
Peasant turns prince
Long considered an ignoble grape, 

Petite Sirah’s parentage lifts the variety from working class to nobility

Steve Pitcher

www.psiloveyou.org

Petite Sirah is enjoying a resurgence lately, in part 
because its father has been identifi ed.

With its parentage considered dubious, Petite Sirah 
was saddled for decades with a reputation of being 
a robust, tannic workhorse best suited for blending 
into jug wine or bringing color and substance to 
weak-kneed Zinfandels, wimpy Cabernet Sauvi-
gnons and other structurally challenged reds. Not 
anymore. Varietal Petite Sirah is now produced 
by more wineries than ever, with many offerings 
fetching high prices and receiving high praise from 
critics. And each year, more and more acres are 
planted with its vines.

Along the way, the grape acquired a royal pedigree. 
During its long, mostly undistinguished history in 
California, Petite Sirah was considered by most 
people in the grape business to be a minor variety, 
with none of the cachet of a noble wine grape like 
Cabernet Sauvignon or Pinot Noir.

There were always exceptions: Foppiano Vine-
yards, Stags’ Leap Winery and David Bruce Winery 
are longtime champions of Petite Sirah, as is Con-
cannon Vineyard, the fi rst winery to release it as a 
varietal. People who love big red wine often have a 
passion for Petite Sirah, even with its incongruous 
name, since it certainly is not petite and isn’t quite 
Syrah. There is, in fact, an enduring enthusiasm for 
“Pets” or “Petty Saras,” as winemakers often call 
these wines, which borders on fanaticism.

“We sell out of our limited-production Petite Sirah 
within a week of release. It’s a cult item,” says

Carole Meredith’s work as a plant geneticist at the Department of 
Viticulture and Enology at UC Davis established Petite Sirah’s true 
identity and its parentage. Meredith (pictured in her Syrah vinyard 
with Mickey the cat) also produces wines in Napa Valley. 
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winemaker David Jones of Lava Cap Winery in the 
Sierra foothills.

Greg Brown, the owner/winemaker at T-Vine Cel-
lars in Calistoga, concurs: “I sell more of my Petite 
Sirah to my direct-consumer list than my Zins and 
Grenache. These customers don’t buy just one case 
of Petite, they buy fi ve and six cases -- as much as 
they can get.”

At Carlisle Winery and Vineyards in Dry Creek 
Valley, winemaker Mike Offi cer holds a glass of his 
Petite Sirah up to the light and expresses the near 
rapture of Pet producers. “It’s totally black, glass-
staining,” he marvels. “Just looking at this wine 
gets me excited!” Taking a sip, he notes, “It’s like 
blueberry syrup.” As the wine lingers, he says,
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 “Typical Pet tannins creep in on the fi nish but only 
to leave the palate begging, pleading for more.”

Yet, until fairly recently, the closest Petite Sirah 
came to distinction was being declared synony-
mous with a French wine grape called Durif.

But like the fairytale frog that morphed into a 
prince from a maiden’s kiss, Petite Sirah was el-
evated closer to noble status by modern DNA plant 
analysis. No longer can wine writers glibly assert 
that Petite Sirah is not related in any way to Syrah. 
It turns out there’s nobility in its genes after all.

Credit for this discovery goes to Carole Meredith, 
whose seminal research as a plant geneticist in the 
Department of Viticulture and Enology at UC Da-
vis had, by 1998, conclusively established not only 
Petite Sirah’s true identity but the grape’s parent-
age as well.

That Petite Sirah is really Durif had been widely 
known in wine circles since at least the mid-1970s, 
after French ampelographers (experts in grapevine 
identifi cation) examined the vines labeled Petite 
Sirah in the UC Davis varietal collection and iden-
tifi ed them positively as Durif.

Francois Durif, a botanist and grape breeder at the 
University of Montpellier in southern France, dis-
covered the grape variety in his experimental vine-
yard around 1880 and named it after himself. The 
new grape was the result of an unintended crossing 
of two grape varieties in the good doctor’s care, 
when the pollen of the “father” vine came into con-
tact with the fl ower of the “mother” vine.

Durif didn’t know who the father was, but admired 
the vine’s resistance to downy mildew, a fungal 
disease then rampant in European vineyards.

“Dr. Durif knew that his new plant came from a 
seed formed on Peloursin,” says Meredith, “but he 
did not know where the pollen came from. If he 
had known he would have made a big deal out of 
it.” Durif, you see, sold vines to growers.

