
52  |     BC, Issue 6, Spring 2011

Ph
ot

os
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 E

be
ne

ze
r’s

 P
ub

 (
ab

ov
e)

 a
nd

 b
y 

Se
th

 L
ev

y 
(o

pp
os

ite
 p

ag
e)

.

By Seth Levy

Ebenezer’s Pub

E
ven for Mainers, a lot with a high tolerance for remote 
places, Lovell, Me., is north of the end of the world. Yet 
there, 50-some-odd miles northwest of Portland at the end 
of a broken asphalt road, is a bar that has been called the 

best place on earth to drink beer. Granted this honor often in recent 
years by both the Beer Advocate and RateBeer online behemoths, 
Ebenezer’s Pub & Restaurant remains the subject of rumor and admi-
ration in the small world of Maine beer connoisseurs. 

One Maine brewer said of the pub, “It’s like drinking in some-
one’s backyard – because you are drinking in someone’s backyard. 
They have strange beers there, things that I’m sure they are not sup-
posed to have.” Another whispered that the proprietor, Chris Lively, 
“is a little ‘off,’ and I’m not sure how he gets some of the things in his 
cellar.” These are strong endorsements in my book, so I drove up 
from my home in Portland, Me., on a sparkling winter day to see for 
myself. 

According to Lively, he needed “luck and hard work” to build a 
beer-geek mecca in the wilderness, and intrepid beer tourists need 
the same to find it. Driving north, the road narrows, stone walls creep 
up, cars in front yards become rustier and less mobile, and the White 
Mountains rise, covered in snow and swirling clouds. Drive through 
Lovell (a convenience store), take sharp left, and you can’t miss it, be-
cause it is the only building on an ill-maintained road before it dead-
ends into a golf course.

An unlikely beer mecca indeed, the pub’s attached home and 

screened-in porch creates a residential vibe, and liter bottles protrud-
ing from frozen flowerbeds and walls plastered with Belgian beer 
signs scream “beer geek.” Inside, midday drinkers greet me and Lively 
leaps out from behind the bar. Ebenezer’s is a cozy jumble of furnish-
ings. A short bar wraps around 35 taps, and every remaining space is 
filled with a haphazard clutter of tables and chairs. I feel like I’m in the 
home of a good friend who became obsessed with rare beers and ran 
headlong into stockpiling and sharing them, giving little thought to 
anything else. Later, Lively tells me I’m not far from the truth.

Chris and his wife Jen came to Maine by way of Texas, a stint at 
Le Cordon Bleu in France, and then Las Vegas and L.A. He moved 
from kitchen to bar in a decidedly non-professional capacity by “sell-
ing  Jaegermeister for $2 a shot in the parking lot of Dead shows,” 
and was well on his way to beer connoisseurship when he moved to 
Maine and found an out-of-the-way pub named Ebenezer Kezar’s – 
then a “filthy drug and cocktail den” – for sale and bought it in 2002. 
In choosing which beers to stock, he initially strove for balance. 

“I built a 15-tap system, made sure to keep some Coors and Bud 
on tap, because everyone told me the locals were afraid of change,” 
says Lively. “Maine didn’t have a lot of selection at the time, but we 
got some decent Belgians, a lambic, some Young’s Chocolate Stout. 
The weirdest thing happened: The Bud and Coors soured because we 
couldn’t move them fast enough.” With incredible luck, tendrils of the 
craft-beer revolution had reached deep into the macrobrew enclave of 
rural Maine, and Ebenezer’s was there to meet the demand.
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Frustrated with the lack of selection from local distributors, Lively 
began to seek out rarities, and this “is when the bootlegging began,” 
he says. I had heard rumors of something like an opium den of “illegal 
beers,” but Lively is quick to point out that he has been “100 percent 
compliant” for years. For a brief period, though, his acquisition strat-
egy was to drive to a neighboring state, “load up a damn shopping cart 
with kegs and bottles,” and flee for the border. Distribution has since 
caught up, but Chris obviously relishes the minor naughtiness of his 
rum-running days.

Ebenezer’s upstairs is just the tip of the iceberg. Under the warm, 
welcoming bar, deep in the cellar, lurks the heart and soul of the pub. 
Down a dark stairwell and guarded by the Livelys’ fierce mastiff, Chi-
may, the cellar is the stuff of legend. After hearing tales of the beer 
bunker, I am surprised to find simply a low-lit, cold, rather ordinary 
basement. Minus the beer, plus a couch and a Nintendo, this could 
very well be the set of my entire adolescence. Unlike the basements 
of my teenage years, though, Ebenezer’s is filled with utility shelving 
draped with cobwebs and filled with what Lively estimates to be $3.5 
to $7 million worth of rare beers. 

