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by M.E.A. McNEIL

You can’t make a living just sell-
ing honey, that’s hard,” said 
Ishai Zeldner in 2008. That is 

why his company, Z Specialty Foods, 
added other products — most of them 
bee-forage related, like nut butters 
and fruit spreads.

“Right,” said his widow Amina 
Harris twelve years later, when she 
was reminded of that remark. “But 
now,” she said, “we are making a liv-
ing selling honey.”

Once housed in a 1600-square-foot 
rented space, the company has built a 
20,000-square-foot facility called The 
Hive, on land it purchased in Wood-
land, California just off I-5. It has not 
only tripled its crew but employed the 
energy of the sun and the breeze from 
the Delta to serve its new net-zero 
building. And from the old function-
ary warehouse, its new vision is to 
be a gathering place for the commu-
nity by hosting tastings and musical 
events.

“It’s been a very interesting last 
few years.” said Harris, with puck-
ish understatement. “Around 2010 
things started going up, and going up 
so quickly; it was about a 20 percent 
growth year to year. It was amazing. 
It’s not like we’re a big company.” She 
spoke from the new building, and she 
made a sweeping gesture. “Things 
here, you see it, it just looks huge. But 
everybody else is much, much bigger. 
We’re really still a tiny company. Even 
so, we’ve got this big, big what …?” 
She trailed off into incredulous laugh-
ter as she looked around at a dream 
made real.

How did it happen? Consider the el-
ements: Some luck perhaps, some syn-
chronicity for sure. But happenstance 
was only a catalyst for the business 
acumen honed by tenacious genera-
tions of family. And then there was the 

spark, the soul of it — a passion for the 
bees that Zeldner found as a young 
man, and that his family carries forth 
since his passing in 2018. Now they 
have a new concept, built on the old. 
But best to start the story at the begin-
ning — better put, the beginnings.

Zeldner’s great grandparents fled 
Czarist Russia in the 1860s. Pogroms 
(the word comes from the apt root 
meaning destroy, devastate), hun-
dreds of them, were directed against 
Jews — from laws enacted to con-
script children and against owning 
property to genocidal rampages. Of 
the three options, which came down 
to assimilation, extermination, or emi-
gration, they chose to leave for Lon-
don, where they established a grocery 
store. In 1910, when Zeldner’s grand-
mother was a teenager, they resettled 
in America, “die goldene medina,” 
the golden country. They eventually 
started a food store in Buffalo where 
Zeldner grew up working weekends 
and summers, learning how the shop 
was run. The store evolved with the 
neighborhood to offer soul food and 

wild game — “raccoon, possum and 
any kind of game that was legal, bi-
son, elk, moose, bear,” he said in that 
early interview. “I didn’t know it at 
the time, but it became a basis for this 
business.”

When Zeldner graduated from the 
University of Buffalo, his wanderlust 
drew him to an Israeli kibbuz called 
Beit Hashita. He knew little about 
beekeeping when he was asked by 
the resident beekeeper to help load a 
truck buzzing with bees. “It was a re-
markable night driving from the kib-
butz,” he said. “I remember Nazareth 
opening up before us; it looked like 
a bowl of stars.” The event was gal-
vanizing, and he began working the 
bees full time, learning from a master 
beekeeper, Yusuf Gidron. 

Over several transformational 
years, on trips from 1969 to 1977, he 
continued to learn the craft. During a 
visit during the war in 1974, he was 
left to run the bees while workers 
were at the front. The bee truck was 
needed by the military, so he moved 
colonies with a cart rigged up behind 
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a tractor. It was a sorrow-filled time; 
war losses from that kibbutz were 
high, and Zeldner cared for the bees 
of a neighboring beekeeper who was 
killed. It was there that he took the 
name Ishai.

Another young volunteer in the 
apiary was Gene Robinson, who 
went on to become a preeminent bee 
researcher at the University of Illinois, 
where he pioneered the application 
of genomics to social behavior and 
led the sequencing of the honey bee 
genome. “We both started as smoker 
boys,” said Zeldner. “I was there for 
his first sting.” And Robinson was at 
Zeldner’s graveside two years ago as 
cantor to chant the traditional prayer 
to invoke, as translated, “a rest on the 
wings of the Divine Presence.” 

