
FOOD & DRINK

2726

Still peckish? Our dedicated 
food-focused podcast The Menu 
airs every Friday at 19.00 gmt 
– and is available as a podcast 
thereafter. Get your fill.
monocle.com/radio

monocle.com
monocle.com/radio

W I N E  /  L E B A N O N

Instant vintage
Beirut is known as the Paris of the Middle East 
but what about the Bordeaux and the Burgundy? 
In Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley – a prime location 
for cultivating grapes – intrepid wine-makers are 
moving away from well-trodden French techniques 
in an attempt to forge their own identity. We strap 
ourselves in and traverse the mountains in search 
of the wineries producing the cream of the crop.
writer Lizzie Porter photographer Maria Klenner
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Address book:

Sept Winery
Nehla, Batroun 
+961 70 570 170

levinsept.com

Couvent Rouge
Deir El Ahmar, 

Baalbek 
+961 71 888 714 

couventrouge 
winery.com

Terre Joie
Chtoura – 

Nabatiyeh Road, 
West Bekaa, 

Kherbet Qanafar  
+961 76 786 961

terrejoie.com 

As the road narrows and winds ever upwards, the smell 
of sea salt fades from the air and is replaced by the scent 
of wild thyme. Along the verge yellow blossoms spill from 
shrubs and soft pink roses blossom between the olive 
trees. Walls of dry limestone divide sumac from scrub  
and hollyhocks. At the end of the last road in Nehla, 
Maher Harb cultivates 5,000 vines on seven terraces of 
family-owned land at the foot of the Batroun Mountains. 
He left a career as a business consultant in France and 
Saudi Arabia to return to this hamlet and open Sept 
Winery, which made its first vintage in 2016. 

Harb’s Jack Russell, Miles, is sunbathing on the 
paving stones as we prise open the winery’s heavy 
ebony-hued door and peer at the stainless-steel vats  
containing red and white wine. Harb will make some 
15,000 bottles this year using biodynamic techniques, 
without fertilisers or additives. For this summer season, 
the 37-year-old is offering a table d’hôte at the winery: 
lamb chops, Lebanese mezze and, of course, a tipple. 
One of the drinks on offer is a wine pressed from  
indigenous Lebanese grapes, including obeidi and merwah, 
while others are the product of better known French  
varieties; the 2017 viognier is particularly pleasing. 

Harb’s wish is to create a personal experience that is 
missing from some of Lebanon’s larger wineries, a few  
of which produce up to three million bottles a year. “For 
anyone who comes here, it’s me, my wife and my dog 
welcoming them; it’s us serving food around the table,” 
says Harb, who’s sitting on a wooden bench overlook-
ing the hazy hills. “This is not my work; it’s a lifestyle 

and marketing is done by word of mouth.” Lebanon’s 
wine-making tradition goes back millennia – and oeno-
philes here won’t let you forget it. Sitting between the 
Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon mountain ranges, the Bekaa 
Valley has a climate, altitude and soil perfectly suited to 
viticulture. Despite political and economic turmoil, this 
small Mediterranean nation provides fertile ground for 
wine-makers. Its 46 wineries produce more than eight 
million bottles a year, half of which are quaffed locally; 
the other half is exported to more than 35 countries.

We leave Harb – and Miles – to wend our way  
over the mountaintops past the Cedars ski resort, its 
snow-free slopes and lifts glinting in the summer sun. 
We drive down into the Bekaa Valley to the small town 
of Deir El Ahmar (the name means “the red convent” in 
Arabic). It’s surrounded by a patchwork of fields in earthy 
brown, fresh vine-leaf green and ochre. Illegal cannabis  
cultivation boomed here during the 1975 to 1990 civil 
war and is still a source of income for some residents. 
But entrepreneurs have been trying to wean farmers off  
growing cannabis in favour of grapes.

Deir El Ahmar’s Couvent Rouge winery, co-founded 
by Charbel El Fakhri and Walid Habchi in 2010, is part 
of the new crop. Grapes are bought from the Coteaux 
d’Heliopolis, a co-operative of some 190 farmers, some 
of whom have abandoned cannabis and turned their 
attention to grapes. “Vines give them more consistency in 
price,” says El Fakhri.“There are 25 to 30 farmers who’ve 
become very involved and want to leave a legacy.” The 
three-storey winery is still under construction (it should 
be finished by 2021) but the ground floor is a hub of 

Clockwise from 
left: Couvent 
Rouge winery; 

choosing a bottle; 
Miles, Maher 

Harb’s Jack Russell, 
rests in the sun 
at Sept Winery; 

wooden houses near 
Terre Joie; driving 
towards Terre Joie; 

Abi Beydoun 
in Terre Joie’s 

vineyards; Harb 
serving the fruits  

of his labour

It’s 17.00 at The Willows Inn on 
Washington State’s Lummi Island 
and a chef dressed in black is stoking 
a wood-covered flame. Beside the 
fire sits a shed stashed with freshly 
cut logs and a picnic-table laid with 
herbs and vegetables waiting to be 
roasted or smoked. At the restaurant 
enthusiastic diners are filing up the 
front steps of the wooden deck and 
settling into wire chairs positioned 
so you can peer out over the ocean 
toward distant San Juan islands. It’s 
still light out and summery cocktails 
of vodka with wild rose and laven-
der are arriving; blankets are hung 
over chairs in case the wind picks up. 
Diners look eager: many have waited 
weeks or longer for this evening. 

