
At every price point, savvy restaurateurs 
think globally and act locally. For 
example, one can find Chinese 

Chicken Salad and Thai noodle dishes 
on practically any menu of any genre in 
restaurants throughout California. Retail is 
headed in the same direction, with Asian 
foods and spirits getting their own space in 
markets aimed at all consumer demographics.  
 From casual lunch spots to fine dining 
establishments to the friendly neighborhood 
grocery, Asian fare has gone from something 
special occasion or specific to Asian-
American consumers to an everyday 
pleasure available to all. And it works in 
many directions. Just as a good Riesling pairs 
exquisitely with Indian or Thai food, a crisp 
Japanese beer makes a fresh counterpart for 
hearty Southern Italian cuisine.
 The trend, which took root during the 
1990s, has become so widely accepted that 
it’s not even fashionable to call anything 
with an Eastern influence “Asian Fusion.”  
With recognizable Asian dishes the mix 
on “contemporary” restaurant menus, and 

Asian produce getting top billing at fine 
dining establishments, Asian spirits--from 
beers to Japanese and American-made Sake 
(including Ozeki and Gekkeikan), and 
Soju to liqueurs and whiskies—are ready for 
prime time.

Asian Persuasion
What’s the biggest challenge all Asian spirits 
share when looking to find a wider audience 
in mainstream America? Familiarity and 
choice, according to Jan M. Apanich of 
Paleewong Trading Co., Inc., whose portfolio 
includes Singha Beer, Beerlao, Monsoon 
Valley Wine, Issara Wines and Banyan 
Wines.  More specifically, there's not enough 
of the former and too much of the latter. 
 “Asian countries aren't known for their 
wine culture, but as the world gets smaller 
and demands grow, there are emerging 
winemakers across Asia taking up the 
challenge and chipping at that breakthrough 
vintage one year at a time,” says Apanich. 
“Everyone drinks, and it’s a matter of time 

before everyone with the drive to pour their 
passion into a glass does so.” 
  Apanich further explains that when a 
rep tells a retailer that Paleewong’s wines 
are from Thailand, much of the time he gets 
ignored. Accounts that do take the risk and 
sample a glass are usually those who have 
been or know where Thailand is on the 
map. From there, the next step is to further 
familiarize those prospective accounts with 
Asia and assure them that products (wines) 
from that part of the world really do exist. 
  “End consumers are looking for 
authenticity, and the ultimate goal is to 
make on- and off-premise accounts realize 
this,” continues Apanich. “People take pride 
on their travels and their revelation of the 
exotic and their ability to identify it as so. 
When a person can place a product that's 
out of context into context, it makes them 
feel smart. This is also the reason that Asian 
products are still on the novelty end and not 
household names. So its competitive edge is 
also its shortcoming. I also think that Asian 
flavors are still relatively new and bold to 
the American palate. Thai restaurants didn’t 
boom until the ‘90s and I still hear people 
commenting about the unusual and unique 
flavors of Thai cuisine.”  
 
 
The Golden Road 
Beyond Asian 
Establishments
It’s one thing to get in the door at Asian 
restaurants and retailers.  It’s another to shift 

As American consumer palates become more 
globalized and adventurous, Asian and Asian-
inspired spirits producers and distributors turn 
to food and cocktail cultures to chart expansion 
of their territories.
By Elyse Glickman



