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 K
alen Ip is on a roll. A wine enthusiast with 
an unnervingly accurate palate, he has 
correctly guessed the type, variety, vintage 
and price range of an Eden Valley Riesling, 
a Barossa shiraz and a Barossa Grenache 
Shiraz Mouvedre. The 31-year-old has yet 
to visit Australia, let alone the Barossa, 
but he’s not about to confuse a shiraz with 

a shiraz blend. His fellow enthusiasts applaud his 
performance at this blind-tasting. Ip looks a little shy, 
and tries to give his third prize of the day – a Barossa 
tea-towel – to a runner-up.

Ip is one of a score of Chinese wine students 
sitting behind tables covered with serried ranks of 
wine glasses, plates of water crackers and  discreet 
spittoons. This is a day dedicated to wine – specifically 

 Spurred by a growing ChineSe taSte for wine – eSpeCially redS – auStralianS 
are offering SpeCial taSting CourSeS and enCouraging aSian touriStS to  

viSit our wine making regionS, partiCularly the baroSSa valley 

to vintages from the Barossa. These advanced wine 
students have paid big bucks (about $370 each) to join 
this intensive appreciation course.

Ip is sold on Australian wine. “Many of the Chinese 
have the wrong perception, they think the best must 
come from France,” the Hong Kong bank worker says 
reflectively. “Bordeaux, it can get a bit boring, I think.”

With a population of 1.3 billion, and an economy 
which is predicted to soon overtake America’s, 
China is a nation worth cultivating and Australian 

china
r e d  (and  w h i t e )

winemakers are giving it their best shot with a range 
of different charm offensives. 

The growing Chinese market is part of a wider Asian 
interest in Australian wine, reflected in thousands of 
visitors to SA wineries each year. At Jacob’s Creek, a 
recent snapshot found Asians (not including Chinese) 
were the largest group of overseas visitors at 29 per 
cent. Malaysian couple Elaine Wong and Jimmy Lee 
are among them. Wong says there are Australian 
wines for sale in Malaysia, but she doesn’t pretend to 
be an expert. “They are quite good,” she says, adding 
that she likes white wine best – “the mild ones”.

The biggest single group, though, were Chinese. They 
made up 17 per cent of the total, or about 6000 Chinese 
tourists a year at Jacob’s Creek alone with tours in the 
Mandarin language. Shan Yao, who came from China 
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Hong Kong, too, there can be a lack of real experience 
among wine importers, where the numbers burgeoned 
from a few hundred to more than 3000 after the wine 
tax was eliminated in 2008.

Few Chinese people have grown up with wine. The 
few Chinese who do drink wine mostly drink red, 
perhaps because Chinese generally don’t like to drink 
any cold liquids, even water. Many Australians absorb 
a great deal of wine knowledge absent-mindedly, 
almost by osmosis. In China, by way of contrast, it’s 
still an unusual habit and on a per capita basis the 
Chinese still only drink tiny amounts of wine. As an 
indication, the British research company IWSR has 
calculated that Chinese consumption of still light 
wines per person more than doubled in four years, 
from .49 of a litre annually in 2008 to 1.15 litres in 
2012. Australian consumption of the same type of 
wine, by way of comparison, hit 21.31 litres in 2012. 

Chinese interest in wine is growing as the 
professional classes expand in the major cities. Wine 
is sold in large supermarkets, in specialist wine 
shops and by online retailers. There are Chinese 
wine blogs, wine apps, wine television programs and 
even a television drama series, titled Scent of Beauty, 
apparently about young people and the wine industry. 
It’s thought that between 2012 and 2016, Chinese 
wine consumption will increase by 40 per cent. Joyous 
news for Australian vintners. 

But there’s a sobering reality behind the fizz of 
expectation. China itself is producing more and 
more wine, and its wine production is likely to 
overtake Australia’s next year. Heavy investment in 
international viticulture and viniculture expertise is 
expected to pay dividends, say experts like Anderson, 
but there are some huge obstacles for Chinese 
vineyards to overcome. Vineyards in Ningxia, in the 
nation’s northwest, are covered by snow in the winter, 
and the vines have to be buried to keep them alive. 
Only young vines can bend sufficiently for burying, 
meaning that Ningxia has none of the older, gnarly 
vines that produce rich vintages. Further east, in the 
vineyards of Shandong province on the coast, air-borne 
pollution has been a concern.

