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More than 1,200 acres straddle Essex County at the same latitude
as Europe’s finest wine regions, producing rich, ripe, full-bodied wines,
reds and whites, icewines and fruit wine and an apple icewine, too.
Welcome to Canada’s version of Napa Valley North.

Canada’s hidden treasure
Just a few minutes’ drive from
Windsor, Ont., an industry
that is considered a gem hides
in plain sight. Lush vineyards
slope gently to Lake Erie glistening to the horizon. Further
inland, the rows of vines fan
out between farm fields and
woodlots of the Essex County
heartland. With hope and heart
and pride in each bottle, winemakers here craft stunning
wines, coaxing the best from
their skills and soils.
More than 1,200 acres
straddle Essex County at the
same latitude as Europe’s finest
wine regions, producing rich,
ripe, full-bodied wines, reds
and whites, icewines and fruit
wine and an apple icewine,
too. There are 12 area wineries, family businesses and large
corporate enterprises such as
Colio Estate Wines and Pelee
Island Winery, both ranking
among Ontario’s top five wineries by volume. Striking chalet-style buildings rise up from
the landscape. And passionate
winemakers reach across the
tasting bars, pouring glasses
full of home-grown taste and
pride. Welcome to our version
of Napa Valley North,
They are Canada’s most
southern wine regions, designated Lake Erie North Shore
and Pelee Island.
“It’s a terrific area,” says
Konrad Ejbich, an acclaimed
wine writer who’s written an
authoritative guide to Ontario

Essex County has a warm climate, which means a long growing season and grapes that produce full-bodied wines/.

wines and visited Essex County’s wineries and swirled and
sipped the vintages.
Both wine regions offer potential, Mr. Ejbich believes,
adding the winemakers bring
passion and skill to the effort,
producing red wines especially
with ripeness, freshness and
fullness. The warm climate offers a long growing season and
the wines taste ripe and fullbodied. “The wineries can grow
varieties that ripen late,” Mr.
Ejbich says.
Their vintages continue to
compete on the world’s stage,
winning critical acclaim and
international awards and rec-

Popular winery sprouts
from its vineyards
casa-dea estates
For close to a decade, wineries
near the Prince Edward County
region of Ontario have purchased Cabernet Franc, Gamay,
Zwiegelt, Pinot Gris, Chardonnay and Melon de Bourgoyne
grapes from Casa-Dea Vineyards, which owned and operated a 30-acre vineyard on Cold
Creek Road in Wellington, Ont.,
to make their wines.
But three years ago, coowner Domenic Di Pietrantonio — who is also the successful entrepreneur behind one
of Canada’s 50 Best Managed
Companies, wire and cable
manufacturer Deca Cables
Inc. — and his wife Dea (hence
Casa-Dea), decided to take
his passion for wine and his
vineyard’s coveted grapes to
the next level by opening his
own winery. They purchased
nearby Carmela Estates Winery, including its 33-acre vineyard. And they went to visit his
long-time friend Paul Marconi
in British Columbia, just as he
had for years, to once again try
to convince him to join them in
turning the dream of creating
a world-class winery into reality. This time, they were successful and Mr. Marconi joined
them as partner, and he is the
new winery’s vice-president of
operations and general manager. “I was living in Kelowna
at the time, and my house overlooked the Mission Hill Winery,” Mr. Marconi says. Today,
he overlooks the operations of
the Casa-Dea Estates Winery,
which opened in the spring of
2009 — and he lives on the estate with his wife, Nicole.
Mr. Di Pietrantonio also
brought winemaker Paul Battilana on board. Mr. Battilana,
who was in the first graduating year at Niagara College
and has worked as an assistant
winemaker at several highprofile wineries in the Niagara
Peninsula, is passionate about
producing elegant wines with
character that reflect the best
in the unique natural qualities
of Prince Edward County.

