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The Kweichou Moutai 80 Years is a limited edition of the
brand to memorize its award won during the Panama-Pacific
International Exposition held in San Francisco in 2015.
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Purity, production
assure foreigners
get the right taste

By NICHOLAS BEDARD

icholasbedard@chinadaily.com.cn

Taking your first sip of Moutai baijiu could be
challenging. You take a smooth polished bottle, open the
lid and smell the aroma that brings a jolt to your taste
buds. Once the Moutai is poured into your glass, you are
left with a crystal clear liquid ready to make whatever
occasion you are at much better. As soon as it touches your
lips, it’s like falling in love on the first date. You can call it
a shot to the heart, or simply a problem solver.

Former National Security Advisor to the United States
Henry Kissinger once said, “I think if we drink enough
Moutai, we can solve anything.”

During the Long March from 1934 to 1935, Moutai was
used to cure all kinds of wounds.

The magical drink was rewarded for its purity and state-
of-the-art production at the 2015 San Francisco World
Spirits Competition.

“The international award shows the rise of Moutai and
the rise of China,” said An Huailun, general manager for
exports at Kweichou Moutai Group, adding that he is
happy to see the product have a global outreach assuring
that foreigners are getting a taste of Chinese culture.

The production of this spirit can be found in Southwest
China’s Guizhou province. Driving a few hours from the
provincial capital Guiyang, you will arrive in Renhuai, a
small welcoming city that holds the Moutai manufacturing
plant in Maotai town. Moutai has state-of-the-art facilities
where the production takes place, and the hard-working
locals at the packaging plant make sure that their hard
work is celebrated with others by sharing a beautiful bottle
of Moutai.

A Moutai worker surnamed Liu is having a drink at a
local Renhuai pub on a Friday night. Liu has been working
for Moutai for five years and said he feels honored to be
contributing to such a prestigious part of the Chinese
culture.

“I'm very lucky to have this job and I take much pride
in it,” said Liu.

“Moutai is actually really good for your health, so we
drink it a little bit at work, not too much, but just enough
to keep us going in full spirits,” Liu said.

He said working at Moutai provides a great future for
him and his girlfriend as they are planning to get married
and start a family.

“The company treats us very well, and we are very
respected in the community. I have nothing but good
things to say about Moutai,” said Liu.

The iconic Moutai is packaged in red and white.
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A foreign reporter scans the barcode on a bottle of Moutai to
trace its production and quality information.
YANG JUN / CHINA DAILY
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outai, known as the national liquor
of China, is 53 percent alcohol by
volume. But the drink is far from
rough — it is renowned for its rich,
mellow taste and “sauce-scented” bouquet.

Normally, it is enjoyed during family
celebrations, business negotiations and
holidays. It is also offered when foreign guests
are present.

Du Kang, the god of liquor who was said
to teach people how to make baijiu, is highly
respected by the locals in the town of Maotai
— where the liquor is produced — in Guizhou
province. As the story goes, Du Kang stored
cooked sorghum beans in a hollow tree
stump one winter day. Rain filled the stump,
and in the spring he noticed a fragrant aroma
coming from the stump. He discovered the
process of fermenting the beans to form
an alcoholic drink, now known as baijiu or
white spirit.

A visit to the Moutai sorghum processing
plant is an unexpected experience in today’s
machine-driven processing world. One is
struck by the mix of traditional methods and
state-of-the-art technology that is used in the
production.

“Today Moutai’s daily output is about 2.7
million bottles and more than 300 varieties
produced by 12 assembly lines,” said Liu
Qinglang, manager of the packaging
department.

At the factory, women in white uniforms
intently observe the red-on-white bottles

One of the secrets behind the high-quality reputation of Moutai comes from the clean, pollution-free water of the Chishui River. zHANG WEI / CHINA DAILY
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Workers use traditional technique to mix steamed sorghum with yeast.

Traditional brewing process distills the essence of the country, Akhil Parashar reports.

that pass through four assembly lines. Each
of the women, like most workers at the plant,
average a six-hour shift each day, five days
a week. Their wage is about 100,000 yuan
($15,420) per year, more than the average
starting salary in big cities of China.