Some Australian winemakers fear China’s massive 
output could put a dent in the import numbers, which 
Wine Australia reports as a substantial 41 million 
litres in the year to March. 

Wine importer and distributor Campbell Thompson, 
for one, believes Australia has to concentrate on 
pushing the premium vintages because the “cheap 
and cheerful” field is getting very crowded. The 
South Australian has been working with wine in 
China for a decade or so, and he has his finger on the 
pulse as the managing director and co-founder of the 
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‘‘many of the Chinese have the wrong perception, 
they think the best must come from France

to study oenology in South Australia, works as a wine 
educator for these visitors. She wants to teach Chinese 
to appreciate wine, because at present only a small 
percentage of people drink it. Expensive red wines are 
bought more as status symbols and rather than savour 
them, a lot of rich Chinese just have a “bottoms up” 
attitude, she says.

Mostly, Chinese visitors know little, except that 
there are red and white wines. They tend to favour red, 
especially cabernet sauvignon. Yao tries to educate 
them to appreciate the differences between varieties 
and to identify the characteristic flavours in the wines. 

As well, Chinese wine writers and wine sellers have 
been brought to Australia to see the vineyards and 
taste the wines. Both Wine Australia and the Barossa 
Grape and Wine Association are running or planning 
wine courses in Hong Kong and mainland China.

Enthusiasts like Ip need no such educating, but they 
are few. Now on a trial run in Hong Kong before the 
big leap to the mainland, the Barossa school is the only 
regional Australian wine course of its type. The idea is 
to foster an understanding of the pleasures of drinking 
not just any old plonk but superior Barossa vintages. 

In the austere conference room high up the Hong 
Kong skyscraper, Ip listens intently as the Barossa 
school wine expert describes each wine in glowing 
terms: subtle and elegant; a nose with citrus, honey, 
rose petal, or marmalade notes, or spice, or even 
pebbles; a shiraz that lingers, or a grenache with a  

Jimmy Lee & Elaine Wong, left, Kalen Ip, above, and Shan Yao, below 
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round middle palate. Acidity, tannin, aroma, clarity, 
intensity, sweetness: the expert asks the audience to 
consider the whole gamut of wine characteristics. 

This vintage, he says, holding a glass to his nose, 
has flavours of “beautiful strawberry fruit” with a 
hint of “French green bean”. Smiling and nodding, the 
nascent connoisseurs scribble notes, and enjoy another 
sip. Kalleske Clarry’s GSM (Grenache Shiraz Mataro) 
2011 gets the tick of approval. 

Ip, for one, wants to know more, and he plans to 
join the Barossa school tour to South Australia in 
September, adding private trips to the vineyards of 
Tasmania and Margaret River in WA. A bank official, 
he finds the world of wine infinitely more appealing 
than finance and as a sideline he now owns a small 
online retailer, Picco Wine Cellar.

Picco only has a single Australian wine on the 
website, but Ip says he has more he hasn’t yet listed. He 
buys wine at auction and he sells wine to friends and 
to some restaurants in Hong Kong. “Nowadays I just 
love bidding for Australian wine at auction,” he says. “I 
think it’s undervalued and I think it’s a good bargain.” 
Ip likes the variety of Australian wine, the Barossa 
shirazes, Tasmanian and West Australian vintages 
and the Clare Valley rieslings. Yet this enthusiast 
didn’t grow up with wine on the table. Wine was never 
drunk in the Ip home, and his parents didn’t order 
wine when they dined in restaurants. Ip first became 
interested in wine about seven years ago, and he soon 
began taking courses and going to wine tastings, and 
now he even teaches a little. “It all started and was 
driven by passion,” he says with a smile.

Sitting in the back of the Barossa school course 
and keeping an eye on proceedings is the wine expert 
and connoisseur Lucy Anderson, from the marketing 
consultancy WineHero, who put together not only 
this course but the Wine Australia wine appreciation 
course as well. 

South Australian born and bred, and now a resident 
of Hong Kong, she is a whole-hearted advocate of 
Australian wine and she has some concerns about 
the booby-traps inherent in marketing Australian 
wine in China. A great deal of all wine consumed in 
mainland China, both domestic and imported, is sold 
or distributed through an opaque “closed market”, she 
says. In Australia, a wine consumer would probably 
buy a bottle at a local bottle shop, take it home, open 
it and drink it. In China, group buyers and corporates 
dominate the market. Sometimes wine is part of a 
pay packet, sometimes it’s used for all-important  
banquets. Sometimes it’s used as company gifts. 

