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FEW things are certain about the grape that Americans know as petite sirah, but one thing is for
sure: it is a survivor.

By all rights petite sirah, which can be traced back in California to the 1880’s, should by now have
disappeared into the dusty archives of wine history, a relic of the years when California was
searching for its winemaking identity. Instead, it has hung on despite seemingly overwhelming
obstacles. In the last decade petite sirah has won a small but dedicated following that tirelessly
promotes its virtues.

Curious about this small-scale phenomenon, and sympathetic by nature to the underdog, the Dining
section’s wine panel recently sampled 25 petite sirahs. My colleague Florence Fabricant and I were
joined by two guests, Doug Polaner of Polaner Selections, a wine wholesaler, and Mark Golodetz, a
contributing editor to Wine Enthusiast magazine.

What we found was a collection of wines that fit nobody’s marketing profile of what American
consumers are seeking. In an era in which red wines have become progressively softer and easier
to drink, the classic petite sirah packs intense blueberry and eucalyptus flavors along with a
powerful wallop of tannin, which can make it almost impenetrable without a few years of
tenderizing. The wines are highly aromatic yet with all the subtlety of a chain saw.

Surprisingly, though, while the spicy fruit flavors were somewhat reminiscent of zinfandels, these
wines — and especially our favorites — contained less alcohol, 13 percent to 14.5 percent, than
most zinfandels, which typically hover around 15 percent. Nonetheless, nothing is petite about
petite sirah. Whether anything is syrah about petite sirah is still a somewhat open question.

Back in the 1990’s the question of petite sirah’s identity seemed to have been solved. DNA studies
by Dr. Carole Meredith, a geneticist at the University of California at Davis, showed that petite sirah
was identical with durif, an obscure French grape that itself was a cross between syrah, the noble
grape of the northern Rhone Valley, and peloursin, a grape even more arcane than durif. And yet



with petite sirah, nothing is simple. It turns out that the durif is only one of several grapes that had
been called petite sirah in California. Some of these grapes may have been actual syrah. Others
may have been peloursin. Nowadays petite sirah is almost always durif.

For years petite sirah was most commonly used as a blending grape. If a red wine needed darker
color or more tannin, winemakers would simply add some petite sirah. It’s not illegal or unethical. In
this country a wine like cabernet sauvignon need only contain 75 percent of cabernet sauvignon
grapes to be called cabernet sauvignon. The rest of the wine can come from whatever grapes the
winemaker prefers.

So winemakers kept petite sirah around because of its blending facility, but its numbers were
dwindling. In 1992 the amount of petite sirah planted in California had dropped to less than 3,000
acres, from more than 11,000 acres in 1980. It seemed the grape might go the way of alicante
bouschet, a once popular blending grape that has largely disappeared.

And yet a small band of producers has remained loyal to the idea that petite sirah, standing alone,
can produce a worthy table wine. In 2002, spearheaded by Foppiano Vineyards, longtime petite
sirah producers in the Russian River Valley, they formed a group to promote their beloved grape.
Back then the group, called P.S. I Love You, counted 65 producers. Now that number has increased
to 187. As of 2003 the group said that more than 5,000 acres were planted with petite sirah.

Five or 10 years ago we might have had trouble finding 25 petite sirahs to taste. Now it’s no
trouble at all. Of the wines we tasted, 24 were petite sirahs from California. The 25th was a durif
from Australia. On the whole it was an appealing group: ripe, spicy wines that were easy to drink
and easy to understand. The best were deep and rich, though rarely complex. Too many, though,
seemed out of balance — too sweet, or too tannic, or somehow hollow in the center. Could it be
that, having preserved the grape for its robust likability, some producers were now overly
ambitious, striving to make something out of petite sirah beyond its ability?

The price range, from $11 to $79, would certainly indicate a range of intentions. Yet regardless of
price, the panel shied away from the high-alcohol versions. And regardless of reputation, neither
the 15.9 percent David Bruce, the 15.5 percent Cosentino or the 14.9 percent Turley made our Top
10 list.

Perhaps it was a question of equilibrium. Our favorite, the ’02 Trentadue, was on the potent side at
14.8 percent alcohol, yet in addition to its intense fruit and rugged tannins, it seemed well
balanced. So did the ’01 Carver Sutro, 14.4 percent, (which Mr. Polaner’s company distributes), as
well as the least expensive wines on our list, the ’02 Bogle, the ’02 Peirano Estate and the ’03
Vinum Cellars, all 13.5 to 14 percent.

Powerful wines like these youthful petite sirahs demand juicy, fatty meats like steaks and sausages
to tame their tannins. But what happens when they age? Mr. Golodetz was kind enough to bring
along a 1976 Stags’ Leap Winery petite sirah, a lovely old wine that seemed almost delicate though
the primary fruit flavors were still apparent. Its 2001 counterpart showed unusual mineral and
herbal flavors compared with the others, and, with 25 years between them, seemed to have little in
common with the ’76. It was, by the way, 14.2 percent alcohol, while the ’76 was 12 percent.

The Australian durif? It was a 2001 Connor Park, and it just missed making our list. In the past I’ve
had pretty good petite sirah from the Baja Peninsula, of all places. But unless the movement goes
global beyond a few isolated outposts, California remains the petite sirah capital of the world.

For an original copy of this story, visit www.nytimes.com, and search on Petite Sirah



Tasting Report: Intense Flavors to Fly in the Face of Marketing Plans*

Trentadue Alexander Valley 2002

$28

** 1/2

A blast of blueberry and blackberry aromas; persistent fruit flavors backed by rugged tannins.

EOS Reserve Paso Robles 2000

$30

** 1/2

Broad and fruity with dense, smoky flavors; ready to drink now.

Miro Dry Creek Valley Coyote Ridge Vineyard 2001 (Trentadue’s winemaker Miro Tcholakov)

$35

**

Full-bodied and concentrated with dark fruit aromas; sweet and tannic.

Bogle California 2002

$11

**

Balanced, accessible and straightforward with intense aromas and tame tannins.

* The listed reviews are PS I Love You members
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