But Zeldner had a notable life be-
fore that. During his last year work-
ing in Israel, 1977, he became a gov-
ernment bee inspector, traveling the 

country to deal mainly with American 
foulbrood. Beekeeping in Israel and 
California respond to similar Medi-
terranean climates, and so it was that 
he subsequently worked for Clarence 
Wenner, a respected Northern Califor-
nia queen breeder, who was also men-
toring Sue Cobey, now at the Univer-
sity of Washington. 

Zeldner then studied for two years 
under Harry Laidlaw at UC Davis. He 
returned often to visit the Wenners, 
and said, “I fell in love with yellow 
star thistle honey and would bring 
some back with me. I ended up giv-
ing away more than I could afford, 
so I decided to start a business.” He 
bottled 180 pounds of honey in can-
ning jars and established some local 
accounts. “I was sure we would be 
selling truckloads of honey within a 
year. Well, we sold maybe one.”

That “we” is Zeldner and Amina 
Harris, who knew each other from 

grammar school in Buffalo. She joined 
the business two years after he started, 
and later they married. Their son Josh 
Zeldner is now Z’s primary manager, 
although the rest of his family is in-
volved — sister Shoshi Zeldner and 
Harris, who also heads the Honey and 
Pollination Center at the UC Davis 
Mondavi Institute. “When we start-
ed,” Harris said, “this was Ishai’s idea, 
to offer varietal honeys because honey 
is varied so much in color, flavor, taste, 
the area that they came from, terroir, 
the whole thing that’s now become 
very popular. He started in 1979. No 
one was doing anything like it.”

Ishai saw that gourmet shops at the 
time carried only imported honey and 
there was no marketing for U.S. va-
rietals. He was familiar with orange 
blossom honey produced on the kib-
butz and started the business with 
three varietals: orange blossom, star 
thistle and sage. “I believe that we 
were the first people to start selling 
varietal honeys and [promote] the 
quality of the honey. We like to see 
ourselves as a leader in that. Now it is 
pretty common.”

Finding honeys before the Internet, 
he said, “it was get on the phone, talk 
to a beekeeper — the same way we 
used to track down wild game. We 
have been working with some of our 
suppliers for 25 or 30 years. I buy all 
our honey over the phone or by hand-
shake — by trust, a lot of trust.” Even 
now, over a decade after he spoke, the 
company still maintains accounts he 
established from the start. The creation 
of the National Honey Board Honey 
Locator provided a database that sim-
plified connection with beekeepers, 
allowing the company to expand geo-
graphically and, eventually, into comb 
honey, pollen and royal jelly.

“When I joined him in 1981,” said 
Harris, “we moved it up to six hon-
eys.” They added a sweet clover 

Ishai Zeldner worked with bee breeder Clarence Wenner in the 1970s and started his 
honey business with canning jars of Wenner’s star thistle.
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The Hive is the new, zero emission, 20,000-square-foot facility that now houses Z Specialty Foods. Drought-tolerant pollinator gar-
dens are planned to surround the building to provide shade and an inviting area for sharing a bottle of mead.
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from the High Plains brought back 
by migratory beekeepers, eucalyp-
tus, and sunflower that she described 
as “very buttery and very unusual.” 
Now they sell dozens of varieties, all 
domestic, with one exception, a more 
recent addition of a Yucatan coffee 
berry. They eschew imported honeys 
to avoid the widespread problem of 
adulteration. “For us, most people 
know that our honey comes from the 
U.S., so we’re not in that adulteration 
schema in the same way that bigger 
packers might be.”

A significant characteristic of their 
brand is that they do no blending. She 
cites a berry honey on the market. “It’s 
a mixture of berries,” she said, but 
the blend hides distinctive flavors of 
the individual berries. “Blackberry on 
its own is a very dominant-flavored 
honey — a leafy, earthy fragrance, 
like standing in the blackberries, and 
when it’s tasted it’s like an explosion of 
blackberries, an amazing thing is going 
on in your mouth, a rush of fruity fla-
vor. Raspberry is very different, much 
more delicate, a lighter, whiter honey, 
more gentle, mellow. I find them all 
different one to the next, so when you 
wash them all together and call them 
berry, you’ve lost some of those won-
derful unique characteristics.”