Meredith’s DNA “fi ngerprinting” research, pub-
lished in the American Journal of Enology and Vi-
ticulture in 1999, identifi ed the source of the pollen 
and conclusively demonstrated that Durif is a cross 
of the obscure southern French grape Peloursin 
and Syrah, the noble variety that is the basis for 
the great Hermitage and Cote Rotie wines of the 
Rhone Valley.

“Peloursin is the mother and Syrah is the father,” 
Meredith says, “which means that Petite Sirah is 
the legitimate offspring of Syrah. Half of the ge-
netic makeup of Petite Sirah came directly from 
Syrah. They are two distinct varieties, but they’re 
as closely related as two varieties can be.” In hu-
man terms, it resembles a “morganatic marriage” 
-- a term rarely used today that describes a union 
between a member of a royal family (Syrah) and 
a commoner (Peloursin) in which the rank of the 
commoner partner remains unchanged and the child 
of the marriage (Petite Sirah a.k.a. Durif) does not 
succeed to the title of the royal parent.

Wine scholar Charles Sullivan reveals in “A Com-
panion to California Wine” (University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1998) that in 1884, Charles McIver 
(owner of Linda Vista Winery near San Jose) im-
ported Durif’s newly propagated grapevines for his 
vineyard and for sale to other growers, dubbing his 
Durif “Petite Sirah.”

No one knows why McIver coined the name, al-
though it is probable that he wanted to make the 
Rhone connection for commercial purposes, and 
“Durif” isn’t a particularly sexy name and gives no 
hint of the vine’s region of origin. Because “Petite 
Syrah” was already being used then in California 
as a synonym for true Syrah, McIver got as close 
as he could with “Petite Sirah.”

Growers and the wine trade liked Petite for its deep 
color, fragrance and high yield, and it soon became 
a vineyard favorite. By the beginning of the 20th 
century, Petite Sirah, Zinfandel and Mourvedre 
(a.k.a. Mataro) were the three most widely planted 
wine grapes in California. As recently as 1970,
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Petite Sirah was the dominant grape variety in the 
Napa Valley, and in the mid- 1970s, some 13,000 
acres of the variety could be found in the state.

Then California vintners and growers got Cabernet 
fever, and Petite Sirah acreage began dwindling, 
until by the early 1990s it had shrunk to about 
1,600 acres statewide.

With the turn of the millennium, Petite’s prospects 
began to brighten. U. S. Department of Agricul-
ture grape acreage statistics for California refl ect a 
comeback for the variety, with about 4,400 acres in 
2002, increasing to 5,166 acres in 2003. That’sstill 
tiny compared to Cabernet’s more than 75,000 
acres, but it’s signifi cant for a variety that had been 
on the verge of extinction.

The number of California wineries producing 
varietal Petite Sirah (sometimes calling it Petite 
Syrah) has increased even more dramatically. In 
2001, there were 65 Pet producers, but in 2003 the 
number jumped to 160, and by the end of 2004, the 
number had risen to 190.

And to think it all started with just two wineries 
in 1964, when Concannon Vineyard released the 
fi rst varietal Petite Sirah -- vintage 1961 from the 
Livermore Valley -- followed a couple of months 
later with a bottling from Souverain Cellars.

The revelation in 1999 that Petite has Syrah nobil-
ity in its genetic makeup eventually led to its ac-
ceptance in 2002 as a bona fi de Rhone variety by 
the Rhone Rangers, an organization of some 150 
American winery and grower members whose goal 
is to increase the public’s awareness and apprecia-
tion of Rhone-style wines.

Since its inception in 1997, the group had shunned 
Petite Sirah and barred it from being poured at the 
huge Rhone Ranger public tasting every March in 
San Francisco. Now wine lovers have an opportu-
nity to taste Syrah and Petite Sirah side by side on a 
grand scale, especially from wineries that produce 
both varietals, to personally distinguish similarities 
and differences.

Taste profi les for Petite Sirah and Syrah differ in 
signifi cant respects, with most Pet winemakers de-
scribing young Petite Sirah as having a noticeable 
black pepper spice aroma and taste. Syrah, on the 
other hand, leans more toward the berry notes, al-
though there’s plenty of blackberry fruit in Petite 
Sirah as well.

“Syrah is more spicy and ripe berries, like a berry-
type Zinfandel,” says Bill Regan, winemaker at 
Foppiano Vineyards. “Our Petites typically show 
currants and black pepper spice in the nose, and 
rich, jammy fruit fl avors.” 