the public’s collective paradigm to 
get an Asian product into a greater 
diversity of venues. 
 Though Tsingtao Lager’s 
popularity in the U.S. originated in 
stateside Chinese restaurants and 
retailers, the fact that it stands as 
the number one imported Chinese 
beer is no accident, While its multi-
pronged marketing campaigns are 
built around Chinese New Year 
and staged on-premise at Asian 
restaurants, the target audience is 
American and inclusive of all ages and 
backgrounds.  
 Vietnam-made Kai Vodka not only 
recognizes America’s love affair with Asian 
cultures in its promotions, but plays up to it.  
On-premise, they found their way into bars 
with both diverse menus and clientele.  In 
their mixologist-driven marketing efforts, 
recipes not only include Asian-inspired 
recipes but also recipes from other sources 
that get their update through the inclusion 
of the Lychee flavor.  
Mekhong, Thailand's first national 
branded domestic spirit, found itself 
in hundreds of trendsetting bars and 
restaurants throughout the U.S. within 
the year of its launch. The brand 
capitalized on its union of exotic 
flavor, rum-like versatility and an 
interesting back story, securing it a 
place in the competitive New York 
City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
Seattle and South Florida markets. 
According to Mekhong’s David Lind, 
Head of Marketing for International 
Beverage, the 95% sugar cane/5% 
rice-based spirit also is selling well 
off-premise throughout California, at 
$23.99 for a 750-ml bottle.
 “Prior to Mekhong’s branding in 
1941, the most recognized spirits products 
in Thailand were imported Scotch and 
Cognacs,” he says. “Locally produced spirits 
were sold as bulk commodities or at best 
regional products. When Mekhong was 
launched, it became a national Thailand-
wide phenomenon and quickly grew to 20 
million cases.  To give you some perspective, 
this is about what Bacardi sells globally.  With 
that kind of success, moving into California, 
New York and other major U.S. markets 
was a given, especially as mixologists have 
embraced it as a wonderful alternative to rum 
and for a variety of exotic cocktail recipes.
 To further propagate the message that 

ultra-premium Yamazaki and Hibiki 
whiskies have a life of their own, the 
company and its PR firm staged special 

tasting sessions at spots like Morton’s 
Steakhouse in downtown L.A..  
During the congenial evening, the 
distiller and his colleagues lead 
attendees through each component 
of Hibiki’s distillation process to 
bring to life what makes this whisky 
bigger than the sum of its parts. 
The tasting also covered several 
Yamazaki releases, including its 

rare and highly anticipated launch of 
Yamazaki 1984.  Through it all, the versatility 
of both whiskies were accented by hearty 
portions of elegantly prepared American 
comfort food.
 James Bruton, Director of the whisky 
portfolio at Skyy Spirits, points out that 
what has been most rewarding about the 
recent duel campaign has been all the a-ha 
moments of discovery taking place at the 
tasting events as well as off-premise. “The 

brands are well-positioned to ride that wave 
of bartender and consumer enthusiasm,” 
he says.  “Although consumers may be 
married to one brand, we recommend they 
have affairs with lots of others.  Yamazaki 

fits that philosophy extremely well, 
and now we’re finding a group of 
single malt drinkers who used to stick 
to Scotch now interested in what 
Yamazaki’s single malt portfolio and 
Hibiki have to offer.”
 VuQo, one of the more compelling 
product introductions in 2009, is 
charging into 2010 one venue at a time. 
“Distinguished by both its Filipino 
origin and its being distilled from 
coconut, our Northern California-
based team hopes the smooth 

flavor and versatility will ultimately be 
what allows it to find an audience among 
on-premise bartenders and off premise 
consumers looking for something that is new 
and different, yet appealing and accessible to 
a wide variety of cocktail enthusiasts,” says 
Giselle N. Arroyo, Director of Marketing 
and Communications.

Now and Zen: The Role 
of Cocktail Culture
Suntory, parent company for ZEN 
Liqueur, Midori, Hibiki and Yamazaki 
recognizes the way to market their portfolio 
beyond traditional Asian venues involves 

