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WHEN THE LAND OF HIS ANCESTORS DESCENDED INTO CIVIL WAR,
SERGE HOCHAR COULD HAVE JOINED THE SLAUGHTER.

INSTEAD, AS THE BOMBS WERE DROPPING, HE CHOSE—DEFIANTLY,
EXUBERANTLY—TO MAKE WINE FOR THE AGES.

ELIZABETH GILBERT TRAVELS TO LEBANON AND TASTES
PERHAPS THE BEST WINE EVER MADE
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ONE MORNING IN 1990, a Lebanese winemaker named Serge Hochar

was doing some paperwork in his Beirut apartment when shells

started falling from the sky and the buildings around him began to

shake. Another Syrian assault. 

Serge, who ran a winery outside Beirut called Chateau Musar,

was alone in Lebanon. Years earlier he had sent his wife and three

children to France so they wouldn’t be killed in this war. He him-

self refused to leave the country. He walked to his window and

looked out over the city, already shrouded in the rising dust and

smoke of the attack.

The Syrians were aiming their massive ordnance at the Israeli-

backed Christian militias in East Beirut. Ever since civil war had

erupted in 1975, the city had been an orgy of hatred and shifting,

incomprehensible alliances, Christians fighting the Palestinian Lib-

eration Organization and Muslim militias, with the neighboring

countries of Israel and Syria constantly intervening and occasion-

ally invading. Such a wreckage all these armies had made of the

sparkling Mediterranean cosmos that had once been Beirut! They’d

turned it into Beirut—international shorthand for the rubble of

humanity that results when Jews and Muslims and Christians start

taking sides and picking fights.

The Lebanese winemaker had lived and worked through this

tragic mess since he was 35 years old. Now he was over 50. He was

a man of medium stature, fit enough for his age, though not physi-

cally imposing. His hair was gray. He dressed and groomed himself

like any European businessman. Nothing remarkable there. His

face, though—there was something exceptional about that. Serge

Hochar was a sensualist, a taster, and he had the lush, exaggerated

features to prove it: fuller lips than the average man, wider nos-

trils, more vivid eyes, and considerably larger ears. It was as if the

man’s every sensory attribute had been intentionally overdesigned

by his maker.

When the shells fell around him that day, Serge Hochar knew the

drill: Go down to the bomb shelter in the basement with his neigh-

bors and wait it out. Certainly, his top-floor, centrally located apart-

ment was about the worst place he could be in Beirut. But this

morning he lingered. Soon his neighbors came pounding on his

apartment door—Serge! To the bomb shelter! Hurry! Yet

instead…his feet led him toward his

wine closet. 

He inspected the bottles, including

the very best of Chateau Musar. Decades

of his vineyard’s richest yield. A refer-

ence library of the rich and complicated

tastes of Lebanon. He chose for himself

a bottle of ’72—an opulent red blend, the

first vintage he had created after taking

over the winery from his father as a

young man. A wine that had been bot-

tled before this ridiculous, heartbreak-

ing war had ever started. He found

himself opening the bottle of ’72 and let-

ting it breathe. 

After a time, he reached for a giant

crystal vessel made for tasting liquors.

It was so large that it could hold two

entire bottles of wine. So Serge Hochar

poured the entire bottle of ’72 in there,

then put his face to the opening of the

glass and—slowly, deeply—inhaled its

luxuriant aroma. 

Then, instead of heading down to

the bomb shelter, he picked up his vessel of wine and moved unhur-

riedly back toward his bedroom. He walked in and shut the door

behind him. He sat down on his bed, propping a pillow against the

headboard behind him to make himself comfortable. He set the

wine on the nightstand beside him. He picked up a book he’d been

reading that morning, opened it to where he had left o≠, and set-

tled in. And every time a shell exploded and Beirut shuddered in

response, Serge would reach for his wine and take a sip. It was

eleven o’clock in the morning.

For the next twelve hours, the shelling continued. During that

entire period, the winemaker stayed in his bedroom and slowly—

sip by sip, shell by shell—drank his entire bottle of ’72. 

“You ask me what it was like, what I was tasting in the wine,” he

says, “and it is impossible for me to describe. You ask me why I did

not go down into the shelter that day, but sometimes motivations

are hard to remember. Could you imagine if you are in a room and

you are getting shelled—how you could express such things? When a

shell explodes near you, you cannot help shaking. Even after fifteen

years of war, you will still shake. And they were shelling us that day

like from hell.”

