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There’s nothing wee or precious about petite sirah, 
a red wine that has been compared, seriously, 
to John Wayne and whose big, bold profile is at 
odds with its diminutive name. Like the Duke, 
petite sirah (variously spelled “syrah”) generates 
passionate feelings from those who delight in its 
rough and ready style.

“The best are tannic, dense, super chewy monsters 
with mouth-coating flavors of blueberries and white 
pepper. In short, they’re manly-man wines,” said 
Joe Kafka, owner of Kafka Wine Co. in Lakeview. 
“Let them open up and then serve with a steak or 
a cigar.”

Like a good cigar or steak, quality petite sirah 
will cost you. There are relatively few low-priced 
“entry-level” examples of this varietal. Bogle and 
Concannon are two of the best known affordable 
brands.

Why is petite sirah so pricey? Scarcity.

Only 7,000 acres of petite sirah vines exist in 
the world, 6,000 of which are in California, said 
Jo Diaz, director of P.S. I Love You, a petite sirah 
industry advocacy group based in Windsor, Calif.

“It’s so darn hard to get a hold of it,” she said, 
noting that most petite sirah makers only produce 
300 and 500 cases a year.

But more winemakers now are growing 
petite sirah. P.S. I Love You had 60 
member growers and producers involved 
with petite sirah in 2001. Now, the group 
has 533 growers and producers.

“I’m finding it to be a real cult varietal,”
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Diaz said. “People who like petite sirah are free-
spirit people. These are not the cabernet sauvignon 
people. They’re not looking for something elegant. 
They’re looking for something bold. Petite sirah is 
the biggest of the baddest in bold flavor.”

Kafka agrees that petite sirah generates fierce 
loyalty and steady sales.

“It’s a wine for those in the know,” he said. 
And more should know it.

Tom Benezra of Sal’s Beverage World stores said 
California petite sirah is a “somewhat rustic wine” 
that goes well with hearty beef and lamb dishes, 
even hamburgers.

And those in the know know petite sirah is not syrah, 
which is one reason the spelling of petite syrah 
is slowly being phased out among winemakers in 
favor of petite sirah. Although the wine’s origins 
have been open to question, most experts believe 
the grape is a French-born cross between syrah 
and peloursin. This cross was originally named 
“durif” for its creator, Francois Durif, back in the 
1880s, but it got called petite sirah upon arriving in 
California a few years later. Federal alcohol officials 
now consider the two names synonymous.

Chicago-area wine experts report spending much 
time with customers explaining how petite sirah is 
not syrah.

“It is generally less elegant and complex 
than syrah, but its sheer size and full 
flavor can make it very satisfying,” 
Benezra said.


