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At the 2022 Airport Experience 
Conference in Orlando, Fla., four businesses 
hoping to enter the airport environment 
presented their concepts for a panel of 
industry experts. One of these businesses 
was Oat Couture Oatmeal Café & 
Montgomery Scotch Lounge, a healthy, 
fast-casual breakfast and lunch spot by day 
and a scotch whisky lounge by night.

“We know that there’s a huge market 
of people that enjoy scotch,” said founder 
Brian Montgomery about the business’s 
evening offering, pointing out that 
roughly one third of the whiskey market 
in the U.S. is scotch. “There are certain 
markets that maybe won’t get it at first, but 
I think the destination scotch drinker will 
find it, and the person looking for a unique 
airport experience will find it too.”

Although Montgomery Scotch Lounge 
hasn’t expanded its streetside concept 
to the airport yet, there are various 
U.S. airport shops, bars and experiences 
centered around whiskey in both duty 
free and duty paid terminals that are 
performing well as whiskey continues to 
gain more and more fans.

“There’s no question that whiskey is of 
interest to the general public these days,” 
notes Kelly Woodcock, partner and vice 
president of guest experience and whiskey 
club for the Portland, Oregon-based 
distillery Westward Whiskey, which 
has an airport kiosk and tasting room at 
Portland International Airport (PDX). 
“There’s a long history of people being 
interested in whiskies from Scotland to 
Kentucky and they’re excited to visit the 

Concessions Are Centered on Bourbon, Scotch, 
While Other Whiskies Are Trending Up
BY S ALLY K RAL

Above, Right: Edrington 
Global Travel opened 
the first U.S. location of 
The Macallan Boutique 
at John F. Kennedy 
International Airport last 
fall in partnership with 
Duty Free Americas. 
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places where these whiskies are made. We 
hope we’re contributing to the whiskey 
story here in Portland.” 

Booming  Industry
Whiskey is certainly very popular 

among drinking-age U.S. consumers 
right now. According to the Distilled 
Spirits Council of the United States’ 
2021 Economic Briefing, the U.S. spirits 
industry increased 12 percent in revenue 
in 2021 to $35.8 billion, with whiskies 
accounting for 26 percent of that growth. 
U.S. sales of American whiskey rose 6.7 
percent to $4.6 billion in 2021, while 
single malt scotch and Irish whiskey 
were among the fastest growing spirits 
categories of 2021, bringing in $130 
million and $185 million, respectively. 
The report also noted that U.S. consumers 
are overwhelmingly favoring high-quality 
premium and super premium whiskey 
brands. 

On the duty free side, specialty whiskey 
shops have been very popular globally and 
have more recently started popping up in 
U.S. airports. In 2017, Diageo Global Travel 
partnered with Duty Free Americas to 
open the first U.S. location of the Johnnie 
Walker Boutique in Miami International 
Airport (MIA), offering the full range 
of Johnnie Walker blended scotch, as 
well as other whiskies from the Diageo 
portfolio. And last fall, the two companies 
launched a mobile platform version of the 
Johnnie Walker boutique for travelers at 
San Francisco International Airport 

(SFO), Terminal 4 at John F. Kennedy 
International Airport (JFK) and the Tom 
Bradley International Terminal at Los 
Angeles International Airport (LAX).

Edrington Global Travel, meanwhile, 
opened the first U.S. location of The 
Macallan Boutique at JFK last fall, also 
in partnership with Duty Free Americas. 
The company has been accelerating its 
Macallan Boutique program in recent 
years and the JFK location marked 
the fourth opening since 2019, joining 
boutiques in Dubai International Airport 

Left: Building on the success of 
the kiosk it opened at Portland 
International Airport in 2013, 
Westward Whiskey opened a 
tasting room at the airport in 2016. 
These airport locations make up a 
significant portion of the distillery’s 
overall sales, and they provide a 
desirable sense of place for the 
airport with their offering of locally 
crafted American single malt 
whiskies.

Below: In 2015, after several 
Delaware North concessions 
leaders went on a courtesy 
visit to the Kentucky Bourbon 
Trail, the Atlanta Stillhouse 
concept at Hartsfield–Jackson 
Atlanta International Airport was 
born. Offering 15 different U.S. 
whiskey brands, the concept 
remains a strong player for the 
concessionaire.
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(DXB), London Heathrow International 
Airport (LHR) and Taiwan Taoyuan 
International Airport (TPE).

Whiskey-centric concessions can be 
found on the duty paid side as well.

When Westward Whiskey first entered 
PDX as a kiosk in 2013, it was under its 
former name, House Spirits Distillery, and 
featured a broader range of spirits. “But as 
the brand evolved, the focus on whiskey 
grew while other spirits owned by the 
distillery were sold in part to investors,” 
says Abby Carey, concessions development 
manager for PDX. “Although our intent 
when he leased the space was for a wider 
range of spirits to be offered, whiskey does 
seem to be a trendy spirit in Portland and 
beyond, allowing this brand shift to gain 
much local support.”