Serge Hochar’s voice, when he talks about this day, descends into

its lowest, calmest cadences. This is a man who usually marks every

phrase with exclamation points and italicized highlights (all deliv-

ered with the big Mediterranean hand gestures and eyebrow acrobat-

ics that typically match such vocal passion). But in remembering this

event, his voice smooths, and his sharp, French-accented animation O
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*GASTON HOCHAR
TESTS the family brand. 
The fragrant vines of
Chateau Musar, opposite,
fulfill an ancient promise
from the prophet Hosea.

THE SHELLING LASTED TWELVE HOURS.
SLOWLY, SIP BY SIP, SHELL BY SHELL,

THE WINEMAKER DRANK THE BOTTLE OF ’72.
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mellows to a lullaby-like flow. His hands fold quietly in his lap, and

his features settle, allowing his voice to speak all alone for once: 

“But would you believe me if I told you this was a great experience

between me and my wine? This was the greatest conversation I ever

had with my wine. Each time a shell landed, I would take a sip and ask

the wine, ‘What do you have to say to me now?’ And the wine would

talk to me. It would tell me its memories about soil and sunlight and

the taste of water. It could remember these things! It remembered all

of history! And when a wine knows you are paying attention, it will

reveal things to you that you would not believe. The things this wine

revealed, this made me think of all my memories, of my whole life.

Then I would take another sip, and it would give me more.…

“I could see that this is a living relationship. Do you understand?

That this is a living wine and I am living man, and when we come

together—even around all this death—it is a relationship between

two living beings. And this is the most important thing a person

can ever experience—this feeling of life meeting life. Do you under-

stand? Life meeting life. This is the only thing that matters.” 

The shelling ended shortly before midnight. Serge set his empty

wineglass down and went forth to assess the damage. Outside he

found many familiar buildings smoking, crumbling, chewed in half.

His own apartment building was in pretty good shape, although

most of the windows had been blown out, with one notable excep-

tion: The windows in the bedroom where Serge Hochar had been

sitting all day with his wine were still intact. 

Next door, though, a crowd had gathered in mourning. A

woman who had been Serge’s friend and neighbor for years was

gone. A bullet-size fragment of a shell had sliced through the roof

of her home, traveled through two ceilings, and entered her living

room, causing little property damage but piercing her heart and

killing her instantly. 

Telling this story thirteen years later, the winemaker ends with

a phrase I will hear many times during the days we spend together.

Opening his palms and shrugging slightly in a gesture of meta-

physical surrender, he says in simple conclusion: “This is what I

call fate.”

SERGE HOCHAR TELLS ME, “I am going to take you on a journey of

taste. I will teach you about wine, and you will become captivated

and subjugated by this topic. You will discover the hidden dimen-

sions of all your senses, and you will have the possibility to become

realized, to skip many steps on your way to understanding God.

And all of this will come to you from my wines. You will taste and

you will ask yourself, Can this be possible?”

I have only just met Serge Hochar. We’re at a wine conference in

a hotel in New York City. I’m not someone who generally goes to

wine conferences, but a friend of mine has made me come today.

She works for the American importer of Chateau Musar wines and

has announced to me that, as she put it, “it would be so stupid if

you never got to meet Serge Hochar.” 

I’m beginning to see her point. 

“You will journey to Lebanon, and I will enter you into new

rooms inside your mind,” he is telling me, this 64-year-old man who

speaks with such high fervor, right here in the sterile lobby of the

Marriott Marquis. “You will come to Lebanon, and I will take you

into the heart of the country, where you will see this culture where

humanism started. I will journey you into this place that is 7,000

years old. I will teach you that intuition is more important than in-

telligence. I will take you deep into the world of taste, into the

world of the senses, into the world where life is lived at its maxi-

mum, and you will ask yourself, Can this be possible? And you will

say to me, Serge! No! This is not a possible world!”
So yes, of course I will go. Of course I will fly straight into the

Middle East the very next week, even though I don’t know a thing

about wine. Of course I will be lured by Serge Hochar into wild,

vital Lebanon, where a plastic surgery of gleaming new construction

is already covering acres of war wreckage; where sexy girls in Gucci

stroll the boardwalk beside modest girls in veils; where Roman

ruins stand across the street from Dunkin’ Donuts; where Palestin-

ians are in the ghettos and ski lodges are in the mountains; where

Syrian military checkpoints and fragrant wild oregano spring up

side by side along the same highways. Of course I will travel

halfway across the world to taste Chateau Musar and try to under-

stand why Serge Hochar was willing to risk his life

through sixteen years of war solely for the plea-

sure and passion of making it. 