Home to dozens of other liquor brands,
Guizhou also serves as a hub for liquor traders
across China. There are some 157 villages
surrounding Renhuai city, where sorghum
for Moutai is cultivated. Sorghum is the main
ingredient used to make Moutai. The workers
at the distillery, and the farmers that supply
raw ingredients, certainly embody many of the
hallmark characteristics of the nation.

Yang Daiyong, deputy general manager
of Kweichou Moutai Group, said, “Moutai
is the pride of the nation because of the
environment where it is produced, its special
techniques and the assured quality.”

He said the local economy is dependent
to a large extent on Kweichow Moutai,
which employs about 70,000 farmers in the
province in addition to more than 20,000
workers in its production facilities. About 70
to 80 percent of the population’s income is
derived directly or indirectly from the baijiu
industry.

Unique techniques

According to Deng Qingqing, a certified
wine taster and plant manager at Moutai,
the brand stands out because of its unique
processing techniques.

Yang Daiyong, deputy general manager of
Kweichou Moutai JIANG DONG / CHINA DAILY

She explained the process of making
Moutai: “The workers steam the sorghum,
and let it dry for a while and then put it in the
pits where they mix it with yeast. Afterwards,
they leave it in the pits for 30 days, take it out
and repeat the process twice. After that they
put it in the distilling machines to get the
liquor. It is then put in barrels, where it stays
for three years. After this period, experts test
it to make sure everything is right. It takes
up to five years to produce the liquor. It is a
long process, but it is needed to get the best
Moutai according to our own standards.”

Moutai has been an important part of the
country’s politics in past decades. Chinese

An Huailun, general manager for exports at
Kweichou Moutai JIANG DONG / CHINA DAILY

leaders have played an important role
in promoting the beverage. Mao Zedong
and Zhou Enlai, founding fathers of the
new China, helped nurture the brand to
its present-day popularity. In 1949, Zhou
proposed Moutai be the main liquor served
at state banquets.

It was poured during visits by US President
Richard Nixon and Japanese Prime Minister
Kakuei Tanaka, as well as at Sino-British
negotiations on Hong Kong when Deng
Xiaoping and Margaret Thatcher toasted.
Chinese leaders continue to serve Moutai to
guests from around the world. President Xi
Jinping toasted Barack Obama with Moutai

The Chinese culture of drinking baijiu

By ALLISON GRINER

A lot has changed since Li Zhihua was on
the factory floor in 1972. Back then, a bottle of
the Kweichow Moutai he helped produce cost
about 6 yuan, a big investment for a worker
earning around 30 yuan a month, but noth-
ing compared to the 1,000-yuan ($154) bottles
sold today.

To treat his young sons, Li said he would
sometimes dip his chopsticks into the Moutai
he was drinking to let them taste a drop. It was
his way of introducing them to bagjiu, or white
liquor, a drink that has become a symbol of
Chinese national pride.

But the culture surrounding Moutai is evolv-
ing as rapidly as the society around it. With
globalization and greater economic prosperity,
a new type of drinking culture has emerged.

Li, now in his early 60s, has retired from the
plant, but his two sons have taken jobs there.

“Because the whole family has been drink-
ing Moutai for years, we all like the taste of
Moutai,” Li said.

Older consumers like Li tend to be the norm
in the baijiu market, said Derek Sandhaus,
author of Baijiu: The Essential Guide to Chi-
nese Spirits.

“The average baijiu drinker is going to be
usually, though not always, a man over the age
of 30,” he said. “Generally people start drinking
more baijiu the further along in their careers
they get”

It’s a marked contrast to Western drinking
trends, Sandhaus explained, where consumers’
alcohol intake tend to mature in their 20s. But
despite the fact that older, more experienced
consumers tend to dominate the baijiu mar-
ket, Sandhaus argues that there is still little
awareness about the history and diversity of
the celebrated liquor.

“There’s not a culture of baijiu connoisseur-
ship, like there is with whiskey connoisseur-
ship in the West,” he said.

Chinese people may recognize the prestige
of a brand like Moutai, but few grasp the pecu-
liarities that differentiate one class of baijiu
from another.

Part of the reason lies with bagjiu’s relatively
recent development. The drink itself has been
around for centuries, but the industry was only
established in the 1950s.

Liquors that were once regional specialties
were suddenly available for mass consump-
tion. Many remain obscure, but Moutai distin-
guished itself early on as a patriotic favorite,

given its role in cleaning wounds and healing
soldiers during the Red Army’s Long March.
It soon became a staple at formal occasions
nationwide.