Indeed, the kiosk was so well received 
that it led to a successful proposal for an 
inline tasting room, which opened in late 
2016 and is where travelers can sample 
the Westward range of American single 
malts and also purchase bottles and 
merchandise. “Both the kiosk and the 
inline store are performing great, making 
up a significant portion of our overall sales 
in the state,” Woodcock says. “Before the 
pandemic the airport outperformed our 
streetside tasting rooms. Since the 
pandemic, they are about even. As travel 
continues to recover, we expect sales to 
reflect that normalization. You just can’t 
compete with the captive audience that 
exists past security at the airport.”

In 2013, several Delaware North travel 
division executives went on a courtesy visit 
to the Kentucky Bourbon Trail, where 
they met with Fred Noe, great-grandson 
of Jim Beam. The team was so inspired by 
their trip they decided to bring a piece of 
the trail to Hartsfield–Jackson Atlanta 
International Airport (ATL), opening 
the bourbon-focused Atlanta Stillhouse in 
partnership with the Jim Beam brand in 
2015. “All these years later it continues to 
be a strong player for us even as the airport 
continues small areas of expansion – it has a 
great reputation,” says Scott Knight, general 
manager for Delaware North at ATL. 

Knight adds that Delaware North is 
looking to potentially expand the concept 
in the near future from about 33 seats to 70.

Teri Hogan, Delaware North’s assistant 
general manager at ATL, notes that opening 
a bourbon bar was a no-brainer, especially 
considering the brand recognition of 
Jim Beam. “Back in 2015 we were mostly 

catering to business travelers, who were 
mostly men, but now things are changing 
and whiskey is being marketed toward 
women more, so it has a broader audience 
now,” she adds. “Sales are going up every 
day from the lows of the pandemic and now 
that travel restrictions are lifted people are 
getting back out there.”

Kentucky bourbon in particular has a 
massive consumer base here in the U.S. 
“It’s a $9 billion industry – 95 percent of 
the world’s bourbon made right here in 
Kentucky,” says Amy Caudill, director of 
marketing and community relations for 
Blue Grass Airport (LEX). “This is why we 
wanted to ensure that the bourbon industry 
was represented at the airport and we were 
lucky to find a great local partner in Cork 
& Barrel.”

Cork & Barrel is a bourbon shop at LEX 
that maintains an inventory of more than 
100 varieties of bourbon from an array of 
Kentucky distillers, including one-of-a-
kind privately selected barrel picks. The 
shop also offers a variety of bourbon-
themed items such as chocolates, candies, 
spice blends, apparel, barware, gift bags and 
bourbon sampler packs. “Since opening in 
2017, Cork & Barrel has quickly become an 
excellent performer at Blue Grass,” Caudill 
adds.

At both Louisville Muhammad Ali 
International Airport (SDF) and Memphis 
International Airport (MEM), Paradies 
Lagardère opened a Distillery District 
marketplace concept in 2017 and 2022, 
respectively. “Make no mistake, these two 
locations are by no means ‘cookie cutter’ 

Left, Below: At Louisville 
Muhammad Ali International 
Airport, HMSHost debuted 
Book & Bourbon in 2016. 
The bourbon-focused bar and 
restaurant is one of nearly 
50 stops along Louisville’s 
Urban Bourbon Trail, which 
draws attention to the city’s 
best dining venues to enjoy 
bourbon.
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concepts – these stores were individually 
crafted to ref lect the uniqueness of 
their surroundings, with each featuring 
strictly local or regional whiskies as well 
as gifts, souvenirs and apparel,” says 
Theresa Laudato, vice president of retail 
merchandising for Paradies Lagardère. At 
the MEM Distillery District, the focus is on 
Tennessee whiskey distillers, while the SDF 
spot highlights local Kentucky bourbon 
producers.

“Our Louisville store has exceeded 
expectations since it opened, and our 
Memphis location is already heading in 
the same direction with sales ahead of 
budget – sales from alcohol have accounted 
for as much as 46 percent of the overall 
business as we’ve averaged approximately 
600 bottles of alcohol per week in March,” 
Laudato adds. “If you’ve visited Louisville, 
Memphis or other cities connected to the 

Bourbon Trail Craft Tour hosted nearly six 
million tours over the last five years. These 
road-trip-style tours allow bourbon lovers 
to go behind-the-scenes at 18 signature 
distilleries and 23 boutique distilleries. 
Following these experiences, visitors want 
to take Kentucky bourbon products home 
with them, and picking them up at the 
airport before they leave Lexington is an 
excellent way to do so.”