“ARE YOU ENJOYING OUR WEATHER?” he asks me.

“We have 300 days a year like this in Lebanon.”

I am standing outside the Chateau Musar win-

ery, in the mountains outside Beirut, breathing in

air that smells of lemons and lavender. The sun-

light is seductive. Over my left shoulder is a long

view to the Mediterranean. It’s lovely here. I

wouldn’t mind lingering, but Serge Hochar insists

on hustling me down to his wine cellars—five

floors below the earth, secure as a bunker, dark

and silent—for the tasting that awaits us. 

“You will taste your first Chateau Musar in the cel-

lars of Chateau Musar,” says Serge (whose surname

is pronounced hoe-shar). “This is the proper way to

do it. You will do many things in your life, but how

often do you do something in the proper way?” 

He has brought his oldest son, Gaston. Gaston is

in his late thirties, quietly intelligent, modest in
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I BREATHE IN THE WINE AND FEEL
I’M NOT SMELLING BUT SEEING
SOMETHING, FILAMENTS OF FRAGRANCE—
RISING, SPIRALING, GHOSTLY.

*



speech and dress, diligent with the winery’s

business, and a faithfully married family man.

The di≠erence between father and son is al-

most comical. There’s Serge, with his wildly

animated expressions, his high passions, and

his French cologne. And there’s Gaston, with

his unassuming face, his neat American

khakis, and his respectable reserve. Serge

doesn’t really get his son. Why so serious?

Why the long face? “His mother’s child,”

Serge says, trying to explain why this level-

headed young man is the dead opposite of his sensual, reckless,

Zorba-like father. A father who at this very moment is taking his

first sip of wine and spitting it in a joyful arc over the rows of cob-

webbed wine bottles sleeping silently in his cellar. “I am baptizing

them! The wine that is aging in these bottles will taste my

essence! These wines are my children! Now they will know that I

am here!” Then, to me: “And you will spit, too. Today you are not

swallowing. Only tasting.” 

He pours me some 1995 Chateau Musar. I make as if to taste, but

he stops me.

“No. First you smell. Then you will tell me what you smell.”

“Okay,” I say nervously. “But remember, I’ve never studied wine

before.”

“Good. Then nobody has ever taught you anything stupid and

wrong. Now you smell.” 

I shimmy the wine in its glass a bit. I close my eyes, bend my

head, and breathe it in. And immediately it’s not as if I’m smelling

something; it’s as if I’m seeing something—I’m seeing three dis-

tinct filaments of fragrance rising out of this glass at the same

time. I can see them clearly in my mind, spiraling and braiding

together like ghostly strands of scented DNA. It’s beautiful, but I

can’t begin to think of how to talk about it. I don’t want to lift my

face from the glass.

“What do you smell?” Serge says.

“I smell blackberries. And winter vegetables, like turnips and

beets. And rocks. And it’s like they’re all twisted together. Three-

dimensionally.” 

I glance up at him, checking in. He grins and nods, an encouraging

sign, so I tilt my attention back down to the wineglass. Now I smell soil,
big damp hunks of mineral-heavy, compost-rich soil, as if someone has

just turned a clumpful of garden over with a pitchfork. It’s gorgeous. 

“This is amazing,” I say.

“Yes! Yes! This is what Lebanese wine is famous for—this aroma.

There is nothing like this. It comes from the quality of the land,

from what the French call terroir, the special richness of the earth.

What is it about this land that gives such aroma? Is it chemical, bio-

logical, spiritual? There is something here, not like any other place.

This is the biblical land of Canaan! This is the Garden of Eden! Peo-

ple say, ‘Serge, you are crazy—how can the whole history and

archaeology of Lebanon be in your wine?’ But do you see?”

