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Lebanese winery Chateau Musar may have been founded in 1930, but it can count 
on the country’s 6,000-year-old winemaking tradition to inspire and drive it to 
produce quality wines. By Lin Weiwen

Banking on history

The winery’s cellars are located 
in Ghazir, a two-and-a-half-
hour drive from Bekaa Valley. 

The Hochar family.  
From left: Gaston, Serge, 
Ronald and Ralph. 
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vine expectations

>

S ipping the Chateau Musar Red 
1998—the Lebanese winery’s 
blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Cinsault and Carignan—at a 
tasting, I feel that I have tried an 
oxidised wine: its hue is a light 
reddish-brown; almost Pinot 
Noir-ish. Notes of soya, tamarind 

and, rather strangely, brine unfurl on my palate. It 
tastes medicinal. I sample the 1999 vintage. It, too, has 
that medicinal edge, albeit less blatant. I’m not sold, 
but I find myself intrigued by their distinct notes.

I convey my thoughts to Ralph Hochar, 38, 
co-owner of Chateau Musar, who tells me that his 
ambrosias are an acquired taste. “Those who drink 
our wines for the first time are surprised,” says Ralph. 
“Our reds don’t have the familiar Cabernet Sauvignon 
taste you’ll find in most wineries. But we want you to 
ask questions: if you return to the wine an hour later to 
pick up more of its notes, then 80 percent of our job is 
done.” And no, my red isn’t oxidised, he informs. 

Ralph adds that the patient drinker will be 
rewarded, as “a Musar is one you will enjoy at least 
12 years after harvest”. It’s safe to say that this cult 
winery’s growing number of fans are vinophiles 
looking beyond familiar wine regions for something 
special or eccentric. In a country generally known for 
its wars than wines, Chateau Musar has, in recent years, 
become synonymous with Lebanese vino. The winery 
was also featured in Wine&Spirits magazine’s Top 100 
Wineries of 2010.

LEBANESE IDENTITY
With its 30-metre high Corinthian columns, the 
Temple of Bacchus, located in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley 
and built in 150 AD, is an imposing sight. Ralph thinks 

the Romans constructed the architectural 
paean to the wine god because of the valley’s 
excellent soil conditions for viticulture. 
The ancient Phoenicians (ancestors of the 
Lebanese) relied on the port of Byblos, 45km 
north of Beirut, to ship their wines across 
the Mediterranean. In the 1850s, the Jesuits 
arrived and introduced French grapes. Wine 
has been an intrinsic part of the country’s 
culture for over 6,000 years, and the Bekaa 
Valley, flanked by Mount Lebanon to the east 
and Anti-Lebanon to the west, remains the 
heart of the country’s wine growing activity.

 Ralph’s grandfather, Gaston, who hails 
from a northern French family, founded 
Chateau Musar and planted the first vineyards 
in the Bekaa Valley in 1930. His son, Serge, 

who received the tutelage of renowned French 
oenologist, Émile Peynaud, at Bordeaux’s University of 
Oenology, took over the reins in 1959. Today, the winery 
has 120 hectares of gravelly, limestone-lined vineyards, 
and operations are managed by the five-men team of 
Serge, his sons Gaston and Marc, and Ralph and his 
father, Ronald (Serge’s brother). 

During the Lebanese Civil War that lasted from 
1975 to 1990, Serge did not neglect Chateau Musar 
during those troubled times, and continued to make 
his vintages. The winery’s mountainside cellars in 
Ghazir were so stout that the villagers used them as air 
raid shelters. Serge also moved away from his father’s 
French-inspired winemaking methods to produce wines 
that reflect a unique Lebanese expression. Take for 
example, the signature Chateau Musar Red, a vino that 
is seven years in the making: the hand-harvested grapes 
are fermented separately with natural yeasts in cement 
vats, racked six months later, and aged for a year in 
French Nevers oak barriques. The different varietals are 
then blended and placed back into the cement vat for a 
year, before being aged for another three to four years 
in the cellar. Ralph says the protracted process helps 
their customers shave some time off the ageing process. 

