was made sweet because a bottle
had to last for several days and still
be drinkable. In modern Israel, wine-
makers had a captive market that de-
manded kosher wines and little in
terms of quality. Israelis tradition-
ally put little emphasis on gastron-
omy.

The country’s economic boom
over the past two decades has

changed that, creating more of a
market for the finer things in life. Is-
rael’s reduction of travel taxes
prompted a wave of visits to Europe
and exposure to good food and good
wine. Import taxes were lowered
and many of the world’s most fa-
mous international wines finally be-
gan to become available in the coun-
try. Annual per capita consumption
of wine has doubled in the past two
decades to about seven liters.

A new generation of wineries
and winemakers has emerged to sat-
isfy Israelis’ new appreciation for
quality wines. Before 1980, Israel
counted only about 20 wineries.
One company—Carmel—dominated
the industry, vinifying about 70% of
the country’s total grape harvest.
Today, more than 200 smaller winer-
ies are spread across the country.
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In addition to Castel, some of the
best names to look for include Mar-
galit, Tzora, Chateau Golan and Clos
de Gat. Even Israel’s largest and old-
est wineries, led by Carmel, have in-
vested in new production of high-
quality, European-style wines. Car-
mel has launched the well-re-
spected wineries Ramat Daltan,

Zichron and Yatir.

Mr. Ben-Zaken’s Domaine du Cas-
tel was the first winery to plant
vines in the Judean hills, in the cen-
ter of the country. Now, more than
30 wineries flourish there. The
Judean’s Mediterranean-style hill-
sides—where olive groves also flour-
ish—benefit from relatively cool
summers, which make them suited
to quality winemaking. For his
wines, Mr. Ben-Zaken has given the
hills a French name: Haute-Judée.

Domaine du Castel regularly
ranks among the best Israeli wines
in international tastings. Its wines
are exported to the UK., Nether-
lands, Belgium, Luxembourg,
France, Switzerland, Italy, Japan,
the U.S., Canada and Mexico. Bottles
sell for €30 or more. Mr. Ben-Zaken
often shows off his wines in St. Emil-

werp shop, Mr. Weinberger says, he
sells top-flight Israeli wines to Jews
“who want to taste great kosher
wine” and non-Jews “who just want
to try something new.”

The diminutive, bearded Mr. Ben-
Zaken grew up in Alexandria, Egypt,
having no experience with wine. In
the 1960s his family moved to Italy,
where he acquired a taste for fine
food and wine. Both he and his wife

" Monique, also from Egypt, attended .

the University of Geneva, which nur-
tured his Francophile tendencies.

] In 1970, the Ben-Zakens settled
in Israel, on a small farm with a
chicken coop about 17 kilometers
from Jerusalem, where Mr. Ben-
Zaken opened a restaurant called
Mamma Mia. “It was the first restau-
rant serving fresh pasta in Israel,”
he says. The restaurant required a
wine list. He began to taste seri-
ously, traveling often to French and
Italian wine regions, and was in-
spired to plant his initial vines.

During a 1985 trip to Burgundy,
Mr. Ben-Zaken was staying in
Puligny-Montrachet and asked for a
bottle of the local wine at the hotel’s
restaurant, not knowing the village
was home to one of the world’s most

to resemble Burguna.i-es. One of his
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above, Israeli winemaker Eli-Gilbert
Ben-Zaken in his cellar; above, two
wines from his Domaine du Castel.

spite the high quality, he remamea
dissuaded by their high cost.

None of the criticism matters
much to Mr. Ben-Zaken. His wines’
high prices reflect the low output
and strong demand for top Israeli
wines. Most of his vintages are sold
out and he has begun mimicking Bor-
deaux growers in selling them en
primeur—before bottling, while
still aging in barrels. 2

Accolades continue to pour in.

Wine author and expert Hugh
Johnson awarded the domaine his
highest four star rating and name_d
the red Castel Grand Vin one of his
200 favorite wines in his 2008
pocket wine book. Robert Parker’s
Wine Advocate magazine gave the
domaine many of the best notes in
its December, 2007, Israeli tasting.
Mr. Parker grades on a 100 point
scale, with anything over 90 consid-
ered superb. The red 2005 Grand
Castel received a 92, the Petit Castel
received 90 points, and white 2005
«C Blanc du Castel” won 91 points,
with the Advocate reporting “gener-
ally good balance, some brightness,
some depth, and a respectable fin-
ish that lingers and has some inten-
sity.”

tyWhen German Chancellor An-

gela Merkel visited Israel last year,
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert served
her Castel. She liked it—and placed
an order for several cases that are
now being delivered to Berlin.
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