Modern Chinese dining habits are another
impediment to the appreciation of baijiu, said
William J. Isler, who works alongside Sand-
haus in the consultancy firm Capital Spirits
Ltd. In recent decades, baijiu has become a
pillar of banquet dinners, where it is used
to give toasts until a bottle of the high-proof
liquor is empty.

You can’t enjoy the variation among baijiu if
you’re committed to “pounding down” a bottle
of a single type, Isler said. In 2014, he co-found-
ed Beijing’s first baijiu bar as an alternative to
the pressure of banquet binge-drinking.

A new trend

“What we try to do is completely remove
baijiu from the culture associated with it, and
present it on its own as a spirit,” Isler said.

The Capital Spirits baijiu bar was initially
frequented by expats but Isler estimates that
60 percent of his current clients are Chinese,
with almost half of them women. He stocks
the bar with over 50 types of bagjiu, including
a lighter, more accessible version of Moutai’s

classic liquor called Moutai Prince.

“Among the younger Chinese generation,
which is much more individualistic, they’re
rejecting the banquet culture,” Isler said.
“They’re finding it very refreshing to be able
to drink baijiu, which is something they’re
curious about, in the bar setting where they
can drink it on their own terms.”

It doesn’t hurt that the bar’s atmosphere
reflects Western traditions, either. “If you can
appeal to Westerners, you'll also appeal to the
younger Chinese as well,” Isler said.

His consultancy specializes in introducing
Western consumers to baijiu in the hopes that
it can establish niche markets overseas in the
same way that the Mexican liquor mezcal has.
Though Isler said bagjiu is essentially “invis-
ible” in the overseas market, there is reason
to be optimistic. Just last year, another bazjiu
bar opened, the first of its kind in the United
States.

Isler is adamant that success abroad will
translate into success domestically for Chi-
nese brands, especially those hoping to attract
younger adults.

“If you look at younger Chinese people today,
most of the trends they pick up on are coming
from abroad anyway;” he said. “So if bagjiu can

Newly distilled liquor is put into ceramic jars to age. The process before it
goes to the market takes about five years. JIANG DONG / CHINA DAILY

Producing Moutai is labor-intensive. There are nine separate steps in simply
adding the red ribbon to the bottles . wANG ZHUANGFEI / FOR CHINA DAILY
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Du Kang, the god of liquor who was said to teach people how to make baijiu, is highly respected by

the locals in the town of Maotai WANG ZHUANGFEI / FOR CHINA DAILY

during the US president’s state visit in June
2013.

“Moutai is looking abroad to expand its
export market,” said An Huailun, general
manager for exports at Kweichou Moutai.
He explained Moutai has been stepping up
efforts to go global in recent years. It already
has a growing network extending from Asia
to North America, Europe and Australia.
There are increasingly encouraging signs on
Moutai’s way to international recognition. In
2015, it won a gold medal at the San Francisco
World Spirits Competition, placing it among
the best liquors globally.

Moutai in foreigner’s eyes is not just a

A visit to the Moutai Museum gives people an opportunity to learn the brand’s centurylong

beverage but something that represents a
nation and has a history. After spending a
long time in Guizhou province, I can certainly
say this national drink holds a special place in
the hearts of Chinese people. After hearing so
much of its appreciation and surrounded by
the irresistible aroma of the white spirit, it was
simply not possible to return home without
a bottle of Moutai. I was not previously a big
fan of Chinese liquor but Moutai created a
very different impact and I ended up buying
four bottles.

Contact the writer through 1397398607@
gg.com

history and the local culture relating to bajjiu. J1ANG DONG/ CHINA DAILY

go abroad and make it, it can come back (in
China)”

Moutai has already started its foreign
expansion, investing a reported $11.76 million
to open a store in Paris. More locations are
planned for the United States, Russia, Japan
and Australia, said Moutai’s deputy general
manager Yang Daiyong.

Overseas purchases account for 7 percent
of Moutai’s sales, Yang said, and he admitted

that Chinese travelers account for most of
those purchases. But he hopes, “step by step’,
to attract more foreign interest. The company’s
goal is to raise foreign sales to 10 percent by
the end of the year, and to 20 percent over the
long run.