The law allows a wide latitude 
for blending — too wide, Harris ex-
plained: “As long as the predominant 
percentage is the varietal you are 
naming, you can call it that. In other 
words, you can blend five kinds of 
honey, and if the orange blossom is 
21%, you can call it orange. We don’t 

do that, we don’t blend our honeys.” 
It’s been a defining decision. “It’s 
more expensive than it would be if 
we even did a little bit of blending.”

Family members have developed 
a keen ability to discern those vari-
etal characteristics, and at times have 
to turn away a shipment. “When 
we taste the honey we can tell what 
flowers are in it predominantly,” said 
Harris. “You can really taste the dif-
ferences, and over the years we have 
all learned the major characteristics. 
Yellow star thistle has a specific can-
dy flavor; it always has a color that’s 
a little bit green. There are different 
scents: Orange blossom has a scent of 
orange flowers” — a point she makes 
because most don’t smell like their 
floral source. “Flavorwise, the most 
complex honey that we have is lehua 
honey from Hawaii. It is unique, a 
tropical honey that comes from the 
ohia blossom — different from any-
thing else we have tasted.” Honeys 
that pass their highest standard for 
color, bouquet and flavor make up 
what they call their Gourmet Honey 
Collection, bottled under Moon Shine 
Trading Company.

Those that make that cut are: Cali-
fornia orange blossom, Northwestern 
fireweed, High Plains sweet clover, 
Hawaiian creamy lehua, Florida tu-
pelo, California wildflower, North-
western blackberry, California yellow 
star thistle, California black button 
sage, Hawaiian Christmas berry, 
Southwestern mesquite, Northwest-
ern meadowfoam, and California 
eucalyptus. Each is labeled with an 
illustration of the flower source, a 
graphic they originated. A more com-
petitive grocery line they call Island 
of the Moon includes alfalfa, sage, or-
ange, clover, and wildflower. It might 
include, for example, a darker orange 
blossom honey that is still eligible for 
the varietal name. 

“What has happened over time is 
that the business has steadily climbed, 
initially through more consumption,” 
she said. In the early 80s, when they 
were getting started, per capita hon-
ey consumption in the U.S. was less 
than half a pound; it has risen to 1.7 
pounds — more than tripled. 

Josh Zeldner, who manages day-to 
day operations, traces another rea-
son for the upturn in sales to public 
awareness of colony collapse disorder 
— the portmanteau descriptor for the 
ongoing decline of the bees. “People 
became really interested in knowing 
where their honey was coming from, 
knowing it was pure honey, want-

ing to eat really high-quality honey 
for the sake of the bees. That’s when 
you started to see [the motto] ‘save 
the bees,’ generating this new aware-
ness of honey. Commercial custom-
ers followed suit, and we’ve seen a 
huge increase on the food service 
side.” Comb honey was in demand 
for a vogue in cheese platters. Honey 
and other products were sold in gal-
lon buckets for distribution to res-
taurants, caterers and large facilities 
like stadiums and airports. “There are 
chefs out there that are very specific 
about the type of varietal that they 
want to be using.”

Shoshana and Josh Zeldner with their 
mother Amina Harris at the entrance to 
their new honey facility in Woodland, 
California, The Hive

Amina Harris pauses at a sculpture 
designed from her late husband Ishai 
Zeldner’s bee boxes. The wall, designed 
and built by Shoshana Zeldner and Joel 
Burton, is at the tasting room in the new 
building.
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Josh Zeldner, with the title Nectar Di-
rector, runs the operation of The Hive, a 
new facility for packing honey and other 
products.
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“All that business that was related 
to restaurants,” said Harris, “com-
pletely fell off when the pandemic hit. 
We lost a huge chunk of business im-
mediately. We were fortunate, how-
ever. A lot of other things continue to 
grow. People were home and cooking 
more. We also started selling more 
and more to mead makers and brew-
ers. People were looking for top-flight 
varietal honey, and they were willing 
to pay for that,” she said. “Our indi-
vidual sales started going up.” 