Veteran Mendocino County winemaker Dennis 
Patton, who has consulted for Fetzer Vineyards 
among others, observes that, “Syrahs are fl eshier, 
rounder with spicy, high-toned aromatics, while 
Petite Sirahs are bigger, bolder, with a distinctive 
cracked pepper character.”

Robert Brittan, winemaker at Stags’ Leap Winery 
in Napa, concedes that the fl avor profi le of Syrah 
is diffi cult to defi ne. “When done well, Syrahs are 
more forward, with violets and sometimes a gamy 
note, but then they can be hard and short in the 
fi nish,” he says, distinguishing his fl agship Petite 
Sirah as “a more delicate wine than its deep col-
or or fl avor intensity would imply, giving off big 
aromas of blackberry, mocha and forest fl oor, and 
similar fl avors that have a blackberry-syrup kind 
of richness, heavier and denser fl avors than Syrah. 
I also fi nd that Petite Sirah has a longer fi nish than 
Syrah.”

Yet learning to love or even appreciate Petites re-
quires a commitment more demanding than culti-
vating a relationship with pushover varietals like 
Merlot or Chardonnay. Indeed, the principal reason 
why some wine lovers may have found Petite Sirah 
a disagreeable taste experience is that they didn’t 
drink it under ideal conditions.

Unlike most other wines, Petite Sirah requires -- 
nay, demands -- decanting and extended breathing 
time before the wine can be properly enjoyed. 
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-- Durif is a cross of Syrah (father vine) and Pelour-
sin (mother vine).-- Durif and Petite Sirah (some-
times spelled “Petite Syrah”) have become synony-
mous.

-- Petite Sirah is a Rhone grape variety, but found 
almost exclusively in California.

-- Syrah and Petite Sirah are distinct Rhone variet-
ies, but as closely related as two varieties can be, 
just as father and son are distinct individuals, but 
closely related.

-- Concannon Vineyard was the fi rst winery to re-
lease a varietal Petite Sirah; its 1961 Livermore 
Valley bottling hit the shelves in 1964.

-- Petite Sirah should be decanted and allowed at 
least one hour of “breathing time” to be properly 
enjoyed.

-- Steve Pitcher
Petite Sirah resources

P.S. I Love You. This promotional organization of-
fers additional articles, Petite-friendly recipes, the 
Petite Sirah time line, answers to frequently asked 
questions and other useful information psiloveyou.
org; (707) 620-0788.

The “Petite Report” newsletter. Includes highlights 
from the annual Petite Sirah Symposium, available 
at foppiano.com; (707) 433-7272.

Roster of Petite Sirah producers. Now at 190, the 
list is compiled by the editor of the “Petite Report”; 
(707) 620-0788.

-- S. P.

Steve Pitcher is a San Francisco writer and a con-
tributing editor for The Wine News. E-mail him at 
wine@sfchronicle.com.
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is is true whether the wine is young and full of in-
tensity, or older and still sleepy and semi-conscious 
after a long hibernation.

If the wine is young, it probably isn’t throwing any 
sediment. In that case, simply extract the cork and 
glug the wine straight into the decanter, aerating 
the Petite as much as possible in the process. Go 
ahead, swirl and slosh it around in the decanter, 
too. After thus jumpstarting the wine, walk away 
from the decanter and don’t even think of sipping 
its contents for about an hour -- longer if you can 
keep your hands off the beckoning vessel with its 
almost black liquid fairly pulsating with energy 
and vitality. It will fi ll the room with heady aromas 
of black pepper and blackberry jam.

Because Petites are some of the longest-lived of 
California’s red wines, smoothing out their tannins 
and taking on a mellowness with 10, 15 or 20 years 
in the cellar, they make a savvy choice as a wine 
to buy on the birth of a child, since a case of Petite 
will cellar splendidly until the kid fi nally achieves 
drinking age.

While some jaded collectors insist that Petite Sirah 
may mellow with age, but not gain much complex-
ity, it’s because they haven’t given the wine time to 
open up and truly show its stuff. For these vener-
able elders, check for sediment and, if present, skip 
the glugging and carefully decant the wine, again 
allowing at least an hour’s breathing time.

All things considered, Petite Sirah is one wine that 
richly rewards forethought.
Petite Sirah in a nutshell

-- Francois Durif’s eponymous grape arrives in 
California from southern France in 1884, where 
Charles McIver, the American importer, promptly 
renames it “Petite Sirah.”

-- All Petite Sirah in California is Durif.
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