* ADAM MONTEFIORE

An exclusive extract from the writer’s new book Do-
maine du Castel: The Biography shortly to be published:

picture Eli Ben-Zaken in the summer of 2021,
standing on his own outside his house and
winery at Ramat Razi’el as he defiantly fought
against the fierce wild fires in the hills and for-
ests that rise towards Jerusalem. The flames
raged a mere 30 meters from his property. Told by
the authorities to evacuate, he refused. He was a lone
figure, holding a domestic hose against the might of
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the force of nature which confronted him. With his
wire rim glasses and blue COVID mask smudged by
ash, [ thought the image symbolic.

Here was the man who twice built the most
beautiful winery in Israel. He was the pioneer of the
Judean Hills wine region. He taught Israeli wineries
about the absolute pursuit of excellence, aesthetics,
style and quality. Yet, at the age of 77, he was defend-
ing his family home alone and with great courage and
fortitude. This is characteristic of the man: earnest, he-
roic, standing his ground and always involved in the
nitty-gritty.

I first heard of Domaine du Castel in 1995, in the
well-documented story involving Serena Sutcliffe MW

TRUE FAMILY winery — everyone plays a part: (L to R)
Ariel, llana, Eli and Eytan Ben-Zaken. (Elad Brami)

CASTEL’S BEAUTIFUL barrel cellar at Yad Shmona.
(Photos: Castel Winery)

of Sotheby’s, the wife of David Peppercorn MW, a
great specialist of the wines of Bordeaux. She had used
phrases such as “absolutely terrific,” “a tour de force,”
“brilliantly made” and “classic” to describe the Castel
Grand Vin 1992. I pricked up my ears, but then I was
working with the Golan Heights Winery and thought
Yarden wines were the bee’s knees of quality. It was
only when I visited the new winery at Ramat Razi’el in
1997 that I first understood the seriousness of Castel
and the unique passion of the owner-winemaker.

When Castel became the first Israeli winery to be
awarded Wine of the Month in the prestigious De-
canter magazine, it was third-party recognition on
an international level from a place that had not pre-
viously complimented Israel. Uniquely, they had two
wines, Castel Grand Vin and C Blanc du Castel, awarded
in this way in the very same issue. That was the mo-
ment we, the onlookers, all sat up and took notice.
Castel followed this with a third Wine of the Month
soon after. Then in 2001 Decanter invited Domaine du
Castel to its Fine Wine Encounter, dedicated to rising
stars, and that is exactly what the winery was.

Like many great achievers, Eli Ben-Zaken is a
complex personality. Heis a loner, yet he has his family
standing behind him, and in a beautiful way they are
dependent on each other. He had reached the stars,
yet, never satisfied, was driven to reach further and
higher. He was new to wine when he planted his vine-
yard. He had no dream or grand plan, but did possess
an obsessive, crazy perfectionism within that pushed
him to invest the time and finances to make the best
wine possible. This hidden force has driven him all the
way. Even though the 1992 harvest was all of two bar-
rels, those two barrels were to have an extraordinary
impact on the future of Israeli wine.

The paradox continues. Eli Ben-Zaken can be an-
tisocial and does not suffer fools gladly, yet he is a
master of public relations. Always noticeable, he
stands out in a crowd with his dignity, quietness and
modesty. He does not grandstand or shout about
what he has achieved. The wine world came to know
him often wearing a simple checked shirt, cordu-
roy trousers, a woolen sweater or a tweed jacket. He
always dresses in character; less sartorial elegance,
more shabby chic.

Nearer home he has become known as the man in a
straw hat. Initially it was to provide protection in the
vineyard from the unforgiving Israeli sun, but soon
the person and the hat became inseparable. We began
to appreciate that the man in a straw hat made pretty