I do see. And in trying to explain what I’m seeing, I start to veer

o≠ into the fanciful, unselfconscious, say-anything world where

Serge lives all the time. It’s easy to do this around him. He o≠ers a

kind of unconditional, universal permission to explore and ex-

press, which is why I now find myself saying: “And there comes the

smell of the blackberries again. And now there’s a strong twist of

something like gunpowder. Now the scent is getting darker

and…horses! I smell big sweaty horses running through the

woods! In the shade!”

Serge laughs and exclaims to his son, “Do you see this, Gaston? This

is what they mean when they say ‘Out of the mouth of the baby’!” 

Gaston nods. Very polite, this Gaston. His mother’s child.

But I am lost again in the floating, shifting aromas of this wine, a

new sensation, a new evolution, every fewF
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“THIS IS THE LAND OF CANAAN! THE
GARDEN OF EDEN! PEOPLE SAY,
‘HOW CAN THE HISTORY OF LEBANON BE
IN YOUR WINE?’ BUT DO YOU SEE?”

*

*A TANK
PATROLS Beirut in
1976, a year after
civil war began
reducing the city
to rubble;
opposite, today’s
revived Beirut, 
as seen from the
Hochar winery.

(continued on page 422)
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moments. It is a long time before I can pull

myself away from the glass to announce,

“Serge, this is the most exciting thing I’ve

ever tasted.”

He gleefully corrects me: “Aha! But you

haven’t even tasted it yet!” 

* * * * * *
F O R  T H E  N E X T  T H R E E  D AY S , I put my

senses entirely into Serge Hochar’s hands.

He oversees every morsel of food and drop

of wine that goes into my mouth, all in the

name of teaching me why the unique

tastes of Lebanon have been worth defend-

ing through sixteen years of war. I feel

comfortable giving him this power over

my palate, and he, too, is comfortable with

this. In a fashion, this is what he’s always

doing as a winemaker: taking charge of

other people’s senses in this most intimate

way. Drink me, his bottles demand on five

continents. Feel this emotion I have felt,
understand the history I have known….

In fact, Serge is accustomed to taking

charge of other people in a good many

realms. I can see immediately that he holds

a rather godfather-like authority within his

circle in Lebanon. “I am not a business-

man,” he says with a slightly dubious

veneer of modesty. “I am not a politician. I

am a winemaker.” A winemaker who hap-

pens to preside over a small empire—the

vineyard, the winery, the international dis-

tribution network for Chateau Musar, the

luxury housing development and country

club he built in the mountains… Through-

out the day, employees come to him for per-

mission, neighbors seek him with petitions,

and grandchildren are presented to him to

be kissed and admired. He is met every-

where as a patriarch.

“Yes,” he admits, “I speak to everyone as

if I am the father, the authority, always.

This I do on all levels. And I have no levels.”

Or almost none. In what is probably a

very healthy turn of events, Serge’s wife,

Tania, looks to be the only person in

Lebanon who remains undazzled by Serge

Hochar. He married her when she was 20, a

young girl of vitality and compassion. He,

on the other hand, was a playboy—“I was

very much the freelance”—going out with

four or five girls a night. “For the first ten

years, she used to do everything I said, but

only because she was still in awe of me.

Then for the next ten years, she fought with

me all the time. ‘Serge, I want a divorce! I

want my freedom! You like the women too

much!’ But we do not divorce in my culture.

So I give her the freedom she likes, whatever

she likes, wherever she wants to go, how-

ever she wants to live. I know better than to

ever try to tell her what to do anymore.

Because what can a man do with his wife?”

Nothing like a long marriage to humble

even a Zorba.

Oh, yes, and also—Tania Hochar doesn’t

drink wine. She’s allergic to it.

“Or so she says!” Serge exclaims. “Some-

times I ask myself, Can this be possible?
Can I truly be married to a woman who is

allergic to wine? How could we be less

compatible? We don’t have any business

to be married, but what can I do?” He

roars out the biggest laugh I will ever hear

out of him. “This is what I call fate!”

Serge has decided that I should interview

him at the Hochar family house, a massive

place with an indoor swimming pool, an

elevator, and terraces on several floors. It’s

far too big a house, Serge says, but it’s what

his wife wanted, and such things must be

honored. So we shall sit on one of the ter-

races, yes? And we shall drink a bottle of ’77

Chateau Musar while we talk, yes? We shall

drink this wine slowly over several hours, so

we can witness its transformation, yes? This

way he can study me, he says, even as I am

supposed to be studying him.