Only a year after opening
its doors, Casa-Dea — one the
first wineries founded in Prince
Edward County, which is fast
becoming one of Canada’s hottest winemaking regions — is
already enjoying great success.
The winery produces 8,000
cases of VQA wines annually,
including its 2008 CD Rosso,
winner of a Silver Medal at the
2010 ARTEVÏNO Wine Competition Awards and its 2008
Dea’s Cuvee, 2009 Cabernet
Franc Rose’ and 2009 Pinot
Gris, all of which won a bronze
at the same competition.
“We have 13 blends of wines,
five whites, five reds and we
have our Dea’s Cuvée, which is
our sparkling wine, and then
we have our reserves as well,
including two new ones, the
2009 Pinot Gris and our 2009
Reserve Chardonnay. We like
to keep all our products below
$25, so they’re affordable to the
customer,” Mr. Marconi says.
Casa-Dea — which literally
means house of the goddess —
is far more than a winery. It is
a destination, with tours of its
vineyards that are manicured
to a T, a wine- tasting bar, banquet hall facility, with indoor
and outdoor facilities that can
host up to 1,400 people, and a
50-seat Italian restaurant and
outdoor patio called La Pergola
that offers cuisine using fresh
ingredients grown in Prince
Edward County that are, naturally, served with Casa-Dea Estates wines. The restaurant has
been so popular that this year,
says Mr. Marconi, La Pergola

ognition. One out of every two
bottles of Ontario VQA wines
sold in Ontario LCBO stores
are from Essex County. VQA refers to the province’s regulated
wine standard, Vintners Quality Alliance.
With one of the best, longest and warmest grape-growing climates in the country,
the region is especially known
for cabernets, Merlots, and
Shiraz. Wines include icewines and fruit wines, as well
as Baco Noirs and Pinot Noirs
and whites such as Chardonnays, Rieslings and Sauvignon
Blancs.
Area wineries employ, by
will begin offering fine dining
as well through the fall and
winter, starting this Oct. 1.
“We are open seven days a
week and we have 200 to 600
people per weekend during the
season and 150 and 200 daily
during the week,” Mr. Marconi
says.
With plans to eventually
take Casa-Dea internationally,
Mr. Marconi works tirelessly
to promote its wines — which
are also available through the
winery’s online store and is
served at a growing number of
licensed venues, including the
Thousand Island Boat Cruises
and at functions at the Royal
Military College in Kingston.
“We are the second winery in North America to go on
board with a food distributor
— so I am travelling a lot to
train new reps from this food
distributor in order to supply
our wines to licensed restaurants and hotels. They set up
the appointments and I go
down and do the wine tastings
for potential clients personally,” Mr. Masrconi says. “The
market is very competitive, but
Prince Edward County is now
being recognized and becoming the second Niagara Region
for winemaking. There are approximately 35 wineries here as
we speak and as far as acreage
goes, we’re one of the biggest in
the County, so we can continue
to grow.”
All Casa-Dea has achieved
so far, Mr. Marconi says, has
been possible thanks to Mr. Di
Pietrantonio’s passion and his
wife Dea for the love of wine
and determination to make
the dream of creating a worldclass winery in Prince Edward
County a reality. And, of course,
for finally convincing his good
friend to join him in the venture.

Casa-Dea Estates Winery is also a popular destination for
tourists and locals.

one industry estimate, more
than 400 people. The economic
impact continues to grow. Colio
counts upward of 100,000 visitors each year. Pelee’s winery
in Kingsville and its island visitor centre receive 150,000 visitors a year from all corners of
the world.
All of the area wineries remain an integral element of
this region’s tourism industry,
ranking among the top five
main attractions used to help
promote the region.
Tourism has become so important, wineries increasingly
invest in services and facilities
to accommodate visitors. A fall

festival toasts the area wineries, celebrating local vintages.
In four years, the Shores of Erie
International Wine Festival
in Amherstburg has grown to
rank among Ontario’s top 100
community festivals, attracting
thousands. Together, Pelee and
Colio have combined annual
sales of more than $20-million,
and they’ve quietly helped create an industry that rivals other
area agri-businesses.
Ontario grape growers count
more than 17 million vines on
15,000 acres in eastern, southern and southwestern Ontario.
The organization Grape Growers of Ontario considers viti-