ingratiating themselves into a wide variety 
of cocktail recipes on-premise and inspiring 
those consumers to integrate these ideas into 
their own home entertaining plans. 
 Yuri Kato, publisher of CocktailTimes.
com, joined with Suntory and Chronicle 
Books to release Japanese Cocktails, a 
volume that puts the expertise of Japan’s 
best bartenders and products into the hands 
of American consumers entertaining at 
home. Club Suntory, launched at the 2009 
Tales of the Cocktail last July, is intended 
to encouraging the same kind of enthusiasm 
on-premise.
 “Club Suntory will bolster marketing 
efforts of the brands, especially on-premise, 
by building long-term relationships 
with members of the bartending and bar 
professional communities,” says Satoru 
Shimizu, Suntory’s Sales & Marketing 
Director. “Suntory recognizes bartenders 
have a tremendous influence over what 
brands and products will be most widely 
used in their cocktails. If Suntory can help 
bartenders advance their own reputations, 
they in return will be more familiar with 
and more inclined to figure the Suntory 
brands into world-class cocktail recipes.”
 Even with steadily climbing sales 
numbers, marketing intelligence from 
various Asian spirit producers recognize 
that prominent placement on a high profile 
cocktail menu is a bedrock for success. 
Mekhong’s Lind notes sales for the product 
is driven by cocktails appearing at New 
York City’s most recognized cocktail bars-



-Freeman’s, Elizabeth, Macao Trading 
Company and Whiskey Blue to name a few. 
Kai tapped noted author Natalie Bovis-
Nelson to demonstrate Kai Lychee Vodka 
at a posh event at Santa Monica’s Viceroy 
Hotel last fall.
 “Kai Lychee vodka is easy for 
mixologists to use because the Lychee 
flavor is consistent, popular, and mixes 
easily for simple or more involved 
cocktails,” states Bender, who 
projects the same success for a yet 
un-named flavor to be released in 
2010.  “Our (neutral) is also used by 
mixologists who appreciate smooth, 
aromatic vodka. Additionally, 
mixologists’ online blogs encourage 
spirits enthusiasts to purchase Kai 
Vodka in off-premise accounts. More 
importantly, consumers usually 
have their first taste of Kai in on-
premise accounts and seek bottles 
out in off-premise accounts.”

Feasting On The 
East: Using Food 
And Culinary Trends 
As A Sales And 
Marketing Tool
Purveyors of Asian spirits are in agreement 
that food is one of the most effective 
marketing tools for their products, evidenced 
by the success of Pan-Asian restaurants 
ranging from PF Chang’s nationwide to 
trend-setters such as Asia de Cuba, Ajna and 
Koi in California.
 “The public demands fun flavors,” 
affirms Bender.  “Trade with Asia and 
exposure of Asian culture in travel 
media has enhanced awareness of the 
region, culture and people. Bravo-TV’s 
Hung Huynh shares French-Vietnamese 
flavors with the audience.  Iron Chef is a 
Japanese influenced cooking competition. 
Exotic flavors are associated with health, 
wellness, worldliness, and are particularly 
embraced by young professionals. Kai 
Vodka’s marketing also draws attention 
to the fact that its core ingredient, rice, is 
the foundation of Asian cuisine and that 
it is gluten free.  Lychee, found across Asia 
(China, Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, 
Philippines, etc.), in Hawaii and Australia 
stands as an effective marketing tool.”
 Kikkoman Plum Wine is one of the 
most successful crossover products offered 
by JFC International, the top Asian food 

and beverage supplier in North America.  
While its brand recognition in a diverse 
range of markets (including the famous soy 
and teriyaki sauces) has made adoption of its 
spirits possible, the company’s Steve Mapes 

notes that the broadening exposure to 
foods from across the Asian continent 
has upped the potential for greater sales.
 “The North American market has 

entered a period of stable growth, 
and the Asian food and beverage 
category continues to grow,” Mapes 
explains. “In the coming year and  
decade, we’re focused on promoting 
development of high value-added 
products and further cultivate 
clientele for our various on and off 
premise accounts.” 
 Ozeki Sake, a Hollister, CA-
made sake rooted in 300 years 
of Japanese tradition, is looking 
beyond America’s embrace of 

