PHOTO FEATURE

THE CHINESE HAVE BEEN MAKING BAIJIU for more than
five thousand years. Wenjun has been popular for two
millennia, ever since Zhuo Wenjun made the first sweet
and mellow batch with water from her well. Today’s
spirit makers draw on their craft’s ancient traditions
as well as modern techniques developed during more
recent times. They work with a sophistication belied by
their surroundings, and with the knowledge that the

years will reveal the quality of their work.
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At the Wenjun Distillery in Qionglai, China, humble elements such as rice,

wheat, and corn are transformed by toil, talent and time into one of the
world’s most distinctive premium spirits. Photo essay by David Hartung.



PHOTO FEATURE

The creation of Wenjun starts with five Sichuan grains: sorghum, rice, wheat, corn and glutinous rice. Placed in
covered pits, the grains are left to quietly ferment, aided by starter cakes that are handmade with grain, mold and
bacteria following a method dating back four centuries to the Ming dynasty. After ninety days, some fermented
grains are moved into stainless steel distillers. A portion ferments for another ninety days, to be distilled later into
a smoother, richer baijiu. These Essential Spirits are used years or decades later during the blending process.
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The remaining ingredients are removed from
the distillers, cooled and mixed together with
a fresh batch of grains and distiller’s yeast
before returning to start the fermentation cycle

anew. Only twenty percent of the fi
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