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Facing page: 
A file photo of Ralph,  
Ronald, Serge and Gaston.

Left:
The Chateau Musar 
Red 1998.

wines 

L EBANON is known more for 
turmoil and bullet-riddled 
buildings than for fine wines. 

But over the years, Lebanese wines 
have increasingly appeared on the 
international winescape, feeding the 
world with a more promising tale. 

It is all thanks to the late Serge 
Hochar, Chateau Musar’s former 
winemaker. He was known as  
the “father of Lebanese wine”  
for championing his country’s  
wines and bringing them to 
international attention. 

Sadly, Serge passed away on Dec  
31 last year, in a swimming accident 
while holidaying in Mexico with his 
family, to celebrate his 75th birthday. 

“The pain is still there, but the 
best we can do is to continue making 
wine the way he made it,” said Ralph 
Hochar, Serge’s nephew, who was in 
Kuala Lumpur in March. 

Ralph is in charge of Chateau Musar 
UK and South-East Asia’s sales and 
marketing, and oversees the blending 
and harvest.

He added, “Serge used to say that 
wine is basically like your wife – you 
are married and in love, but every day, 
you are discovering something new. 

LEBANON’S MOST 
POPULAR WINE IS 
A CELEBRATION OF 
DEDICATION AND 
PERSEVERANCE.

THE 
GRAPES 
OF WAR

A TASTE OF MUSAR
Chateau Musar White 1999
The golden liquid – a blend of Lebanon’s 
indigenous Obaideh and Merwah varietal 
– had a buttery, honeyed nose, with hints 
of roasted almond, vanilla and orange. 
A sip revealed honey, apricots, nuts and 
minerals, followed by a lingering finish.

Chateau Musar Jeune Rosé 2013
Made from Cinsault grapes, this youthful 
wine had a nose of peaches, grapefruit 
and pear. The medium-bodied rosé 
had moderate acidity, and showcased 
raspberries, rose, and grapefruit, on  
the palate. 

Chateau Musar Red 
Musar’s flagship wine is made  
from a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon,  
Cinsault and Carignan grapes. We  
tasted three vintages:

2000
A complex nose revealed prunes, leather, 
liquorice, tobacco, black olives, black 
tea and Sichuan pepper. Rich and full-
bodied, the wine showcased delicious 
blackberries, figs, plum and spices. 

1999
The deep red liquid had a bouquet 
of cherries, blackberries, raspberries 
and chocolate, that was reflected on 
the palate. Full-bodied, with pepper 
and tobacco undertones, this vintage 
was rich, elegant and well-balanced. 
Delicious!

1998
This deep crimson wine had an intriguing 
gamey aroma, which led to notes of 
sour plum and tamarind. Sour plum was 
also present on the palate, along with 
blackcurrant, tobacco and almonds. Well-
structured with a fine acidity, the 1998 
vintage is a classic Musar.

Chateau Musar is imported and 
distributed in Malaysia by Dionysus  
Asia (Tel:03-6258 3530).

He was always tasting and smelling 
the wine, and it was always different. 
There was not a single day when the 
wine tasted the same. 

“It [the wine] has followed him 
for 50 years. Today, the family will 
continue his legacy.”

SERGE’S LEGACY
One of Serge’s main wine-making 
philosophies was to make wine with 
minimal human intervention. Ralph 
explained, “Serge believed that when 
you change nature’s course, it will 
change the wine.”

So when Serge and his brother 
Ronald (Ralph’s father) inherited 
Chateau Musar from their father 
Gaston in 1959, Serge began making 
the wine, while Ronald took care 
of marketing. Serge believed that 
a wine has to reflect the climate, 
soil and year in which the grapes 
were harvested. In accordance with 
that belief, Chateau Musar’s wines 
are neither fined nor filtered. This 
approach also earned its vineyards 
an organic certification, a first  
in Lebanon. 