Japanese food. As it begins its fourth 
decade on the market, the company seeks 
opportunities in a greater variety of Asian 
and American restaurants and markets 
serving consumers not only open to new 
products, but education on how to get the 
most out of those new experiences.
 “Japanese food is not only popular because 
of its health value, but because sake goes well 
with sushi, and sushi is, of course, seafood,” 
observes Ozeki president Kozo Yamamoto. 
“Because many American restaurants offer 
a variety of seafood as do other kinds of 
Asian restaurants such as Thai and Indian, 
this opens up a world of opportunities for us 
to expand the way both our accounts and 
their customers think about how to enjoy 
sake. Sushi has become so popular that many 
(non-Japanese) restaurants offer one or more 
sushi-based dishes, and we hope that those 
restaurants will also take a greater interest 
in sake in the same fashion.  This is proving 
to be a challenge, but we’re making great 
strides, little by little”
 Yamamoto also says food pairing is 
very important in marketing sake, as its 
consumption is similar to the way people 
enjoy wines, with different sakes pairing with 
different kinds of food.  However, a critical 
point of differentiation is the fact sake, unlike 
wine, can be enjoyed many different ways—
heated, room temperature, cold or mixed in 
cocktails with juices or other ingredients. “
 In the wake of ginger’s increased 
presence in cocktails and global cuisine over 
the past 20 years, Maurice Cooper et Cie’s 

COCKTAILS 
WITHOUT 
BORDERS
Mixologists spin a new kind of “Asian 
Fusion” with spirits from and inspired by 
the East

KAI LY-JITO
2 oz. Kai Lychee Vodka
! oz fresh lime juice
! oz simple syrup
15 mint leaves
2 oz club soda

Muddle mint leaves and simple syrup in 
a mixing glass Add Kai Lychee Vodka and 
lime juice and shake vigorously. Pour into 
highball glass and top with club soda.

SUGAR AND SPICE
" oz. Domaine de Canton
! oz. Plymouth Gin
# oz/ Monin Pom Syrup
Splash of champagne

Mix together all ingredients except 
champagnePour into a highball glass, Top 
off with champagne

VUQO LYCHEETINI 
2 oz.!VuQo
2 oz. lychee syrup
" oz. Amaretto 
lychee garnish

Garnish with one lychee and serve chilled, 
in a cocktail glass.

BANGKOK BANG
1 1/2 shots Mekhong
1 large slice of mango
1 lime wheel slice
2 mint leaves
Sprite/7 up

Muddle mango and mix in shaker with 
Mekhong, Sprite/7 up and mint leaves.
Shake and pour into Collins glass #lled 
with ice. Garnish with lime wheel and 
serve with a straw.



Domaine de Canton has made a splash with 
its sexy east-west union of French cognac 
and baby ginger. Though this modern 
product’s packaging and marketing draws 
upon a 19th century back story (inspired 
by a popular spirit enjoyed by French 
aristocracy produced at an estate called 
Domaine de Canton), it is clearly a liqueur 
for the 21stcentury.  Like Pan-Asian cuisine, 
cocktails made with Domaine de Canton are 
culinary creations without borders, especially 
with a global array of high-end on-premise 
accounts attracting a savvy, well-traveled 
and adventurous clientele.
 Like Ginger, green tea is now conquering 
western palates in the last decade.  This, in 
turn, opened the door for ZEN Green Tea 
Liqueur to establish itself as a product that 
transcends liquor categories. The introduction 
of ZEN marks the creation of a new spirits 
category in the U.S.  “Green tea is one of 
the fastest-growing drinks in America today,” 
points out Shin Adachi, vice president, sales 
and marketing, Suntory International Corp.  
“In recent years, green tea crossed over from 
“Asian specialty” to the mainstream.  To 
make a product that presents green tea at its 
best, we infuse our quality spirit with 
the highest grade Kyoto whole and 
ground green tea leaves. ZEN is then 
blended with lemongrass and other 
herbs and natural flavors according 
to a propriety recipe to achieve its 
unique flavor.” 
 TY KU is hedging its bets 
on another major culinary 
trend—foods low in calories 
and high in flavor.  They began 
2010 by positioning themselves 
as the ideal antidote to the 
heavy cream and egg-based 
drinks that weigh in during the 
holiday season as well as a healthier 
choice throughout the year.  “With 
only 72 calories per serving, you 
can still indulge in alcohol and 
shape up for the slinky spring 
and summer looks ahead,” says 
spokesperson Tara Fougner. 
“TY KU Premium Liqueur’s 
active ingredient, Soju, acts as 
a flavor catalyst.  Plus, TY KU 
is sulfite-free, so say goodbye to 
hangovers and bloat! You’ll be 
ready for an early workout no 
matter how late you were out 
the night before.”