“You have a natural nose,” he says. “And

when you drink wine I can see into your

brain, so this is interesting to me. There is

nothing as complex to the brain as smell

and taste. When you look at something,

you use only one part of your brain. When

you touch something, you use only one part

of your brain. But when you taste some-

thing, the entire brain is used because

every memory of sight, touch, sound is

needed to understand it. I am not a doctor,

so I can only talk about the brain in an

ordinary way, as a wild person. But I know

about this, from my own experience. This is

why, when I meet someone with an interest-

ing brain like yours, I am excited. Because I

would like to open up your brain.”

“Can you tell me about your family’s

history?” I ask, trying to shift attention

away from the rather graphic image of Mr.

Hochar opening up my brain. “How did

they get into the wine business?” 

“But why do you want to know about

such things?” Serge asks. He’s already

decanting the bottle of ’77.

“So I see into your brain.” 

“Aha! So this is how it will go! You will

ask the questions, and I will answer them!”

Well…yes.

“Okay,” he concedes. “There are Hochars

in Syria. There are Hochars in the northern

regions of Tripoli. There are Greek Ortho-

dox Hochars and Sunni Hochars. We are the

Maronite Hochars. We are Catholics who

have had many fightings with the Ottomans

and the Shiites and the Palestinians

throughout history. My family, it seems, has

been in Lebanon for 800 years and in

Beirut for 200 years. My father was raised

in a family of bankers and traders, a very

spoiled guy. He decided to go to France in

1928, and when he came back he started to

be a winemaker. I was never able to under-

stand the motivation of it.

“He bought some vineyards in the Bekaa

Valley. But he put the winery here, just out-

side Beirut, on Mount Lebanon. He sepa-

rated the vineyards and the winery because

he knew that the Bekaa Valley, which is on

the Syrian border, was not a stable place.

But he had to have a vineyard there because

it is the best land, and there have been vine-

yards there for 2,000 years. But he wanted

the winery to be safe here on Mount

Lebanon, where the Maronites live. This is

why you must drive more than an hour on

the road to Damascus to get from the win-

ery to the vineyard. This was always a dan-

gerous drive for me during the war because

whoever controls the road to Damascus con-

trols Lebanon, and many armies have taken

this road. During the war, I drove this road

many times with shells dropping all around

me, and even once with the car right in front

of me exploding and the driver killed.”

He sits for a moment without talking,

solemn, one hand covering his face. 

“I have tended to avoid talking about the

war. It is abusing myself to go back to the

subject again and again. I could tell you sto-

ries, but…you are asking me about my fam-

ily. So. I will tell you that it was a scandal for

my father to be a winemaker. This was

something that farmers in Lebanon did, not

the sons of bankers. But my father had this

approach of class and noblesse about the

wine. He was the first in Lebanon to put

wine in bottles. Before, it was always in

casks. He became the official supplier of

wine to the French army when they were

stationed in Lebanon, and this was a good

business. He died when he was 62, very

young, and I took over. This was easy for

me, because he had given me responsibility

to make all the wine already since I was

only 18, because he could see that I had a

gift, a philosophy of wine. I was always con-

vinced to make a great Lebanese wine, with

an aroma like the great wines of Lebanese

history. And I was always a philosophic per-

son. When I was only 4 years old, I was

standing up and saying to my parents, ‘We

must only speak to each other with logic, for

all of life is a question of logic.’ ”

“What was your father like as a per-

son?” I ask.

“Well, he looked to details, and he was a

person of nuance— (continued on page 425)
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but you are asking me questions about my

father, and it has been over thirty years

since he died!” Such a telling Serge Hochar

moment: this man, a consummate purveyor

of life, demurring on the subject of the

dead. It’s as if he can’t even remember the

dead, as if it is a physiological impossibility

for anything associated with lifelessness to

register in his brain.

“And between then and now we had a

war, and it erased many memories,” he

goes on. “But why are you interested in

this, anyway? This is something any wine-

maker could tell you—I am the son of this
man, I was born in this year—but I am

not interested in these things, and you

should not be interested in these things.