The Willows Inn is consistently 
ranked as one of the best restau-
rants in North America. Its reputa-
tion and remote location means that 

D I N I N G  /  U S 

Island fare
As chefs around the world clamber over each 
other to create unique experiences from ever-more 
local sources, an outpost off Washington State 
shows that island life lends itself to both.
writer Mary Holland photographer Alana Paterson

About the writer: Booth is 
monocle’s Denmark correspondent and 
an award-winning food and travel writer. 
His latest book, The Meaning of Rice, is 

out now, published by Vintage.

mushrooms as we gambolled through 
those Elysian fields. And it was even 
better if we could come home with an 
invasive species or two in our wicker 
trugs, like crayfish or knotweed, or 
perhaps even a grey squirrel.

The craze for foraging started 
in the mid-2000s in Denmark, with 
restaurant Noma. In a short amount 
of time – it seemed like moments, 
but probably took a year or two – 
you couldn’t open a menu in the 
more ambitious restaurants of the 
world without seeing elderflower 
this and wild-garlic that, woodruff 
ice cream and beach-cabbage soup. 
Snails, gulls’ eggs, obscure fungi, 
even moss – all were suddenly ripe 
for the picking, stars of the chalk-
board daily specials.

Living in Denmark, as I do, it 
was impossible not to be caught up 
with the movement. Like every other 

It was all so enticing, wasn’t it? The 
idea that we could go for a stroll 
in the countryside – or even in the 
parks and pavements just beyond 
our front doors – and return with 
dinner, plucking berries and green 
leaves, harvesting nuts or rootling for 

How to get here:
The city of Bellingham is a 20-minute 
flight from Seattle. Then it’s an easy 
20-minute drive from the airport to 

Gooseberry Point, where the ferry leaves 
from the mainland every 20 to 40 minutes. 
It takes six minutes on the ferry and then 

another six minutes to drive from the ferry 
point along a smooth, narrow road that 

leads you directly to The Willows Inn. The 
island is only 24 sq km (with a population 

of 900); so keep driving and you’ll loop 
straight back around.  

2579 West Shore Drive, Lummi Island, 
WA, 98262

What’s on  
the menu:

Kale chips with 
black truffle  

and rye 

Sidestripe prawn 
with blackcurrant

Savoury doughnut 
filled with  

smoked cod

Herb tostada and 
a fried mustard 

leaf with herbs and 
edible flowers

Porcini 
mushrooms 

stuffed with sword 
lettuce, with 

sourdough bread 

people started to seek reservations. 
Why? The restaurant was snapped up 
by chef Blaine Wetzel, a Washington 
State native who moved to the island 
for the summer and decided to stay. 
Having sharpened his knives at 
Noma, Wetzel is no stranger to forag-
ing for wild ingredients. The kitchen’s 
single-acre garden, Loganita Farm, 
is the primary supermarket, where the 
vegetables, edible flowers and berries 
that adorn the pretty place are grown.

Once diners have been led inside 
to the homely wooden dining room, 
seasonal plates of squash blossoms, 
savoury doughnuts, smoked sockeye 
salmon (eaten with your hands) and 
grilled, sword-lettuce-stuffed mush-
rooms slip out of a bustling kitchen. 
Wines from Washington State and 
Oregon are an excellent accompani-
ment. The warm staff invite us into 
the kitchen to see behind the scenes 
of the culinary performance; it’s as 
though you’re in their home. The 
feast ends with a warming cup of 
birch tea and a takeaway bag filled 
with a house-baked sourdough loaf 
and berry jam. There’s also a dim 
longing to book again soon and 
repeat the whole experience. 

food writer I wore my “I’ve been for-
aging with René Redzepi” (Noma’s 
head chef) T-shirt with pride. Back 
then it did seem like a radical activ-
ity, a win-win for you and the envi-
ronment, sticking it to the man while 
saving money at the checkout. 

But I soon discovered that, 
like  everything else, becoming an 
expert forager requires a signifi-
cant investment not financially but 
in terms of time and dedication. It 
also demands a fair bit of physical 
stamina, an occasional dose of plain 
old courage – in the face of bulls, 
nettles, ridicule and angry farm-
ers – and, not least, the  patience 
to sustain yourself through con-
secutive foraging trips after which 
you return home  to a hungry and 
expectant family empty-handed. 
These are, of course, the very qual-
ities by which top chefs are defined; 

they have them in spades but I found 
myself frequently falling short.