Rising To The Top: 
Asian Beers Beyond 

Asian Restaurants
Tsingtao’s off-premise and consumer 
outreach taps into the fact that both 
ethnic foods and home entertaining 
are on the rise.  Print advertising 

and Tsingtao’s website not only 
educate and enlighten people 
about its line of beers and lagers, 
but Chinese culture and cooking 
as well.  Adding to celebrity 
chef/spokesperson Martin Yan’s 
ongoing high profile involvement 
with the brand is the addition of 
SteamyKitchen.com author and 
Chinese food expert Jaden Hair.  

The assumption is that as Chinese and Asian 
foods blend into the way Americans eat and 

entertain, so will Tsingtao.
 Thailand’s Chang Beer, 
meanwhile, can also lay claim to 
being one of Asia’s fastest growing 
imports in the U.S. Currently 
available in America’s top 26 metro 
markets, Chang’s Pat Graney, 
General Manager, International 
Beverage USA points out that 
the brand has enjoyed triple-digit 
growth in the past year.  While 
Chang and Tsingtao benefit from 
major shifts in beer sales in favor 
of import and craft brews, Graney 

TY-CHI
1.5 oz TY KU Soju
Muddled Cucumber
2 oz club soda

Mix together all ingredients
Strain and pour into a highball glass
Garnish with cucumber slice

TOKYO TEA
2 oz TY KU Soju
2 oz  Iced Green Tea
Squeeze of Lemon

Mix together all ingredients
Strain and pour into a highball glass
Garnish with lemon

TOKYO SIDECAR 
2 oz YAMAZAKI 12 Year Old
1 oz Triple Sec
$ tsp Yuzu Juice

Mix all ingredients in a cocktail shaker 
with ice.  Strain into a chilled martini 
glass and serve. 

BLACK SHIP 
1 " oz HIBIKI 12 Year Old
1 oz Pomegranate Juice
$ oz Port
1 tsp Lemon Juice
Lemon peel for garnish

Mix all ingredients except lemon peel in 
a cocktail shaker with ice. Strain into a 
chilled martini glass, garnish with lemon 
peel and serve.

ZEN MILK BATH 
1 oz ZEN Green Tea Liqueur 
1 oz Nigori Zake
$ oz Vanilla Vodka
2 oz Milk
Matcha Powder for Garnish

Mix all ingredients in a cocktail shaker 
with ice. Strain into a chilled martini 
glass.  Sprinkle matcha powder on top 
and serve.