We should think only about the wine and

how it makes your heart feel, why it takes

you so close to God. So, here—now you

may try the ’77. It is ready for you to taste.

And for today, you may swallow.” 

* * * * * *
THE ’77 THAT WE are drinking was bottled

two years after the civil war erupted. When

the war began, Serge was only 35. He had

taken control of Chateau Musar after his fa-

ther’s death and had his family and dozens

of winery employees depending on him for

security. He had no idea what to do. Revo-

lution and war had upended the societies

of Syria, Egypt, Iran, and Iraq. Their elites

had fled, never to return; many who’d

stayed had been imprisoned or killed.

So Serge made a call on the oldest 

employee of the winery—a man in his

nineties, a Mr. Yousef, hired by his father

decades earlier, respected by everyone in

the community, and now sick on his

deathbed. Serge said, “Mr. Yousef, please tell

me, what do you think of this war? How

long will it last?” The old man replied, “Mr.

Serge, in Lebanon, when war starts, you can

never guess how long it will last. But it usu-

ally goes on for more than twenty years.”

That evening, Serge called a meeting of

the Chateau Musar employees. “From now

on, we are going to manage this company

as if a war has started that will last twenty

years,” he told them. “We will freeze all the

salaries, so nobody will get a raise. But no-

body will get fired, either. We will find a

way to reach foreign markets. Don’t

worry, we have enough stocks of wine to

sell for twenty years. But we’re going to

continue to keep producing wine, too. No-

body will lose his job. We are staying, and

we are not stopping.” 

Shortly after the fighting began, Tania

was in downtown Beirut when her car was

stopped by a blockade of Muslim men with

guns. They were going from car to car,

pulling Christians out onto the street and

executing them. A Muslim man leveled his

machine gun at Serge’s wife and said, “Are

you a Christian?” Tania said, “Yes.” He

looked at her face; she looked at his. And

then for reasons nobody would ever know,

the gunman said to his companions, “No,

not her,” and escorted Tania Hochar away

from the massacre. He cleared a pathway on

the sidewalk for her so she could drive past

the roadblock, then told her exactly which

route to take home to her family, in order to

avoid more roadblocks. She had never seen

him before, and she never saw him again.

“This,” Serge o≠ers once more, “is what

I call fate.”

Serge arranged to have his family escape

from Lebanon. With the airports and roads

under attack, the only way Tania and their

three children could leave was in a small

boat in the middle of the night, during

heavy shelling of the port. They went first to

Cyprus, then to Europe. Serge gave instruc-

tions to Tania that the children were to be

educated to their utmost ability. Out of a

population of 3 million, 1 million would flee

the country during the war. More than

150,000 trapped behind in the chaos would

be killed. Serge never considered leaving.

“I would never imagine to flee the coun-

try. I had to make the wine. If I wasn’t—

what is the word?—existential, I wouldn’t

have pursued it with such solemnness.

Chateau Musar had to continue. It is an

institution. I believe in institutions, like it

is a religion to me. Making wine, making

any art, is an institution, and if you don’t

keep it going you can’t pass it along, and

then it will die, and part of humanity will

die. So how could I go to France, to Califor-

nia, and make wine? Now I shall tell you

my flaws—ego and stubbornness and stu-

pidity. How can I explain this? I am just an

optimistic, idealistic, stubborn, stupid

man. I felt that God wanted me to stay.”

As well it must have appeared, given the

divine sphere of protection that seemed to

surround the vineyard. In sixteen years of

war, not one Chateau Musar employee was

killed, even as dozens of Serge’s other

friends and neighbors were lost in sniper

attacks, car bombings, crossfire, and bom-

bardments. As for Serge, he continued to

move through Lebanon as though bullet-

proof. Driving alone one day to the Beirut

airport to pick up a replacement part for

his winepress, he found himself approach-

ing a roadblock execution squad. Militia-

men were dragging motorists from their

cars and killing them. Not slowing down

but not speeding up, Serge kept driving

and continued on his errand. Apparently,

he was just invisible that day. 