Sipping a Musar red, you’ll also notice sediments. 
The winery bottles its wines without any fining or 
filtration, and very little sulphite—8 to 10 milligrams 
per litre—is added. “We want to make our wines in 
a manner that is as close as possible to nature’s,” says 
Ralph. “We don’t want to start to controlling it.”

As for the winery’s white wines, they are as 
Lebanese as they can get: the indigenous varietals 
of Obaideh and Merwah, which are said to be the 
respective ancestors of Chardonnay and Semillon, are 
used to make the Chateau Musar White. The grapes 
grow on the chalky soils of Anti-Lebanon and on 

Chateau Musar’s grapes are hand-harvested by Bedouins. “During 
the Lebanon-Israel conflict in 2006, we had to transport our grapes 

in open trucks. The Israelis would bomb closed trucks as they 
thought they were vehicles hiding weapons,” recalls Ralph Hochar. 



70 epicure 0912

grape picks

vine expectations

CHATEAU MUSAR RED 1998
Grape variety: Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Cinsault, Carignan (Each varietal 
makes up approximately a third of 
the blend.)
Taste: Notes of orange peel, anise, 
plums, cedar, incense and brine. $77

CHATEAU MUSAR RED 1999
Grape variety: Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Cinsault, Carignan (Each varietal 
makes up approximately a third of 
the blend.)
Taste: Slightly fruitier than its 
predecessor, and with light touch of 
liquorice. Elegant finish. $73

CHATEAU MUSAR RED 2001
Grape variety: Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Cinsault, Carignan (Each varietal 
makes up approximately a third of 
the blend.)
Taste: Touches of maraschino, mint, 
dark chocolate and plums, but lacks 
a silky, fine finish. $63

Available at PRODIS Wine.  
Tel: 6345 9156

calcareous gravels on Mount Lebanon, lending the 
violet a dry, zesty character. 

The Chateau Musar ‘Jeune’ Rose is the only 
single varietal offering (made from Cinsault) in their 
portfolio. ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ seems to be 
overarching principle at Chateau Musar. “These days, 
there are more Lebanese wineries making single 
varietal and single vineyard wines, or using more 
international grapes, but we will still stick to our 
winemaking traditions,” says Ralph. 

HERITAGE ADVANTAGE
The Lebanese wine industry produces seven million 
bottles a year. With the economy still recovering from 
years of political strife and conflict, most wineries 
export almost 50 percent of their production to ensure 
they remain in the black. Chateau Musar ships 70 
percent of its annual production of 600,000 bottles to 
foreign markets—Hong Kong, China and Singapore 

are its most important Asian customers. Ralph notes 
that they currently don’t have the capacity to increase 
production, although he reveals that they do plan to 
make more Chateau Musar ‘Jeune’ Rosé in the future. 

The outlook for the Lebanese wine industry is 
anything but glum. During the civil war, the number of 
wineries dwindled to a handful, while today there are 
more than 30 of them—and it continues to grow. Some 
producers are overseas Lebanese who have returned 
home and injected a renewed sense of optimism 
and enthusiasm into winemaking. Naji Boutros, who 
established Chateau Belle-Vue in Mount Lebanon in 
2000, is one such homecoming-son-turned-vintner.

Ralph opines that the Lebanese wine industry, with 
its small size, lacks the marketing and financial clout of 
other big boys like the Aussies and Kiwis, who, in turn, 
compete with them with their affordable quaffs. “How 
we can differentiate ourselves is to bank on our heritage 
and use it to let our offerings tell our story and identity. 
You need to give people a reason to buy your wines, and 
our long history [in winemaking] can be that voice.” e

Cobwebs and dust shroud the old 
vintages in Chateau Musar’s cellar. 