If Moutai’s overseas ambitions succeed, it
could mark a new direction for the baijiu
drinking culture, one that lifts the world’s best-
selling spirit to new heights.

Alcohol distributor advances
with modern-day beverages

By MARIANO LARRAIN
marianolarrain@yahoo.com

As a wine wholesaler based in Bei-
jing I could not decline the invitation
to visit the Moutai facilities in Ren-
huai, Guizhou province. I always deal
with wine distribution in China and
recognize the strong brand percep-
tion of Moutai for my clients, visiting
the source was among my top “things
to do in China”

For those not familiar with the
alcohol making process, Moutai
facilities may not be the most
appealing. Mostly built during Mao
Zedong’s years, huge cement bun-
kers overtake the landscape. Moutai
needs to be stored in relatively small
ceramic jars for at least four years,
meaning dozens of vault-bunker-
type buildings to keep the liquor age-
ing. The precious bagjiu also needs
high security standards including
electric fence, and not even pictures
are allowed inside this area. The fer-
mentation facilities are even older,
originally built in white iron that has
turned gray from the dust and steam
from distillation.

Another secret ingredient comes
from the emerald river that has
carved a majestic swathe through
the valley. The local grains used as
a base for the liquor are special also.
However, the most impressive image
during the visit was the labor during
the fermentation process, shoveling
the grains time after time.

To attend to current demand for
the famous Moutai liquor, it must be
tempting for the company to use mod-
ern machinery. However, they are con-
sistent in following what they call the
“Moutai Standard” They age the liquor
in ceramic jars, the older the better,
even if it they are hard to manipulate
and require a huge storage area.

Modern alcohol facilities usually
rely on stainless steel and metal vats.
Moutai doesn’t. Some other compo-
nents of the “Moutai Standard” are

Moutai has diversified its product portfolio to meet the demands of high, medium
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and low-market consumers. WANG ZHUANGFEI / FOR CHINA DAILY

even more secretive, such as the bare-
foot crushing of the grains, a tradition
that remains to this day.

1 was particularly surprised when
I was told that Moutai had released
a new product oriented more for
women, with a fruity blueberry taste
and a lipstick inspired bottle. Like-
wise, Moutai will soon release a mass
oriented product, selling for less than
100 yuan ($15.5) per bottle.

Reviewing the stock price, it is also
surprising to find that Moutai has
been resilient despite the recent con-
vulsions of the Chinese stock market.

Is no secret that Moutai sales suf-
fered from the government’s anti-
corruption campaign, limiting exces-
sive expenditure. As a product his-
torically linked to official banquets,
Moutai seems to be one of most
affected products. Even more, Moutai
has faced competition from foreign
liquor, beer and wine.

The stock price of Moutai plum-
meted to 116 yuan per share in Jan-
uary 2014 but, at the time of writ-
ing, recovered to about 230 yuan a
share. Even more striking is that at
the current share price, its price-to-
earnings ratio is trailing at 18 times,
which means Moutai shares might be

cheaper than the average for beverage
companies. Moutai looks like a stock
worth buying.

Thinking of a possible future driv-
er for a significant increase in sales,
Moutai will soon launch mass-ori-
ented products, sharing some of the
secrets from the “Moutai Standard”
while having a more affordable price
point. This time they will use stain-
less tanks, less ageing and no labor-
intensive shoveling.

It seems a good move to try to
reach ordinary consumers who wish
to taste Moutai.

‘While not targeted as an elite drink,
the new product can be distributed
through other channels, such as the
Internet. This sounds a big deal and
certainly worth considering if future
sales skyrocket.

Tam left wondering if young people
will be willing to drink baijiu as their
grandparents did, especially when
facing a deluge of new beverage prod-
ucts. Maybe it is time to promote bai-
Jiu across the nation and in interna-
tional markets as well. It is time to
find baijiu in fancy bars in China and
around the world? Next time don’t
forget to ask for your dagjiu-Mojito
cocktail. I already drank mine.

China’s tipple tickles the palates
of international afficianados

By RAUL LOPEZ PARRA
raulparra@hotmail.com

The first time I drank Moutai was
at a wedding. It was a few months
after I arrived in China. My host told
me that it was the most famous brand
of baijiu, the liquor made from sor-
ghum and wheat.

