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year Palestinian uprising and his
own peripatetic historyis no small
feat and one that provokes no guilt.

“I consider this a sign of an ad-
vanced civilization,” says Ben-Za-
ken, 57, whose family was kicked
out of its native Egypt in
1958,when he was 14, along with
thousands of otherl]ews.

Ben-Zaken battles on several
fronts. First, he must convince con-
sumers and distributors that great
wine can be produced during per-
haps the most sustained and in-
tractable period of struggle in the
Middle East in modern times. But
he also must prove it can be made
in a countai where the word
“wine” is still synonymous with
the name Mogen David, the sticky-
sweet, screw-cap variety still guz-
zled by the masses.

Israel now boasts about 20 win-
eries — most not kosher — the re-
sult of a culinary awakening in the
'80s that has helped pushthe
sweet wines that long dominated
sales (and which were most appro-

| priate for religious ceremonies) off

miniature wine revoiuuvil.

As a growing number of farmers
grow grapes for the wine industry,
there are even plans for an Israeli
“wine trail” like those found in the
great wine-producing regions of
the world.

Some of the new wines, espe-
cially those from the Golan
Heights, have been well received.
But Ben-Zaken's Domaine du Castel
\l/)vinery. experts say, could raise the

ar.

After leaving Egypt, Ben-Zaken's
family moved to Italy. In 1970, he
made his way to Israel, where he
bought a patch of land in the Jude-
an Hills and began raising chickens.
He started making wine, he says,

“because | wanted a good Israeli-

wine to drink and couldn’t find
one.” In 1988, he planted vines on
some of the very land used to
grow grapes during biblical times
and turned one of his chicken
coops into a winery. .

He makes just.three wines: a
barrel-fermented chardonnay
called “C,” amoderately priced red
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she has about his subsequent bot-
tlings. His hobby soon became a
full-time job and passion.

Today, Domaine du Castel wines
are regarded by many as not only
the best produced in Israel, but
also on par with many fine French
and California wines. Last year, De-
canter magazine, the leading wine
publication in Britain, ranked Ben-
Zaken's Castel Grand Vin and his
chardonnay as wines of the
month. The 2001 Which Wine
Guide calls Domaine du Castel
wines “for our money, the best in
Israel.” Johnson calls the Grand Vin
“elegant,” and the chardonnay
“deep and well-made.” New York
chef Daniel Boulud is “very enthu-
siastic” about them and consider-
ing putting them on the wine list at
Daniel, his signature Manhattan
restaurant, says sommelier Jean
Luc Le Du.

Ben-Zaken makes his handcraft-
ed wines in what he calls the Old
World style so. they resemble
French more than American

“In a country this small, with
problems this big, even talk about
winemaking comes down to talk
about politics, the intifada, the use-
lessness of violence,” Ben-Zaken
says. “We talk about war, and we
talk about leaving. We still have
our Italian passports. We could go
at any time.”

But he just recently planted 14
hectares — about 40 acres — with
new vines that won't produce us-
able grapes until 2008. In the same
way the ancient Romans cultivated
vineyards in places they con-
quered to show their presence
was permanent, so, too, does Ben-
Zaken see his winemaking as“the
kind of thing you pass from one
generation to another.”

“In my small way,” Ben-Zaken
says, “this is how I say I am opti-
mistic about the future.”

Domaine du Castel wines are
distributed in the USA by the
House of Burgundy in New York;
212-247-0550.