Serge’s efforts didn’t go 
unnoticed. In 1979, Chateau Musar 

was thrust into the limelight when 
wine critic and Master of Wine 
Michael Broadbent and wine and 
food journalist Roger Voss named 
Musar 1967 as “the discovery of the 
Fair” at the Bristol Wine Fair. 

Five years later, Decanter 
Magazine named Serge its first 
“Man of the Year”, for continuing 
to produce wines during Lebanon’s 
civil war (1975 to 1990). Serge’s 
dedication to his craft, and his 
refusal to abandon wine-making 
during this difficult time is a case 
study in perseverance. 

But changes had to be made. 
Before the war, 85% of Chateau 
Musar’s wines were sold in Lebanon. 

“The war made us rethink the way 
we operate and sell wine. As it was 
very difficult to sell our wines during 
the war, we had to export,” said 
Ralph. Today, the company exports 
90% of its products. 

PRESENT DAY MUSAR
Civil war may have ended, but 
Lebanon’s political situation remains 
a concern for Chateau Musar.

“The biggest difficulty right now 
is our political situation, and all the 

problems in the Middle East. We are 
not far from Syria, Israel and Iraq. 
There are many refugees [estimated 
at half a million] in the Bekaa Valley, 
where Chateau Musar’s grapes are 
grown. When there is any tension, 
the authorities close the borders  
and the roads, so we can’t transport 
our grapes to the winery in Ghazir,” 
said Ralph.

“Sometimes the roads are closed 
for four days, sometimes for 2 weeks, 
depending on the severity of the 
situation. This has been happening 
more often in the past year and a 
half,” said Ralph.

SEVEN YEARS OF DEDICATION
Gaston Hochar, Serge’s son, has now 

taken over the wine-making 
role, aided by oenologist 
Tarek Sakr.

Chateau Musar is known 
for releasing its wines 
seven years after harvest, 
but to fully understand it, 
you have to rewind  
to the very beginning.

It starts with the grapes 
– Chateau Musar’s grapes 

are cultivated in the 
Bekaa Valley, which 

has a 6,000-year-
old wine-making 
tradition, the oldest 
in the world. The 
brand uses Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Cinsault 
and Carignan grapes 
to make its reds, 
while Lebanon’s 
indigenous varietals, 
Obaideh and 
Merwah are used 
for whites.

The red varietals 
grow in the south of 
the Bekaa Valley, in 
a host of soil types 
– stone, sand, clay, 
gravel and limestone 

– ideal for viticulture. 

It is said that the wide range of soil 
types gives each wines distinctive 
character and appealing complexity. 
The Obaideh and Merwah grapes 
prefer slightly cooler conditions, 
and are grown in high-altitude 
vineyards in the north of the valley, 
in the foothills of the Anti-Lebanon 
mountain range, and Ain Arab.

The vineyards all benefit from the 
Bekaa Valley’s seasonal weather and 
Alpine environment – it often snows 
in winter, while its summers can be 
searingly hot, resulting in longer 
ripening periods. 

Once ripened, the grapes are 
hand-harvested, then fermented in 
Chateau Musar’s cellars in Ghazir, 
before being bottled and sold. 
Interestingly, Chateau Musar’s 
winery – an 18th century castle 
known in Arabic as M’zar – was used 
as an air raid shelter by the villagers 
of Ghazir during Lebanon’s civil war.

“Chateau Musar’s wines have 
good ageing potential, so a seven-
year-old is actually still a baby,” said 
Ralph. He added that 15 years should 
be the minimum age for popping 
open a bottle of Musar. And as per 
Serge’s belief that climate, soil and 
year can be tasted in a wine, Chateau 
Musar bottles Lebanon’s exotic and 
tumultuous history. 

“Our wines are basically our 
family,” said Ralph, who uncorked his 
wines at a tapas dinner at newly-
opened Romano Wine Bar in Taman 
Tun Dr Ismail, which carries Chateau 
Musar’s range of wines. On top of old 
and new world wines, the outlet also 
imports a selection of Italian wines 
that can only be found there, such as 
Vicari’s Verdicchio and Lacrima. F