notes that both critics and a diverse consumer 
base beyond Thai-Americans have embraced 
it for its quality and compatibility with foods 
becoming staples of the American palate.
 “Chang has won top honors in consumer 
taste competitions from Boston to Fort 
Lauderdale to Chicago and Los Angeles,” 
says Graney. “This was underscored in 2008 
by Chang winning two international gold 
medals at the prestigious Beverage Testing 
Institute 2008 World Beer Championships 
and the Monde Selection Bruxelles - World 
Selection of Quality.  Chang has all the 
elements for a great beer, from its golden 
honey color to a complex, smoky and peaty 
aroma blending sweet green apples and 
vanilla. It is a beautifully balanced flavor that 
is crisp, smooth and incredibly refreshing. It 
successfully combines the flavor of a full-bodied 
beer with light citrus notes which perfectly 
complement the exotic tastes and textures of 
Thai and Asian cuisine.”
 Even though Tibetan-made Lhasa 
Beer launched in challenging economic 
times during a very competitive time 
of 2009, Geroge Witz (president of its 
importer, Dzambuling Imports) affirms 
the fledgling brand has much going for it, 
with solid selling points--it comes from 
Tibet, the highest inhabited land area 
in the world, and is a product with a 
great story to tell that he is confident 
will captivate both on and off-premise 
account decision makers and their 
client base. 
 “Lhasa is a super-premium lager 
and a purist’s beer, made exclusively 
from Himalayan spring water, barley, 
hops and yeast,” he says. “However, 
there is an added dimension to the product 
that no other brand in the marketplace has: 
Lhasa Beer is contributing 10% portion 
of its profits to help the Tibetan people 
preserve their rich cultural heritage and also 
help them with responsible and positive 
economic and social development.”
 Sapporo’s Sage Ubukata sums up 
its steadily growing popularity and sales 
in the U.S. to a combination of health 
consciousness and continued interest in 
Japanese culture and food. He adds that even 
with the challenging economic landscape 
this decade, business has been growing for 
Sapporo in North America at an average of 
7% per year. 
 “Like sake, Japanese beer consumption 
has increased in conjunction with the 
growth of Japanese culture’s popularity,” 
says Ubukata.  “Through opportunities 

brought about by this phenomenon, 
consumers who find they like the 
fresh, crisp taste of Sapporo start 
enjoying it at locations other than 
Japanese restaurants, including 
American-style bars, trendy 
lounges and at home. For this 
reason, our campaigns’ tag line 
this year is “Beyond Sushi,” 
which encourages consumers to 
consider matching up Sapporo 
beer not only with sushi but their 
other favorite foods.  For the on-
premise campaign, we are developing 
(promotional materials) for other kinds of 
Asian restaurants as well as American-style 
bars and restaurants attracting a mainstream 
market.   For the off-premise, we’re 
developing cross merchandising promotions 
tied with all kinds of foods.
 Ubukata then enumerates on some of 
Sapporo’s other long-term marketing assets, 
including its namesake Japanese city, its 

iconic tall and curved silver can and 
the increasing prominence of craft and 
imported beers among American beer 
drinkers. He also mentions that Sapporo’s 
team focused on the U.S. will continue 
its outreach by establishing the fact that 
Sapporo’s versatility provides great 
value because it is compatible with so 
many different kinds of cuisines.  

THAT EXTRA MILE
There is no escaping the fact that 
today’s spirits consumers have been 
exposed to a wide variety of Asian 

foods from an early age, especially in 
major urban markets like Los Angeles 
and San Francisco.  From that comes 
an interest in exploration that 
prompts people to explore their 

hometown’s ethnic communities, 
take cooking classes, and if funds 
allow, travel overseas to the 
source.  Promotions for Asian 
spirits across the board tap into 
that collective desire for discovery 
and wonder.
 On the high end, Kai Vodka 

is rolling out an Exotic Vietnam 
Adventure, incorporating outdoor activities, 
night markets, culinary experiences and 
nightlife. “Vietnam is a true fusion of eastern 
and western cultures lies at its heart, blending 
over 50 different ethnic groups along with 
Chinese and French influences,” says 
Honolulu-based Kai CEO Marcus Bender. 
“Kai Vodka´s Vietnam-based development 
team members use their life experience to 
capture and perfect the essence of Vietnam.  
This in turn has inspired our exotic Vietnam 
adventure that brings the experience from 
the glass and bottle into three-dimensions for 
those interested in experiencing the country.
 Though Ozeki’s Kozo Yamamoto 
acknowledges that the 30th anniversary is a 
turning point, the company is putting more 
effort into its future than on past triumphs.  He 
insists 2010’s goals concentrate on bringing 
accounts and consumers to the next level 
through the launch of a new Ozeki sake product 
(to be announced later this year), and outreach 
that addresses current sales trends. Consistency 
of quality and tradition is also important.