There are rows upon rows of Fantôme, Chimay, casks, kegs, fir-
kins, posters and memorabilia. Even the rafters are covered with the 
signatures of famous brewers and beer luminaries. Lively announces, 
“You’re the first to see our new lambic room... with perhaps the rarest 
beer in America.” There, behind the other shelves among racks of sour 
beer, sits a vintage 1993 Brouwerij Drie Fonteinen Framboos Framboise. 
Winding back through the racks Lively points out some other treasures, 
like bottles of Bass Kings Ale from 1902.  After gingerly moving the note-
pad I had hastily laid down, he shows me that I had placed it on a bottle 
from 1952. What appeared as a suburban cellar is really a museum, and 
my skin crawls in fear of  inadvertently smashing something older than 
my grandparents. Lively puts me at ease, saying, “This cellar is my place 
of refuge. I come down here and feel instantly at peace. When I’ve been 
faced with crisis, or my family had health problems, I come here. I have 
walked these aisles many, many times.”

Though I am tempted to stay in Lively’s “place of refuge” over-
night, perhaps armed with a sleeping bag and a church key, we ven-
ture back upstairs. The sun has set, candles line the bar, and he pours 
me a draft of Ebenezer’s signature brew, De Struise Brouwers’s “Black 
Albert.” In another lucky coincidence, De Struise was so honored by 
Lively’s invitation to attend his Belgian Brew Festival that they decided 
to bring a special gift: an entirely new style of beer brewed expressly 
for the occasion. Carlo Grootaert of De Struise explains via e-mail that 
“the idea was to brew a Russian imperial stout, a much loved style in 
the U.S. ...[but] it was a challenge for us, because heavy stouts are 
not really that common in here Belgium. We decided to brew it in the 
Struise way, with 100 percent Belgian ingredients, our Belgian yeast, 
bottle or keg conditioned, and our Struise know-how. The result was 
stunning, and we were happy like little kids!”  

I experienced a similar feeling tasting this brew, which pours jet 
black, with a thin, compact head and powerful aromas of raisin, cocoa 
and bourbon. Why would a prosperous Belgian brewery invent a new 
style of beer for an obscure pub in a remote part of a sparsely popu-
lated state? “Ebenezer’s Pub, somewhere in the middle of nowhere, a 
magical place, that’s for sure,” Grootaert writes. “Chris must be the most 
enthusiastic beer personality on the globe. The out-of-this-world enthu-
siasm, the passion, knowledge the guy has about brewers and beer … 
and most important, the love for beer and for people who like beer. I 
can clearly see why so many people find the way to this place.”

To send me on my way Lively brandishes a bottle of 1982 De 
Dolle Brouwers Oerbier. I have never drunk anything so old in my 

life. The aroma is lactic and old, like damp book. There are speckles 
of carbonation disrupting the surface. The initial taste is sharp, lactic 
and clean, giving way to a sourness, with pear, cherry and wood. Then 
comes caramel and a faint, funky hint of...“Cheese,” says Lively. “It’s 
slightly oxidized, and there is a little hint of cheesiness in the back-
ground there.”

Lively returns to servicing the guests that have begun to arrive, 
and I am left to think, my mouth a conflicting mix of chocolate, sour 
cherry and cheese, a cognitive dissonance not unlike that produced 
by Ebenezer’s itself. Here, in the shadow of the mountains, at the dead 
end of a country road, is a truly unique pub, as rare as the vintage 
beers in its unheated cellar.

The cellar at Ebenezer’s Pub holds a mother 
lode of good beer, including a 1993 Drie Fon-
teinen Framboos Frambois (top left), bottles 
of 1902 Bass Kings Ale (right) and some De 
Dolle Oerbier from 1982, which Lively, the 
publican, pours at center.

Ebenezer’s Restaurant & Pub 
(44 Allen Road, Lovell, Me.; 207-925-3200; www.

ebenezerspub.net) is open year-round; call ahead for hours. 
Its menu transcends ordinary pub fare, with pizzas, salads, 

Maine seafood, twice-fried frites and a few vegetarian choices 
rounding out the usual burgers, wraps and wings. If you can’t 
make it up to Lovell, try visiting Ebenezer’s shiny new sister 

pub, Lion’s Pride (lionspridepub.com), about a half hour up 
the coast from Portland in Brunswick, Me. 