The winery was never seriously dam-

aged. The millions of bottles stored in its

cellars slept through the years of conflict

in silence. Serge even converted part of his

wine cellar into a bomb shelter for

refugees fleeing Beirut; it seemed the

safest place in the country. And whenever

the airports, roads, or harbors opened,

Serge shipped his precious cargo of

Chateau Musar to a world wine audience

that was increasingly turning its attention

to this vineyard that kept producing 

exquisite wines right from the center of hell.

Production, of course, was always chal-

lenged. There was no Chateau Musar in

1976 because there was no harvest. There

was total war—no fuel, no roads. The

grapes died on the vine. In 1977, though,

Serge again managed a harvest. He bot-

tled a masterpiece blend of Cinsault,

Carignan, and Cabernet Sauvignon. 

“I would work on the blend all day, then

spend six, seven, eight hours a night on the

terrace, looking up at the stars. Except, of

course, when they were dropping bombs on

me. This must a≠ect the taste of the wine.

Because wine is so complex, the winemaker

has many options, and the option you

choose in any moment is directly related to

how you feel. If you are tired or stressed or

lonely or under attack, this will show in the

wine. There is no way to know how di≠er-

ent this would taste if my family was not in

exile or if there was no war. But at the end

of the day, what only matters is this ques-

tion: Have you made a living thing out of

this wine? Have you created a life force that

is great and thriving? And can you accept

the fate of how the wine turned out?” 

Sitting on the terrace with Serge, looking

out over glittering Beirut and the steadfast

Mediterranean, we are working our way

through a bottle of the very wine he pro-

duced in that fall of 1977. It is older and

deeper than the ’95 we tried yesterday. What

the ’95 did with aroma—shifting its shape

and identity over time—this wine does with

taste. It started o≠ with a peppery, meaty

flavor that reminded me of autumn stews,

of pheasant and wild duck. An hour later,

that savor was gone; the wine had become a

spicy orchard. Then the smells deepened

into something akin to slow, low chords on

an old piano. Now, at dusk, the wine has

finally mellowed to the point where there is

no more hint of fruit or food, only a deep,

noble sadness. It tastes like memory.

I report my taste experience to Serge,

and he smiles with satisfaction.

“Yes. You are learning to recognize how

the wine is changing over time. This is good.
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life—more than anything—is an eternal

impulse to create. Life wants to live. Life

wants to meet with life. Life wants to cre-

ate more life. That is all there is. That is

where the answers to all my questions are.

That is where I can look for God.”

Serge Hochar long ago decided what he

will participate in and what he will not par-

ticipate in, and he stands hard by that. For

instance, he often refrains from talking

about the current American military pres-

ence in the Middle East. His brother and his

son and his friends debate it constantly, but

Serge tends to pro≠er that old metaphysical

shrug of surrender when his opinion is

sought. His attention instead remains on his

personal fate. Which is, apparently, to con-

tinue making beautiful wine even as history

boils up violently around him. Perhaps it is

a gesture of defiance. Perhaps it is a gift to

God. Or a gift from God. Or perhaps Serge is

privately living out an old promise of peace

from the ancient heart of the Middle East.

Look to the Old Testament book of

Hosea. There, the prophet chastises his

people for having fallen into iniquity and

viciousness, for having stumbled o≠ the

path of righteousness. Amid the depravity

and chaos, Hosea brings a simple o≠er of

redemption from God: Put your wicked-

ness behind you, return to your faith, and

you shall have new life. 

“They that dwell under his shadow shall

return,” goes the prophecy, that promise

from long ago; “they shall revive as the

corn, and grow as the vine: the scent thereof

shall be as the wine of Lebanon.”

elizabeth gilbert is in Indonesia,
working on her next book.
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There is something happening in your

brain right now, and I want to find the right

word for it. You are being shunted, pushed

from place to place within your memory.

You do not even know all that is happening

to you, and you will miss much of it, but the

wine will forgive you for your mistakes. It

will always give you more chances. 

“If you are open to understanding

change, this wine can teach you a lesson of

tolerance. When you understand that all the

flavors and smells and memories you have

experienced over the last hours have come

from the same wine, then you will learn not

to condemn any wine until you have stayed

with it through all its stages. When you

understand that, then you can learn not to

condemn any person until you have watched

him through many stages, too. You even can

learn to tolerate life through all its stages,

never to make a complete judgment, always

to know that there is more to be revealed.