 “Not only is Ozeki the oldest sake brewer 
in the United States, it has the advantage of 
authenticity with a history of nearly 300 years 
in Japan behind it,” says Tetsuya Funato, brand 
spokesperson. “Over three decades, Ozeki 
benefitted from the influence originating 
from its Japan headquarters located in Nada 
(between Osaka and Kobe), famous for its 
water (Miyamizu) and sake-brewing rice 
(Yamada-Nishiki). In the U.S., Ozeki was 
also concerned about location, which is why 
Hollister, California, was carefully chosen for 
its access to water from the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains and rice from nearby Sacramento.”
 A Hollister-based brewery for Ozeki 
made sense from a business standpoint, as 
consumption of sake 30 years ago was primarily 
in California and freshness of the sake product 
was important to that market. “Long time 
shipment sometimes spoils the good quality 
sake imported from Japan,” Funato assesses. 
“It was important to supply customers with a 
high quality sake that came to them fresh and 
in good condition at restaurants and retailers.  
Today, it is important to commemorate 30 
years of success among our accounts, and we 
will celebrate this enduring marriage between 
east and west with the launch of a new Ozeki 
sake product later this year we’re sure people 
will be excited about.”
 “In the past, we believed that on-premise 
accounts were a great way to launch and have 
people sample a product,” he says.  “However, 
we noticed that off-premise sales have been 
increasing, so we need to think about ways we 
can educate the consumer and introduce the 
new product at both types of accounts.”
 Gekkeikan, likewise, put 360 years of 
tradition into a U.S. based brewery.  Since 
1989, the Folsom, CA plant has merged fresh 
ingredients and current brewing technology 
into a 2,000+ year-old process to ensure it 
can continue responding to the growing 
worldwide demand for sake and retain its 
strong showing in the market.  The 
line of products that emerged 
from these efforts include 
the traditional sake, 

Traditional Light Sake, Draft Sake, Haiku 
Premium Select Sake, Silver Sake, Black 
& Gold Sake, Kobai Plum Wine, sake 
barrels and gift packs that not only parallel 
a widespread embrace of Japanese food, but 
a wide range of tastes and budgets among its 
consumer fans.
 South Korea’s Kooksoondang Brewery, 
in contrast, enjoys solid growth on its home 
turf, and thanks to the presence of a Los 
Angeles-based rep, has several of its wines 
and sojus in the U.S. market.  Spokesperson 
Sunny Hong, however, notes one of the 
company’s ongoing goals is to secure accounts 
in U.S. markets beyond traditional Asian 
restaurants and retailers. Overcoming that 
challenge involves finding U.S. distribution.  
  Though Kooksoondang started out 
as a food industry biological research lab 
in the 1950s, the 1988 Olympic Games 
and assistance from the South Korean 
government prompted distillers to breathe 
life back into the almost-lost art of soju and 
Korean winemaking. Consultant Andrew 
Kim, who works closely with Kooksoondang, 
believes in order to fully appreciate sojus 
and rice wines, trade and consumers should 
be introduced to South Korea’s drinking 
culture through creative marketing efforts 
that involve food and serving ideas that 
strike a chord.
 “Across the board, consumers (in the 
prime 30-50 age group) on both sides of the 
Pacific are less interested in drinking to get 
drunk as they did in college, and more into 
the gastronomic aspects of what they imbibe,” 
observes Kim. “They are increasingly interested 
in the cultural aspects, history and tradition 
behind what they are drinking, whether it 
is scotch or soju. In our case, we credit the 
hopping upscale spirits market and recent soju/
Korean wine revival for paving the way toward 
a collective demand for Asian luxury spirits in 
South Korea and the U.S. However, when it 

comes to reaching both Asian and 
American markets, the general 

consensus is that only the 
best will do.” 


