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Wine Matters ~ Petite sirah rises above hazy roots 
  

John Griffi n EXPRESS-NEWS DINING EDITOR   
  
 Trying to understand the background of petite sirah is like trying to make sense of what would happen if the Three 
Stooges appeared in the middle of “Waiting for Godot.” 
 According to “The Wine Lover’s Companion,” the grape was originally thought to be related to syrah. “Then the 
belief shifted - ... it was actually a variety called Durif.
 “However, in the late 1990s, DNA analysis indicated that Durif was in fact a cross between syrah and a variety 
called peloursin - so the original perception that petite sirah was related to syrah is once again viewed as true. To further 
complicate matters, it was also discovered that while a majority of the petite sirah plantings in California are Durif, a few 
are actually peloursin. Add to this confusion the fact that petite sirah was mentioned as early as the 1880s in California, 
just as Durif was beginning to be propagated.”
 Then there are those vines once thought to be petite sirah but are actually carignane, mourvedre and grenache.
 Got all that? It helps to know some of the background, hazy as it may be, to understand why petite sirahs from dif-
ferent vineyards can vary wildly in the glass.
 There are more petite sirahs on the market than ever before. The number of wineries growing the grape has almost 
tripled in the last few years, according to P.S. I Love You, a group devoted to the varietal. Most are in California, but a few 
growers in Washington and Oregon have planted it as well.
 The appeal is easy to understand. As red wine drinkers’ obsession with big, bold reds continues unabated, some 
are getting tired of spineless merlots and underperforming cabernet sauvignons. The answer is a wine that’s robust and 
playfully bearish, with as much tannin as deep berry fruit, not to mention the occasional hint of tar, chocolate or mint. Yet 
there’s also an undeniable elegance to the wine.
 At a recent tasting of petite sirahs, the balancing act between fi nesse and strength was evident in most of the offer-
ings...
 It was also clear that most of the wines needed a great deal of time to open; the 2002 David Bruce Central Coast 
($18) started off with an intense boysenberry nose but the fruit fl avors didn’t catch up completely until seven hours later. 
Even a 9-year-old Concannon Livermore from my cellar took a few hours before reaching its peak.
 With petite sirah, you often get what you pay for. The $10 2002 Bogle was loud in a one-dimensional way, while 
the $35 2000 Guenoc Serpentine Meadow evolved - again, over fi ve hours - into something very sensual in the glass, 
overripe plum dancing in a swirl of silk.
 Yet the 2000 Guenoc North Coast ($18) was also a winner. Dark with well-integrated fl avors, including chocolate 
and blackberry, it paired nicely with a bittersweet chocolate cake for dessert.
 But the star of the show was the 2002 Rosenblum Pickett Road ($28), which had a great combination of fruit 
fl avors and tobacco that reminded one of a cigar box. “I loved this wine,” Cecil Flengte of Wine2You.com said simply.
 Served with a mixed grill that included pork, duck and lamb, the slight trace of harsh tannin that the Rosenblum 
had suddenly smoothed out and proved easy to drink, said Patty Vander Lin, who has placed a few petite sirahs on her 
wine list at Rose Hill Manor in Stonewall.
 With so many good choices, it’s clear that petite sirah, regardless of its origin, is coming into its own.

jgriffi n@express-news.net
Wine Matters appears Wednesdays in Food.  