This is how taste can enhance your moral

perceptions. I can see that you are ready to

understand this. This makes me think you

may be ready to understand Lebanon.”

* * * * * *
HE FEEDS ME ALL of Lebanon in three days.

He brings me to the finest restaurants in

downtown Beirut. In the small back room

of a nondescript country grocery store near

his vineyards, he presents to me “the best

sandwich in the Middle East,” and in an-

other restaurant he orders me a dish that

Lebanese shepherds have been living on

for centuries: a greasily delicious ground-

lamb concoction served under a vividly

yellow-yolked fried egg. He takes me to a

humble eatery by the ocean, where we dine

steadily for three hours. Serge hand-selects

each course of my meal: buttery shrimp,

eaten raw; tender young lobster; a tunalike

sashimi; and three kinds of fish that were

alive only moments before, including one

small troutlike specimen served to me fried

and whole. Serge instructs me to eat the

entirety of it, head, eyes, tail, and fins. I lift

the fish, but hesitate. “Put it! Put it!” he

commands, until I put it, as he exclaims,

“You are a beast! I mean this as a compli-

ment.” Then he devours his own fish from

tail to head and says, “I am also a beast. 

I do not mind eating like the old man of 

the earth, like—what do you call it?—the

humanoid, the caveman.” 

In every restaurant, he is greeted with re-

spect in English, French, and Arabic, and

with every meal there is Chateau Musar.

Serge’s wines are o≠ered all over Lebanon as

a kind of icon of national endurance. Their

blended flavors perfectly reflect the blended

culinary history of this country—exactly the

kind of tastes, I suppose, that you would ex-

pect from a land that has been inhabited

over the past 7,000 years by Phoenicians,

Neo-Babylonians, Persians, Hebrews, Ro-

mans, Mamluks, Ottomans, Druze, and the

French. And tonight, our last together, Serge

indulges me with an epic feast, celebrating

over a groaning table the legacy left behind

by this merging of world cultures. We eat

tabbouleh, hummus, moussaka, halvah,

baklava, mutton, olives, four kinds of bread,

five kinds of cheese, stu≠ed grape leaves,

herbed yogurt, fava beans, pomegranates,

melons, cherries, dates, figs, apricots, grilled

poultry, fish, lamb, fatted calf…

“Here, by a miracle of nature, you see

that Lebanon still has its culture,” Serge

announces. “Even after sixteen years of war

and globalization of the world, even with

the American fast food in Beirut, we are

still eating this food that we have been eat-

ing since the time of the Bible. We are still a

country of truth, something raw and pure.

This is a miracle of cultural survival.”

Of course, Serge is a significant part of

that miracle, having put himself at great

personal risk to protect one of the pillar

institutions of Lebanese culture. I don’t

know that this doesn’t make him a hero of

the world, too—even with all his “ego and

stubbornness and stupidity”—just for be-

ing a man who chose to protect something

living during a time of wholesale death. 

“Since I was young,” he says, “I have al-

ways been confronted to try to under-

stand that disturbing complexity called

life. Now I believe that I have come to un-

derstand life through the wine. When I

bring the yeast to the wine, when I see

that union and its o≠spring, I can see that

gave me just a great sort of strong, clear

commitment to who I am. So you know,

she loved me. And I think that kind of

love is very compelling. 

does it frustrate you, the way

your wife gets characterized?

Yes. It’s very unfair. She’s not defined by her

money. She’s not defined by her surname.

She’s defined by what she thinks. Who she

is. Where her heart is. What her gut is. And

by the things she does with all of that. She

spent years as a mom, like every other mom

in America, taking care of her kids. She

wasn’t spoiled. She didn’t have nannies up

the kazoo, things like that. She cooked for

her kids, she took care of her kids, she

raised her kids, and, you know, she works

really hard. And after her husband, her first

husband, was killed, she took on enormous

responsibilities. She is really phenomenally

capable. She’s a great leader and thinker. 

something that’s frustrating to

me and people who want to vote

for you: we feel that we still

don’t know who john kerry is.

there’s that lack of personality,

of charisma. what’s up with that,

with you?

[testily] Who said that? In the last few weeks?

yeah.

Have you been to our events?

no. but i’m just saying— 

They’re amazing, I think that we are

doing very well. 

that’s a different thing. i’m talking

about how you come across.
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