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t was 8 in the evening, the
weather below freezing point in
Dumfries and Galloway, located
in the lowlands of Scotland, The
chill prompted Sandeep Arora
to make the trek to his whisky
warehouse, where every cask
stored precious spirits — across age, style,
cask and taste profiles.
Aroraknewexactly what he was looking for.
After all, it was his own cask. A 38-vear-old
malt with a mellow nose of rich fruits, a touch
of oak and sherry sweetness. This was part of
his job of sourcing private whisky labels and
vintage casks for hospitality majors and high
net-worth individuals.
In India, this private label concept, either
through casks or limited bottles, has been present
for some time, but in short supply. For instance,
William Grant and I'TC Hotels partnered to bring
Glenfiddich 1975 in 2003, The Macallan 1990 cask
for Taj Hotels in 2011, and more recently, Diageo’s
Godawan Single Malt, exclusive to the Palaces of Taj
with a batch of 300 bottles.

While people have been purchasing
various whiskies from established private labels,
ranging from those aged 10 to 30 vears or even
beyvond, the notion of acquiring a fresh-built cask is

arelatively new development in India.

“This concept means that when you reserve your
own specific cask at the distillery's warehouse,
maturation begins only after vour booking —a
process tailored exclusively for vou — which
enhances itsuniqueness further,” Aroraadds.

Price factor
Ewven the costs associated with obtaining such
bespoke offerings have become accessible
over time, The price tag for abarrel can range
between 17,000 poundsand 4,60,000 pounds, or
about 71 to 1,700 pounds per bottle,
Thus, more people are expressing an
interest in taking ownership of their very
own barrelsfilled with liguid gold, waiting
patiently withinoak confinesuntil ready
tobe savoured.
In addition, diversifyving one’s
portfolio by choosing different
tvpes of casks, like ex-bourbon
barrels or sherry wood, offers
connoisseurs the assurance
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Customisation and
personalisation are the
newest players in whisky
town. Aficionados collect
private casks, barrels filled
with liquid gold that have
been distilled exclusively for
them, finds Sagar Malviva.

that they are selecting something aligned closely with
their personal taste preferences. The magic of cask
ownership extends from selecting the type of wood

bourbon for its vanilla warmthor sherry for rich, nutty
undertones—to personalising thelabels, Some buvers
go even further, sealing their barrels themselves
and returning vears later to sample how time has

transformed their choice.

Theprocess
Anew vintage starts off with Celebration inaglass
But for enthusiasts and investors, private  apersonalised Post Covid, Indians hit a new high with
casks or truly exclusive drams are thenew  curatedtasting top-shelf brands such as Johnnie Walker,
fi rontier. “These hut!los are mt_zr!:-th:m just  experience, Glent ld(ilch an_{i Dm&_'ar's. Scotch _sates
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~  andstories waiting to be told,” says Arora, : Japanese whisky six-fold and American
founder of Spiritual Luxury Living (SLL), m whisky three timesoverthe past three years.
which, in 2003, introduced the country to The distiller But how many 730,000 MacallansorJohnnie
premium whisky with thelaunchof William Sanias ‘n-"ﬁllkcr I3llui'll.¢'llx-lsczmthﬁ sold? —
Grant's Rare Whisky Collection featuring these ence, the rise of bespoke labels,
aged vintages up to 64 years. “The rise of promptsto either imported from distillers through
cask whisky — personalised, bespoke Createblends,in distributors or companies, both global and
and steeped in innovation — is capturing  differenttypes local, launching a division of theirown.
palates across the country,” he adds. of casks John Distillers already has over 140 single

casks released over the past few yvears and

worked with independent bottlers like Cadenhead’s,
Berry Bros & Rudd and Gordon &MacPhail inthe UK.

“There is a growing trend of ultra-high-net-worth

individuals buying and importing casks. Theseare

largely for single malts,” says Kevin Pietersen, the

former England cricket captain
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says Sanjit Padhi, CEO, International
Spirits and Wines Association of India
(ISWAI).

Personalised programmes

Two months ago, Diageo, the world's biggest
distiller, launched India Rare Spirits — a
personalised cask program in India, its
first market globally, “The big, fat weddings
at exotic locales need bespoke spirits,” says
Vikram Damodaran, chief innovation officer,
DiageoIndia.

Damodaran adds that on average, they have
received one expression of interest every day in
the past twomonths.

The entire process starts off with a personalised
curated tasting experience, with clients sharing
their preferences. The distiller then uses these
prompis to create blends, indifferent types of casks,
for them.

“There's nothing else that anybody can buy
of the same signature, because [every batch] is
differentiated. What itallows people to do is celebrate
with the true notion that it"s bespoke and has been
tailor-made,” Damodaran adds.

But why alcohol? “Because it is one of the real deals,
where what vou see is what you get. The level of
customisation in aleohol is super limited, unless you
ownadistillery of yourown,” heexplains.

In India, there are two kinds of consumer cohorts
among the affluent households which can afford
to buy private casks or bottles. One is the curious
amateur who has a taste for single malts, loves
experimenting, will travel the world and will buy
one or two bottles from distilleries exclusive to that
location. Then there are clients who are getting their
sons or daughters married, and want to celebrate
this oceasion by gifting their guests bespoke whisky
bottles — exclusively designed and produced for the
wedding, and which the guests will not be able to
access anyvwhereelse,

Hoteliers, accustomed tohosting such events, agree,
A case in point is Arg at Pichola, at Leela Palace
Udaipur, where guests can craft their own multi-
course menu, paired with rare and aged spirits, all
set against the backdrop of the
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Aleobev. “We will look at private Scotch 7501 | 8000 “We are seeing a significant
casks once we have establisheda - - ——— shift among affluent Indian
single malt brand in India. Only Irish whisky 31714845| onsumers towards rare,
then will private casks become a | American whisky 213| 28| personalised experiences.
viable brand extension, providing | japanese whisky 171775 This trend extends beyond

a halo effect on primary brands.”
But where do the already
established premium and super-
premium brands stand inamarketthat'sfast moving
towards personalisation? Experts believe that the
two segments cater toa completely different occasion
and consumer cohort, and can co-exist peacefully.
“The market for specially curated bespoke spirits
is very niche and predominantly led by collectors
and high-end marriage celebrations. But while it is
specialised, itcould becomeasignificant sector ifthe
easeofgetting such smalllots is improved intermsof
import licensing and state regulations, which treat
it on similar lines as normal standard products,”

* Al figures in ‘0005 of nine-fitre cases

special occasions, reflecting
. : a broader desire for bespoke
Source: IWSR luxury in everyday life.
This inclination towards personalisation is
mirrored in the broader travel industry.
Recentdata indicates that 20% of affluent
[ndian travellers prioritise personalised
experiences when choosing their next
destination, a figure notably higher
than the global average of 12%," said
Anuraag Bhatnagar, CEQ, The Leela
Palaces, Hotelsand Resorts
sagar.malviva
@ timesofindia.com
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