With fewer orders for gallon 
buckets, the prime clientele became 
“people who want to make sure that 
they’re using high quality honey or 
domestic honey,” said Josh Zeldner. 
“It coincided nicely with our busi-
ness and where we were positioned.” 
The Z website and Amazon became 
important sales outlets. Although the 
majority of their honey sold is local 
wildflower, “selling local honey on 
our website doesn’t really work,” he 
said, “because people are visiting the 
website from all over the world. But 
our honey at the local grocery stores 
has a little tag that says this is local, 
within 50 miles. Our varietals are 
much more niche.”

But the story gets ahead of itself. 
The company at first grew slowly, 
moving from an at-home office and 
garage warehouse to consolidating 
into a 4000-square-foot space and lat-
er expanding into an adjacent space 
to 9000 square feet. Josh Zeldner 
joined his parents’ company about 
that time, 2008. 

He’d grown up around the compa-
ny. “I just came across this sweet pho-
to of my dad coming to my preschool 
doing a honey tasting with my sister 
and me. That kind of involvement has 
always been part of my life.” But he 
hadn’t ever considered running the 
business. “It always seemed like such 
a struggle. The turning point for me 
was, as I was finishing a business de-
gree, my parents were exhausted and 
they were getting the business evalu-

ated to sell it. They were ready to be 
done. I looked at my family business 
and thought that there was nothing in 
my life that I could do that would be 
more fulfilling than continuing what 
my parents had spent so many years 
of their lives building. There was no 
way to put a big enough price tag on 
it for how much they had put into it. 
It was not like they had been paying 
themselves big salaries their whole 
lives. We grew up with just enough.

“For at least two or three years I 
was learning,” he said. “I was the one 
pulling orders and labeling and fill-
ing and answering the phone. At the 
time there were moments when I was 
thinking why are you making me do 
all this stuff? I’m your son, I should 
have some privilege. Looking back 
on it I’m really grateful that I have the 
experience of doing every little aspect 
of our business. Now I use that to our 
advantage because I can help people 
understand ways that they can be 
more efficient.”

About the time Josh joined Z, the 
business started turning around. “I 
don’t believe it happened because 
of me, but I believe that my pres-
ence coming back gave my parents 
the energy boost that it took for them 
to be able to view different things, 
for them to see outside the box. Just 
giving a fresh perspective on a space 
that you already have can make all 
the difference.” 

Josh said he began biking to work, 
with that sustainable act “one of the 
ways that I found myself in our busi-
ness.” He designed pallet racking that 
made access to a growing number of 
drums more efficient, because “only 
my dad knew where everything was.” 
But the operation expanded beyond 
even those shelves, and the younger 
Zeldner, who by that point had ac-
quired the title Nectar Director, began 
to discuss with his family the need to 
move.

“We were thinking we were doing 
pretty well,” he said, well enough to 
consider building a new facility. “It 
was a huge family effort. If you go 
back to where it came from, the seed 
money that my dad got to start origi-
nally came from his family business 
that they sold. I think he had $10,000 
and drove the family delivery van 
across the country to Davis to learn 
more about bees. And here we are. 
He lived until about a month after we 
closed on the purchase of the land.” 
Ishai Zeldner saw the sketches for the 
new building, and, his son said, “It 
brought tears to his eyes.”

Warehouse storage in The Hive, the new 
sustainably-built honey facility, is tem-
perature controlled with clerestory win-
dows that open and close automatically 
as well as radiant heat controlled with 
solar energy.

Josh Zeldner, in yellow hat, who runs the family honey business, with some team mem-
bers during construction of the new space
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In a climate that reaches over 100°F, 
their design needed to keep products 
in a temperature-controlled environ-
ment. “It was really important to me 
that the building, which inherently has 
such a big carbon footprint, came with 
the most sustainable choices,” he said. 
“The main goal in our construction 
was zero net energy. All our electric 
usage will be offset by solar panels.” 
In the warehouse, they introduced 
a passive cooling system with clere-
story windows that open and close 
with the temperature in addition to 
solar-operated fans that expel hot air 
or draw in cool air. They have installed 
radiant heat in the shipping area and 
the warming room. “We have a ware-
house now that will stay under 85°F 
year-round, which is really key for us.”

“The warming room is the beating 
heart of our operation,” said Josh. “It 
has been the trickiest as we’re getting 
settled here. We are installing a water-
to-water heat pump that will heat the 
water in the tubes of the radiant and 
the air of the warming room. A heat 
pump will produce cold air which is 
usually wasted, but we use it to cool 
our drive-in cooler.”