Chinese importers buy large quantities of Australian 
bottled wine to label as their own; but these  “buyer’s 
own brand” products are likely to still feature the 

provenance of the wine, Australia, and sometimes a 
region. Anderson believes at least half of all Australian 
wine imported into China is used for these buyer’s own 
brands. If the wine is stored in the wrong conditions, 
or kept too long (sauvignon blanc, for instance, should 
be usually drunk within a year of bottling) and the 
wine is spoiled or “cooked”, it will eventually damage 
Australian’s reputation as a premier wine producer. 
“It’s just a lack of knowledge,” Anderson says, with 
a shrug. “The common perception might be that all 
wines improve with age.” 

Some wine trades in China are used as vehicles to 
help Chinese citizens to establish a trading history 
and acquire residence visas in Australia; they might 
import $400,000 worth of Australian wine in one hit, 
and there are agents to help them do it, she adds. In 

Australian-owned Wine Republic, which has branches 
in Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen. Speaking 
competent Mandarin, he knows the market. 

“Obviously there’s a far greater number of people 
now consuming imported wine than there were 10 
years ago,” he says. “It’s definitely of tremendous 
interest to young, urban, white-collar, middle and 
upper middle class people to learn about wine because 
it’s fun, because it’s social and because it’s something 
that gives them confidence when they’re dealing with 
people of different backgrounds.” 

The Wine Republic is concentrating on the minority 
of Chinese wine-drinkers who actually buy their own 
wine to drink, and Thompson says it is a rapidly 
growing minority who appreciate fine wines. “Over 
the last three, six, nine months, there has been a 
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significant change in the market, and it offers some 
real opportunities for Australian winemakers,” he 
says, adding that his experience suggests the “flavour 
profile” of Australian wines is generally one that’s 
enjoyed by Chinese wine-drinkers. “We want the 
consumers to know what it is they’re buying, and to 
like it, and seeking it out in the future because they 
like it, because it tastes good.”

The company’s bilingual website, which features 
wine from eight countries, makes it clear that the 
transport and storage of wine in China is often less 
than ideal. The company, the website says, cares 
deeply about the quality of wine it markets: “This 
is why every bottle we sell travels to China inside a 
refrigerated container, is stored in warehouses with 
full temperature and humidity control once it’s here, 
reaching you in the best possible condition.”

Thompson says Chinese drinkers often start with 
Bordeaux before graduating to cabernets from the 
Coonawarra. “We have customers who buy large 
quantities of them, like Parker Estate. These customers 
find the Coonawarra wines still have the body and the 
style that they find in Bordeaux, and they’re just as 
serious, but they’re much more approachable. The 
irony is that some people perceive the wines as being 
not expensive enough.”

McLaren Vale wines, too, are enjoyed by Chinese 
drinkers. Some important Chinese visitors recently 
visited Chapel Hill, Thompson says, and they were 
astonished at the quality of the wines. Chinese tea-
drinkers nearly always appreciate the tannin and 
structure of good Australian wines, he adds. “They get 
it right away.

“A lot of people here are looking beyond Bordeaux. 
They’re realising that there are some great wines 
made in other parts of the world.”

PENFoLds  GrANGE  ToP  oF  THE  rANGE

The wagyu steak is sizzling in the open-view 

kitchen, the diners are relaxing in their plush 

high-backed chairs, and the Australian wine is 

ready to be enjoyed. Here at the Grange Grill 
restaurant, in the Westin hotel in southern 

China’s industrial megacity of Shenzhen, the 

scene is set for luxury.

According to information provided by the hotel, 

the Grange Grill has “aligned” itself with the 

Penfolds Winery; “in particular with their iconic 

wine Grange, the most famous of the wines from 

Australia” and a range of Grange vintages have 

been “painstakingly procured creating an extremely 

rare selection of truly collectable wines”. Penfolds, 
and especially Penfolds Grange, has a huge 

reputation in China, and the label has already had 

the dubious accolade of at least one enterprising 

faker, Benfolds, cashing in on the name. 

The Grange Grill carries 10 Grange vintages on its 

wine list, including the Grange 1986 at 20,600 
renmimbi (about $3650). At least three bottles of 

Grange have been sold here since the hotel opened 

in 2010, and there is an extensive wine list of lesser 

wines, for patrons who are not quite so vintage-

minded. There are 17 Westin hotels in China, and at 

least three of them have Grange restaurants.