culture well established in the
designated wine regions, with
focus on growing premium
vinifera and French hybrid
crops. And the organization
believes the industry’s success
continues to draw more people
into grape-growing and winemaking. This creates opportunities to showcase an outstanding 100% Ontario (VQA) wines
around the world, the Ontario
grape growers organization explains.
The grape growing industry
in Essex County and across the
province reaches farther, creating jobs and opportunities
in such diverse segments as
manufacturing, tourism and
education. Ontario’s grapegrowing organization maintains that for the first time in 30
years grapes have become the
most valuable fruit in Ontario
in terms of farm-gate value. In
recent months, Essex County
winemakers again proved their
skills. Ten area wineries took
home 20 medals from Canada’s
prestigious and oldest wine
competition. Based in Windsor,
the 28th annual All Canadian
Wine Championships attracted
152 wineries from across the
country. Three dozen judges
scored 1,045 entries. The area’s
wine industry has come full
circle: Winemaking in Essex
County dates back to the 1860s,
when Canada’s first commercial operation began on Pelee
Island, with vineyards overlooking Lake Erie.

Free tastings of the Black Bear Farms products are available at the winery.

Wild about
the Black Bear
Since 1992, Jerome and Madeline Rondelez, with their children Jerome, William and
Michelle, have owned and operated the beautiful and lush 83acre Black Bear Farms of Ontario Estate Winery. The area’s
first winery to produce fruit
wines exclusively, Black Bear’s
selections have taken the winery world by storm.
Located in Essex County on
the western edge of Kingsville,
which is one of Ontario’s southernmost towns and one which
sits on the northern shores of
Lake Erie, Black Bear Farms
specializes in fruit wines made
from their very own berries and
fruit. The winery was a surprising and delightful addition to
the Rondelez’ business; the family has been a part of the farming
industry for four generations.
Unlike the other wineries in
the Essex County region, Black
Bear Farms does not create
any wines of the grape variety.
“We specialize in fruits, and select varieties of less commonly
known berries, in addition to
strawberries, raspberries and
blueberries,” explains Michelle.
“We also have blackcurrant,
two different types of gooseberries, serviceberries (also known
as Saskatoon berries), elderberries. Because of our Belgian

background, we also do a lot of
pears, plums and peaches.”
Black Bear Farms first expanded into the winery business
in 2001, when siblings William
and Michelle traveled to Cornell
University in New York to meet
with members of the North
American Strawberry Growers
Association (NASGA). “It was
a bug some of the farmers put
in Bill’s ear,” Michelle explains.
“We learned that this was a way
for farmers to build up some extra business.” Because the farm
already had a surplus of fruit
supply, it seemed only natural
to expand the business into the
winery industry.
It turned out William had a
natural talent for winemaking,
one which was quickly discovered; within five months of
selling their fruit wines to the
public, William received a gold
medal for Papa’s Special Reserve
(a blend of red and purple raspberries) at the 2009 All Canadian Wine Championships.
The awards have come fast
and furious ever since; almost
all of the 15 varieties offered
at Black Bear Farms have received a gold, silver or bronze
award at a number of national
and international wine championships. Purple Raspberry
won the bronze medal at
the 2010 Finger Lakes Inter-

national Wine Competition,
as did Black Currant, Red
Raspberry, Golden Raspberry,
Strawberry and Golden Plum.
Mama’s Special Delight, a pure
blueberry wine that is currently Black Bear Farms’ sweetest
offering, and Bear’s Reserve,
made out of black raspberries,
were bronze medal recipients
as well. Two of Black Bear
Farms’ selections impressed
the judges most of all: Elderberry took home the gold, as
did the Red Raspberry and
Purple Plum blend. After the
2010 Finger Lakes Competition Black Bear Farms went
on to win Double Gold for
the Elderberry, Silver for the
Golden Plum, and Bronze for
the Red Raspberry and Purple
Plum at the 2010 All Canadian
Wine Championships held in
Windsor, Ontario.
While the winery is not yet
open to the public for parties and events, Michelle says
that’s sure to come in the near
future. Currently the winery
offers free tastings, as well as
tours by appointment only.
For more information, contact Black Bear Farms of Ontario
Estate Winery at 519-733-6289,
or visit them at www.blackbearfarms.ca. They are located at
1137 County Rd 20 W. in Kingsville, Ontario.

