1990s, the
distilleries started to shift gear, moving into single

malt production. John Distilleries, opened in 1996,
and launched its now-world-renowned Paul John
Single Malt Whisky in 2012. Amrut introduced
its first single malt in 2004, followed by Radico
Khaitan, in 2016. Now, with new distilleries such as
Kamet in Goa—which released its first single malt
in 2021—jostling for place, it's almost like a revolu-
tion in a glass. So much so that even multi-national
corporations are getting involved; Bacardi launched
the Indian-made Legacy whisky in 2022, while
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THE UPSURGE
New distilleries
such as Kamet in
Coa released its
first single malt
in 2021; Diageo
offered Godawan
in 2022
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Diageoss offered Godawan.

In 2023, India remains a lucrative market for whisky sales.
According to Statista, the Indian whisky market is projected to
hit almost $18.4 billion (£14-8 billion) in value in 2023, bested
in size only by the United States. Meanwhile, figures released
by the Scotch Whisky Association (SWA) in February revealed
that India overtook France as the top export market by volume
for Scotch whisky in 2022, with the volume of exports growing
by more than 200 per cent in total over the past decade. In-
terestingly, according to the Confederation of Indian Alcoholic
Beverage Companies, homemade Indian single malts now ac-
count for almost 33 per cent of the local market, up from 15 per
cent in 2017.

Product and Premiumisation
Driven by the growing trend towards premiumisation, partly
motivated by upward mobility, consumers are celebrating do-
mestic pride and exceptional Indian craftsmanship. “Whisky
is going young in India, as the pandemic forced the customer
to choose Indian due to availability constraints, opening and
widening the available repertoire, making the country a very at-
tractive market for global majors and local start-ups alike,” says
Neeraj Kumar, managing director, Beam Suntory India.
Thiruvikram Nikam, joint managing director of Amrut Dis-
tilleries agrees, adding: “New-age whisky companies are likely
to continue to focus on niche markets and unique products.
They may also invest in sustainable and socially responsible
production practices to appeal to a younger and more socially-
conscious consumer base.” What's more, malt whiskies pro-
duced in India could tempt a switch from foreign alternatives
to more homegrown whiskies since, domestic whisky options
use higher proportions of locally-grown grain, and offer more
exciting flavour profiles, he adds.

India Shining
“New age whisky companies are revolutionising the industry
by challenging traditional production methods and creating
innovative, premium products that cater to the changing tastes
and expectations of consumers.” says Paul John, chairman
of John Distilleries. Indian whisky brands are breaking new
ground, experimenting with ingredients and flavours, utilising
experimental technologies and ageing methods. “As long as
quality is ensured, new-age whisky companies will continue to
make an impact on the industry and shape the future of whisky
production.”

Indian cuisine has also played a large part in determining
the kind of flavours that the country’s whisky drinkers seek.
Indian palate is one of the friendliest to spice and flavours; con-
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ditioned by local food over the years, these palate preferences
also reflect well in cocktail and overall drink choices.

Siddhartha Sharma, promotor at Piccadilly Distilleries
believes that “India is among the top three consumers of al-
coholic beverages; consumers are spoilt for choice with the
introduction, experimentation, and reinvention of various
flavours and forms, particularly in the premium segment with
superior blends and packaging that is at par with international
standards.”

The Sustainable Story: A peg for a
younger demographic

Many of these younger whisky makers are appealing to the idea
of a brand ‘story’ that has become more prevalent in the craft
distilling movement, through the use of locally sourced ingre-
dients, and local and digital brand activations. Roulette Premi-
um Whisky is one example of a brand that has used new media
to reach younger consumers outside India’s core 35-and-over
whisky-drinking demographic. Godawan, meanwhile, is bol-
stering its environmental credentials and helping out its home
region of Rajasthan by supporting conservation initiatives for
the endangered Great Indian Bustard.
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THE FUTURE IS NOW

Longitude 77 from Pernod Ricard is a new whisky
that has been launched (Left); Vatted malts such as
Amrut Amalgam-a blend of malts from Asia and
Scotland with locally produced spirit—-has found a
great fan base among Indian consumers.

The New Age Indian Whisky

While some emerging players have the resources to start their
own distilleries, a number of new brands are collaborating
with external distilleries or distilling companies to help source
liquid and scale up or, indeed, have been founded by them.
Vatted malts such as Amrut Amalgam—a blend of malts from
Asia and Scotland with locally produced spirit—have attracted
great affinity from Indian consumers. Some distilleries are
also offering cask finishes that would not look out of place in a
Scotch line-up. The Cabernet Sauvignon cask finish employed
in Rampur Asava, or the Madeira Cask Finish and port-pipe
finished Portnova from Amrut are noteworthy examples. The
latter distillery pushed cask finishing to its limit with Spec-
trum 004, which was finished in a custom cask incorporating
[rench Limousin and American oak, and ex-PX and ex-oloro-
so cask staves.

On the other hand, Peak Spirits created Kamet whisky
through contract distilling and bottling. Goa-based Fullarton
Distilleries released Woodburn in 2019, its first whisky for the
Indian market, which is a blend made with 100 per cent Indian

INDIA TODAY SPICE SEPTEMBER 2023



[NDIAN & SCOTTISH
WHISKY RicH
1

malted barley. Diageo has launched
two craft whiskies, Godawan “arti-
sanal single malt” and Epitome Re-
serve, both produced at its Alwar
distillery; the multinational has also
set up a state-of-the-art innovation
hub called The Good Craft Co in
Ponda, Goa (at a cost of roughly £4.5
million), in line with its strategy to
nurture alcoholic beverage (alcobev)
start-ups in India and strengthen its
craft and premium portfolio. Piccad
illy also launched its inaugural single
malt, Indri Trini, after maturing in
three different casks.

On the cards is Longitude 77 from
Pernod Ricard, a new whisky from
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# UNIQUE BLEND OF RGED
SCOTCH MALT WHISKY,
AMFRICAN BOURBON WHISKEY
AND THE FINEST BRAIN SPIRITS

X

OPTIONS GALORE

John Distilleries opened in 1996, and
launched its now-famous Paul John
Single Malt Whisky in 2012. Amrut
introduced its first single malt in 2004

South Seas Distillery in Maharashtra
and a new range of Indian whiskies
from two global majors. At least six
more whiskies are looking at reaching
the market by the end of 2024 Clearly,
a new category is emerging across the
world, and Indian Whisky is the peg.
Make mine a large one!