The point of the warming room is 
to liquefy the honey enough so that 
it can be worked with, “but not so 
much that it damages the honey,” he 
said. He contrasted their process with 
that of some large packers that may 
add water to honey, heat the mix up 
to 180°F, pass it through a paper fil-
ter that removes pollens and enzymes 
and dehydrate it before packing into 
jars. “We sell 30 different varieties of 
honey, and our entire business hinges 
on our ability to taste and smell the 
very subtle differences in each. Over-
heating a honey can easily darken 
it, or lose some of the volatile fla-
vors and aromas that are so integral 
to what we’re doing. Our goal is to 
heat the honey enough to liquefy it, 
around 115° for as little time as pos-
sible. Every honey is a little bit dif-
ferent. We are researching a method 
for liquefying honey which is by vi-
bration, using much less energy and 
much less heat.” The stock room is 
also temperature-controlled to keep 
the honey liquefied.

The business has kept its use of a 
conventional method of filtration 
with an unconventional-size filter. 
“The mesh size that we use is 400 µm, 
and that’s a fairly large hole.” The 
measurement is in micrometers, one 
thousandth of a millimeter. He cited 
commonly marketed honey filter 
bags at 200 µm. “Pollen particles can 

be anywhere from 50 to 250 µm. So if 
you have a filter that’s already getting 
wax and parts of bees and whatever, 
the opening may have started out at 
200 µm, but it becomes very difficult 
for something that is 200 µm to get 
through. Or even 150 µm.” The pres-
ence of pollen has been defined as the 
fingerprint of honey. 

The Z honeys and other products 
will soon be found at The Hive tast-
ing room. “What we will be able to 
do there,” said Harris, “is talk about 
the characteristics of every honey and 
explain what [tasters] should be look-
ing for, but not necessarily evaluating 
the honey per se.” The latter would 
require her to switch to her other hat, 
director of the Honey and Pollination 
Center, and she likes to keep them 
separate. “The goal of the tasting 
room is to sell honey.”

Mead tastings are also planned, 
and an outdoor garden space has a 
pergola for patrons to share a bottle. 
The garden, surrounding the building 
on the 2.77-acre site, is inspired by the 
drought-tolerant pollinator gardens at 
UC Davis and is designed to attract 
an array of pollinators as well as cus-
tomers. Fruit trees, oaks and natives 
are being planted to create shade on 
one side of the building and food on 
the other. Flowering vines will cover 
walls as well as fencing around the 
area, which will be open to the public

This inclusive, welcoming landscape 
comes out of a dark history of exclu-
sion. “My parents definitely have sto-
ries. But I think people are more toler-
ant today than they were 20 or 30 years 
ago,” said Josh. “People are more edu-
cated, have more experience.” Even so, 

a business disagreement a few years 
ago ended with a display of anti-Semi-
tism, reminding them that prejudice is 
not dead. “I want to say that now that 
I am a business owner with more than 
one or two employees, we have 12 
now, I have the opportunity to employ 
a diverse array of people. They come 
from all kinds of backgrounds. I am 
finding myself in this position where 
I can make decisions very deliberately 
about how we build our staff and the 
culture within us and how we relate to 
each other.”

“It’s the culmination of 42 years 
of family business to bring us to this 
point,” he said. “The biggest thing 
that I’m keeping in mind during this 
transition is that this is because of the 
hard work and perseverance that my 
parents put in for decades — stuck 
with it when it was really hard to 
sell honey, those times when no one 
knew what varietal honey was, and 
stuck with it when there was only one 
or two people on our team for years. 
That’s the most important part of the 
frame, the context for me as we move 
into this beautiful new facility with all 
the possibilities that it has for us in the 
future. Just keeping in mind what it 
took to get here.”

Find more about The Hive and the 
products at https://zspecialtyfood.
com/.

The tasting room at The Hive will feature an array, such as these, from the 30 varietal 
honeys packaged and marketed under Moon Shine Trading Company. The founder 
of the company, the late Ishai Zeldner, pioneered the marketing of domestic varietal 
honeys.

M.E.A. McNeil is a jour-
nalist, Master Beekeeper 
and Northern California 
organic farmer. She can 
be reached at: mea@
meamcneil.com. 