We were served baijiu in small
glasses that we later raised for a
toast to the bride and groom to wish
them a happy marriage. Of course,
I thought, we had to toast with the
best-quality liquor for this special
couple’s moment.

I'm from Mexico, a country where
tequila is not just an alcoholic bever-
age, but a symbol of our traditions,
so I completely identify with the
importance of baijiu in China. Both
Mexicans and Chinese use tequila
and baijiu, respectively, to accom-
pany our moments of joy with spe-
cial people.

Four years after my first contact
with Moutai, an opportunity to visit
the distillery came. A group of eight
foreigners, all from different coun-
tries went on a trip to Maotai, Gui-
zhou province. As you might have
guessed, it is the home of the precious
liquor and where the name of the
brand originated.

This liquor that contains 53
degrees of alcohol and costs around
800 yuan ($123) a bottle is highly
valued not only because of its high
amount of alcohol, but also because
of the long period of time needed to
produce a Moutai liquor, which takes
up to five years to complete. During
that period, the liquor will be kept in
storage and mixed up to six times to
get its unique flavor. The techniques
and proportions of ingredients are
kept a trade secret. The producers
claim that the taste lies not only in
the formula, but in the place where
it is produced.

Due to high consumer demand,
there have been attempts to

increase the production of Moutai
in other distilleries. Nevertheless,
none has managed to produce a
similar flavor.

Moutai is produced with the water
from the Chishui River. In addition,
the combination of climate and soil
where sorghum and some local ingre-
dients are grown, gives Moutai its ori-
gin denomination, protected under
Chinese laws. The production process
combines traditional techniques and
the use of modern machinery. In addi-
tion to that, the production standards
are also based on environmental pro-
tection awareness.

The Chishui River has historical
value since it was a key stage of the
Red Army’s Long March in the 1930s.

It is claimed that the army led by
Mao Zedong, crossed the river four
times to defeat the enemy. The story
is also linked to Moutai because the
liquor was used to heal the wounded
soldiers.

In 1951, two years after the founding
of the New China, the State-owned
Kweichow Moutai Co was founded, by
bringing together various distilleries in
the area. Kweichow was the roman-
ization of Guizhou before pinyin was
used.

National liquor

Since then, Moutai has been known
as the national liquor of China. It is
offered at diplomatic events and State
banquets.

In the Moutai Culture Museum,
there is a bottle especially designed in
honor of Mexico. I was stunned and
impressed when I saw my country
being honored in this way because I
was aware that not many Mexicans
had the opportunity to visit these
lands.

Along with all other seven foreign-
ers, we were given access to explore
the Moutai plant and see the produc-
tion process.

Recruitment into the company is
highly competitive and most work-

ers are local residents. This is mainly
because the salary in Moutai is better
than other jobs in the area.

All the workers we talked to were
proud of their local brand. They spoke
not as Moutai employees, but as mem-
bers of a Chinese prestigious family.

As their guests, we were invited
to taste their liquor. It is difficult to
describe the taste. My first impres-
sion was that it left an aroma of
almond mixture, vanilla and pear,
but accompanied by the acidity of soy.
The liquor warms the throat and part
of the chest. The more you drink the
softer it feels.

The bottles have holograms to
verify the authenticity of the brand.
To combat counterfeiting, Moutai is
sold only through authorized dealers.

Annually 38,700 tons of Moutai
are produced, but the company has
developed different sub-brands of
liquor at lower prices to meet the
market demand.

Kweichow Moutai has 32 subsidiar-
ies that also produce beer, wine and
ventures in areas such as real estate,
insurance, tourism and banking.

Moutai is the second-most valu-
able alcoholic beverage in the world,
according to the 2015 ranking of inde-
pendent consultancy Brand Finance.
However, its value is measured mostly
by the domestic market rather than
the international market. In this
regard, my question to An Huailun,
general manager for exports at Kwei-
chou Moutai, is about the company’s
plans to seek overseas consumers. To
my surprise, Moutai has dealers in the
United States, France, Australia and
other countries. However, its main-
stream market is overseas Chinese.

In this sense there is a long way to
go and a huge market opportunity
among Western consumers. To the
extent that consumption of baijiu is
positioned among consumers abroad,
not of Chinese origin, Moutai could
potentially become a leading inter-
national brand.