Jim Taylor, who owns Cork & Barrel 
with his wife Bev, notes that the store’s staff 
thrives on the energy they get from meeting 
folks that visit Kentucky to experience 
bourbon at its birthplace. “From a business 
perspective, the airport gives us access to 
travelers from around the country and 
around the world, and for many of them, 
this is literally the first steps they take into 
Kentucky,” he says. “You can buy a bottle 
of booze anywhere, but you can only get 
the bourbon experience in Kentucky. 
Otherwise, it’s like having Mardi Gras in 
Idaho!”

In 2016 at SDF, HMSHost opened 
Book & Bourbon, a restaurant and bar 
highlighting Louisville bourbon distillers 
that also features a small retail area offering 
gifts, bar equipment, a wide variety of shrubs 
and bitters, and logoed apparel. “Book 
& Bourbon is one of the acclaimed stops 
on the Urban Bourbon Trail, a cocktail 
and culinary experience highlighting 
Louisville’s most celebrated bourbon bars 
and restaurants,” says Tyler Pitman, vice 
president of portfolio development and 
brand partnerships for HMSHost. “Each 
of the nearly 50 stops along the trail 
has at least 60 bourbons on its menu – 
passengers can make Book & Bourbon their 
first and last stop on the trail.”

Pitman adds that over the last three 
years in particular bourbon and whiskey 
have been on a continuous trend of positive 
growth.

Even in Portland, Oregon, which isn’t as 
widely known for its whiskey production 
as Kentucky, a hub of craft distilleries has 
popped up in recent years, PDX’s Carey 
notes. “This has made the craft spirit 
category representative of the region’s 
character and particularly appealing 
to visitors and tasting activities like 
what’s offered at the Westward Whiskey 
outpost add an experiential element, 
fulfilling another rising demand of airport 

Above, Left: With the $9 billion 
Kentucky bourbon industry 
being such an important 
part of the state’s history 
and economy, the bourbon-
centric shop Cork & Barrel 
was a natural fit for Blue 
Grass Airport in Lexington.

whiskey and bourbon industries, you’ll see 
an abundance of retail venues on the street 
that offer a variety of alcohol options and 
merchandise. Many of these businesses 
have existed for quite some time and show 
no signs of slowing down. Like the wine 
or craft beer industries, the bourbon and 
whiskey markets offer an interesting niche 
and engaging experiences that can be 
attractive to quite a wide demographic.”

Regional Element
For airports located in and near Bourbon 

Country, offering concessions related to 
bourbon is a must. “When visitors come 
to the region, they want to immediately be 
immersed in the culture – bourbon is a part 
of Kentucky’s heritage and so they want to 
learn about it,” LEX’s Caudill says. “The 
Kentucky Bourbon Trail and the Kentucky 
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travelers,” she says. “The tasting room also 
creates a direct link between the airport 
and Distillery Row, a popular tourist 
destination in downtown Portland. For 
all these reasons, this partnership was a 
natural fit. From our perspective as the 
airport operator, the sense of place achieved 
is undeniable and the brand’s notoriety is a 
hip addition to our portfolio.”

Westward’s Woodcock believes that 
distillery tasting rooms in airports will 
continue to grow. “We feel lucky to have 
been one of the first – if not the first – 
distillery tasting rooms at an airport, and 
I expect to see more open up with a focus 
on the experiential aspect, integrating bars 
and restaurants into the concepts,” she says.

Indeed, the U.S. distilling industry has 
exploded so much in recent years that 
there’s now at least one distillery in every 

state in the country – which provides plenty 
of opportunities for more partnerships 
between airports and distilleries to form.

“Selfishly, we all hope the future is very 
bright and successful for concepts like 
our Distillery District, as we’ve enjoyed 
developing and operating these locations in 
Louisville and Memphis and expect each to 
continue attracting travelers and elevating 
the overall concessions programs of our 
airport partners,” Paradies Lagardère’s 
Laudato says.

She adds that the company is so 
confident in the future of whiskey-focused 
concessions that they’ve added specialty 
cocktails with curated local spirits to the 
menu of the updated Vino Volo brand. “We 
recognized the strength of the bourbon and 
whiskey industries, as well as other spirits, 
so we’ve taken the Vino Volo team’s same 
level of dedication, knowledge and training 
for wine, and poured it into an expanded 
beverage program,” she says. “We recently 
unveiled this new direction for Vino Volo 
at Will Rogers World Airport (OKC) and 
it’s absolutely fantastic.” 

Above, Left: Paradies Lagardère operates 
the Distillery District concept at both 
Louisville Muhammad Ali International 
Airport and Memphis International 
Airport, which opened in 2017 and 2021, 
respectively.


