
Lebanon’s Chateau Musar is a wine  
everyone should discover.
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wine

LEBANESE wines are as well known in this 
country as kibbi nayyeh – that is to say, if 

you throw a stone into a crowd, chances of it  
hitting someone who has drunk Lebanese wine, 
or eaten  kibbi nayyeh, is one in a thousand. 

Historically, Lebanon has been making 
wines from the time of the Phoenicians – from 
whom modern Lebanese are descended – over 
6,000 years ago. While wine-making predates 
the Phoenicians, the sea-faring Phoenicians 
are credited for spreading wine and viticul-
ture throughout the Mediterranean, and the 
wines of Byblos are cited in the bible. Hence, 
Lebanese wines are sometimes known as  
Ancient World wines as opposed to the Old 
World wines of Europe and the Mediterranean. 

Despite the obscurity of Lebanese wines, 
Chateau Musar is a name often uttered with 
appreciative recognition, or sometimes rever-
ence, among those who have tried it. Among 
them is the owner of La Vie En Rose, a proudly 
French establishment, who has admitted the 
wines of Chateau Musar into his wine list 
– the only non-French labels the restaurant 
serves at the moment.

The restaurant played host to Ralph Hochar, 
grandson of Chateau Musar founder Gaston 
Hochar, on his most recent visit to Kuala  
Lumpur to promote the wines at a dinner that 
paired French food with Lebanese wine.  

French in origin, the Hochars arrived in 
Lebanon in the 12th century. Chateau Musar 
was founded in 1930 and Ralph’s uncle, Serge 
Hochar, continues his grandfather’s legacy 
as wine maker. The winery, installed in the  
family’s 18th century castle north of Beirut, is 
away from the vineyards in the Bekaa Valley, 
the famous vine-growing region of Lebanon, 
sandwiched between two mountain ranges.

The Musar vineyards are blessed in that 
they are situated at high altitudes of around 
1,000m above sea level and have calcareous, 
gravel and stone soils for the production of 
quality grapes.

The grapes used to make Chateau Musar’s 
famous red wine are Cabernet Sauvignon 
and southern Rhone varieties of Cinsault and  
Carignan, from long established, mature vines. 
The white wine varieties are the local Obaideh 
and Merwah – reputed to be the antecedents 
of Chardonnay and Semillon – planted at 
higher altitudes (1,500m above sea level) on 
the mountain slopes.

Critics have both been charmed and exas- 
perated by the wines of Chateau Musar, 
comparing them to great French wines, yet  
lamenting the inconsistencies of the wines. 
Ralph explained that Chateau Musar has a 
‘non-intervention’ wine making philosophy 
to produce wines naturally.
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drink NOW,
or WHEN YOU are50

1. Chateau Musar uses local varieties like the 
Obaideh and Merwah for their white wines.  
2. The cellar of Chateau Musar, housed in  

the family's 18th century castle near Beirut.
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“The style of Chateau Musar is dif-
ferent from the rest of Lebanese wines. 
Typically, we are looking for 13 to 14 
percent alcohol, with the selection of 
grapes depending on which grape is 
more fragrant,” he said. “The grapes are 
all harvested at the same time; we don’t 
wait for the different parcels to reach 
the same ripeness. Hence, it is always 
a gamble as you never know how the 
wine will turn out, or change during the 
ensuing years.”

And that is where the expertise of 
the winemaker comes in. Winemaking 
by instinct is what Serge is known for, a 
master at blending the grapes to reflect 
the strengths and individual character-
istics of the year. Each bottle of Chateau 
Musar – red or white – is seven years in 
the making. 

Chateau Musar also makes a rosé 
from mostly Obaideh, plus Merwah, and 
a little Cinsault for colour, “whenever 
grape characteristics are deemed appro-
priate and climatic conditions allow”.

Ralph said that they also never adver-
tise their wines as being organic, as to 
them, they have been producing wines 
this way for the last 80 years, and are not 
about to put it into a category along with 
other organic wines – even though it is 
the first winery in Lebanon to imple-
ment organically-certified viticulture – 
as Chateau Musar wines are unique.

Chateau Musar reds are famous for 
their longevity, with the 1961 recom-

mended for drinking until 2010 by wine 
critic Daniel Rogov of the International 
Herald Tribune, who was sipping it in 
2001 – at a grand 50 years old – and  
describing it as “a remarkable wine that 
simply refuses to die”. Serge Hochar has 
said, “If you give my wines more time, 
they will give you more joy.”

So when is it a good time in general 
to open a bottle for those who can’t 
wait? “Fifteen years is a good average 
time,” said Ralph, adding that it would 
also depend on the vintage. He recom-
mends the 1997 and 2004 for ageing, 
and the 1995 and 2001 for drinking now. 

As the reds are bottled unfiltered and 
unrefined at the end of the third year, 
you may find sediments in them and 
it is recommended that the wine is de-
canted a couple of hours before serving 
them at 18°C.

Of course, the Chateau Musar red 
1999, which everybody loved at the 
excellent La Vie En Rose dinner, was 
drinking beautifully now, full of rich, 
luscious and deep plumy notes, smooth 
and velvety tannins and spices, but it 
could be cellared – I just can’t imagine 
how it will age, because it is so delicious 
right now. Paired with the slow-cooked 
veal flank with liquorice jus, truffled 
mash and petite ratatouille prepared by 
chef Mikael Connutrait, it was almost 
too good. 

If I say that Chateau Musar’s wines 
are extremely interesting, I will not be 

the first – nor the last – and if you had 
the chance to taste a few vintages in a 
sitting, like we did, you will discover a 
beauty that will completely take you  
by surprise.

Apart from the Chateau Musar 
range, the winery also produces two 
other ranges, Hochar, and Musar Jeune, 
a young, introductory range, and the  
national anis-flavoured Lebanese Arack, 
a four-time distilled alcohol.  n

Chateau Musar is imported by Dionysus 
Asia (Tel: 03-6258 3530), an outfit that 
sources quality wines from smaller pro-
ducers. You can enjoy a bottle with French 
fare at La Vie En Rose (03-2078 3883), or 
fine Lebanese restaurants such as Al Amar 
(03-2166 1011), where you can also try the 
raw beef kibbi nayyeh.

Ralph Hochar