My mushroom-hunting expe-
ditions were especially dispiriting.  
I have yet to spot a chanterelle in 
the wild and, for all the euphoria 
I experienced when I stumbled 
upon a few handfuls of porcini, 
once cooked they were always 
more about texture than flavour. 
And how I have raged against the 
unseen thieves who, no matter how 
early I set my alarm clock, always 
seemed to have ransacked “my” 
secret mushroom patch a few min-
utes before I got there.

Then came the backlash: hadn’t 
the French always foraged for stuff? 
What, in actual fact, was so new 
about it? The fad for foraging had 
gone too far. Parks and public foot-
paths were being stripped of their 
foliage. Mushrooms were being 

pulled up by their roots instead of 
diligently cut across their stems. 
There simply wasn’t enough wild 
stuff for us and the fauna that relied 
on it to survive; consider the birds! 
Then there were the delicious-
ness issues: squirrel didn’t taste 
all that great; most foraged leaves 
were unpalatably bitter; and as for 
wild-garlic, well, to be honest, ordi-
nary garlic tastes better, doesn’t it? 

Personally I was always wary 
of urban foraging   – two words: 
“dog” and “piss” – and was never 
really sure about how far away 
from roads you needed to go to 
avoid plucking leaves tarnished by 
exhaust fumes. But the moment I 
renounced all hope of joining the 
foraging brotherhood came one 
day while I was on a guided tour 
of my neighbourhood park with an 
experienced forager. Towards the 

end of the trip, emboldened by my 
new (but still limited) knowledge, I 
knelt down and plucked some frilly 
leaves, which looked to me like a 
parsley-type herb, and proffered 
them proudly to the expert. They 
were from my own terrace, which 
was especially exciting. “Hemlock,” 
the expert said cheerily. “Could kill 
a village with a handful.”

Had he not been present, I 
would almost certainly have taken 
a nibble of the frilly-leafed poison. 
That wouldn’t have ended well. I 
still  think about that moment to 
this day. Quite a lot actually. Then 
I go to the supermarket.For all the euphoria I experienced when I stumbled 

upon a few handfuls of porcini, once cooked they were 
always more about texture than flavour

The kitchen’s garden is the 
primary supermarket, where 

vegetables, edible flowers 
and berries are grown

activity, where a team of workers is busy labelling and 
packing an order destined for China. 

With competition from imported French, Italian and 
Spanish wines, Lebanese wineries have more reason than 
ever to try to shape the image of their trade. Charbel El 
Fakhri is adamant that Lebanese wine-makers should 
reject the frequent attempts to imitate French styles.  
“There are no châteaux in Lebanon,” he says. “Here it 
was always monasteries making wine. The challenge for 
Lebanese wine is to form its own identity.” 

We leave Deir El Ahmar, driving south through hot, 
dusty villages towards the western Bekaa. Between pine 
trees and the Ammiq wetlands, grapes for wine and table 
dangle from the vines lining the roadside. Terre Joie 
winery, founded by Joe Saade in 2008, is signposted off 
to the right. Along a dirt track in the village of Kherbet 
Qanafar lie 10 hectares of grapevines, including 30-year-
old cinsault plants. We climb the steep slope towards 
the vines, which grow at about 1,400 metres above sea 
level. Operations manager Abi Beydoun, Saade’s nephew, 
points at the horizon. “Jebel al-Sheikh protects us from 
the excess heat from southern Syria,” he says, referring 
to the mountain between Lebanon, Syria and the Golan 
Heights. “Mount Lebanon protects us from the excess 
humidity from the Mediterranean,” he adds, gestur-
ing behind us; it’s clear that this idyllic spot is perfectly 
suited to growing grapes. Crouching to the ground, he 
cups some leaves. In the coming months these heavy 
bunches of grapes will swell; the fruit for next year’s crop 
of Lebanese wine will soon be ripe for the picking.

I’m parched. 
Crack open 

a bottle!

it isn’t the kind of restaurant you 
just happen upon. A visit requires 
a weeks-in-advance reservation and 
logistical planning. A table at The 
Willows Inn restaurant, the only inn 
on this unblemished island, is the 
hottest ticket in the state.

A smooth six-minute ride from the 
mainland aboard a wide old ferry, fol-
lowed by a short drive along a wind-
ing ocean road, will lead you to the 
restaurant, which is set in a rambling 
garden enveloped by billowing bushes 
and tall pines. The inn dates back to 
1912 but it was only in 2010 that 
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The Monocle Minute
Wake up wiser:
Every weekday the Monocle 
Minute provides analysis of 
global affairs, business, design 
and much more – and it’s all 
delivered (for free) straight 
to your inbox. Start your day 
with a fresh mix of global 
reportage, tips and opinion 
from monocle’s editors.Then 
there’s the Monocle Weekend 
Edition, which includes a 
weekly comment from our 
editor in chief Tyler Brûlé.  
You can sign up today at 
monocle.com/minute.

The trouble 
with foraging for 
your supper  
by Michael Booth
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