t's nostalgia in a bottle —
poured on a cold wintry night
on hostel rooftops, sipped
in military officers’ messes
across India and uncorked
by sleep-deprived startup
founders and software
engineers. Old Monk's peculiar
alchemy of warmth, mystery and
hangovers is often remembered like an
old friend.

For a brand that never chases
trends, Old Monk has turned into a
cultural icon. But nostalgia wasn't
enough to keep sales pouring. By
the early 2000s, the dark rum, with
a distinet vanilla flavour originally
inspired by ligueurs made by
European Benedictine monks, was
being overtaken by whisky and
brandy brands, while rival rums
werealsp growing bigger.

By 2013, sales for Old Monk, once
the toast of the nation, plummeted
to just 4.1 million cases annually,
while rivalslike McDowell's soared.
In fact, McDowell's sold more than
four times as much as Old Monk in
the mass-end category. Meanwhile,
Bacardi, the global rum leader,
focused on higher priced offerings
and remained market leader in the
premium segment.

Then came a quiet revolution inside
the maker of the dark rum, Mohan
Meakin, marked by the passing of
the torch. After the 2018 death of
Brigadier Kapil Mohan, the brand’s
long-time guardian and reluctant
businessman, his nephews Hemant
and Vinay took the reins.

For the second-gen scions, the
inheritance was more than just
a distillery — it was the legacy of
a once monolithic brand built by
Sukhdev Mohan and the famously
austere Brigadier Mohan, who ran
the company like a military base

complete with a glass factory,
brewery, food lab, housing and
canteen for emplovees.

The monk returns

For a brand whose following
transcends generations, it took a few
splashes of coffee and spice, a shot of
fresh generation of family leadership
and a surprisingly loyal army of
winterdrinkerstobeback ontop.

Flavoured variants like
coffee and spiced
X0 have allowed -
the brand to
stretch bevond
seasonal
drinking, says
| Vinay Mohan,

« director at

1 Mohan Meakin.
“We also
launched new
variants while
retaining the
soul of Old Monk.
We are no longer just a
winterdrink.”

The 76-year-old Indian brand has
now outpaced its longtime rival,
MeDowell's No. 1 Celebration, to
become the best-selling brandy-rum
in India by volume, According to
the IWSR data, Mohan Meakin sold
13 million cases of Old Monk in 2024,
ahead of McDowell's 9.4 million.
Between 2019 and 2024, Old Monk
expanded sales by 13.3% while the
Diageo-owned United Spirits shifted
its focus to premium offerings and
its rum declined by 7% during the
sametime.

“Our demand hasalways been there,
Wearejustbetterat meeting itnow. We
also spruced up our manufacturing
* and ensured availability, helping
® 1s grow in a slowing market,”
i Mohanadds,

The numbers tell the same story.
In FY18, the company was doing
7660 crore in sales with a modest
#15-crore profit. By FY24, sales more
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Ablend of nostalgia, quiet reinvention and word-
of-mouth have helped India-born, 76-year-old Old
Monk outpour its rivals, reports Sagar Malviya.
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than trebled to 72,166 crore, and
profits to?103 crore,

Pegby peg

Experts say Old Monk is less a drink
and more a cultural phenomenon.
“You can stock

In Jan 2018, Brig Kapil
Mohan passed away,
nephews Vinay (left)
and Hemant took

0
]

i
'
'
"
P
v

T 0
—— ~——— -
- =~

i

¥ '

movement

echoing the rise of
boutique gins— is quietly fermenting
across India’s bar shelves.

It started in 2021 with Goa's Maka
Zai and gained steam with launches
such as the 12-year-old Camikara
owned by Indri maker

your home bar Qld Monkisatextbook Picaddily, and white
it the finest - caseofmissed e
artisanal gins, up_portl.l_nltses._MuIt_i_ple the party with Pipa
but if you don't SUItﬂfS.IMlUdII‘IgVI!aY Rum de Goa, made
have Old Monk, Mallya,cameknocking.  with jaggery spirit
you are not party- The family neversold. and enough spice to
:tlaaldy.l ’:I‘thsl_'r'ae st. Distributmnlagged. i;ml]i{,-‘nge %\ren Old
th‘:':?yobn: gsegt mar':eﬂngs?:?ozehgt?;d 'f?ll;le; F;Lllir;cre‘ is the
who asks for regulatoryshifts task of luring the

it,” says luxury

spirits consultant Sandeep Arora.
And Old Monk isn't the only

rum stirring the pot. A craft rum

millennialsand GenZ,
whoassociate rum with their parents’
parties, but may be swayed by the new
cocktail-in-a-can approach.
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“0ld Monk is like a Kishore Kumar
classic — timeless, nostalgic and
surprisingly relevant to every new
generation once they geta taste. With
the introduction of new fiavours, it's
managed to stay relevant, even for a
generationraised on craft cocktails,”
says Amar Sinha, chief operating
officer at rival Radio Khaitan, that
owns Contessa and 8PM Bermuda
rum brands.

While the company's financial
footing remains rock-solid,
with zero debt and a healthy
liguidity buffer, it's still not all
smooth sipping. It plays in the
low-margin segment and some
of its sales run through a related-
party trading model that lowers
profitability. Then there's the
question of legacy as it remains
deeply tied to the classic version.

- Afterhisdeath |

Raising the bar

Fun fact: Did you know Mohan

Meakin isn't just rum? There

are a host of other products from

whisky, vodka and beer to vinegar,
cornflakes and even apple juice. The
company has rolled out new offerings
in these categories, but volumes
remain low — even as its gin Jamun
outsold Hapusa and Tangueray in the
premium segment.

“Tt took nearly eight years to build
the premium gin brand. While the
Indian gin market saw a surge of
new entrants, we stayed focused —
investing time, effort and plotting out
careful strategy to shape a

product that stands apart,”

adds Mohan.

in1969,his |  There's another issue.
- eldestson ! India isn’t drinking as
F  ColonelVR + much rum as the brand
E. Mohantook | would like. Consumption
¥ overasMD ! rosefrom 40 million cases

in 2014 to just 49 million in
2024, and global forecasts
are similarly grim. Over the past
five years, the overall rum segment
expanded by just 1.2%.

The Indian military — where the
Canteen Stores Department,
an exclusive retail network for
3 service members —remainsa

> potent distribution channel,

2 accounting forroughly
10% of annual sales
2 of thebrand.

Experts say Indian
whisky continues to
dominate headlines
and consumer
attention while rum remains largely
overlooked. Former head of Diageo
India and Allied Blenders, Deepak
Roy, believes that may be because
rum is often relegated to associations
with army canteens or low-cost
consumption.

“Forglobal players such as Diageo,
the mass-priced rum segment holds
little strategic interest. Ironically,
theonecompany with thelegacy and
market presence to elevate rum’s
image, Mohan Meakin, has not
shown aggressive brand building,”
Roy adds.

To expand the category beyond
flavours, the brand uncorked a
cheeky squad of ready-to-drink
beverages against Bacardi Breezer,
But the sweet mix of cola and rum is
alsounderfirein India, the diabetes
capital of the world.

The company is also a textbook
case of missed opportunities.
Multiple suitors, including former
United Spirits owner Vijay Mallya,
once came knocking. The family
never sold. Distribution lagged,
marketing snoozed and regulatory
shifts hit hard. In one fell blow,
policy changes in southern states
wiped out nearly half its volumes.

Also, while India’s northern
heartland swirls Old Monk from
October to February, the seasonal
spike barely makes a dent in the
national thirst for rum — just a
quarter of the country’s demand.

The real engine of consumption
lies in the south, where states such
as Tamil Nadu and Kerala together
account for nearly half the volume,
And Old Monk is dependent on the
company’s own northern facilities
and franchised elsewhere.
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