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Lamb stands up to Petite Sirah 
By LYNNE CHAR BENNETT 

A few months ago, I received a voice mail from a reader who was incensed that I paired a lamb dish with 
Znfandel.  “Everyone knows that lamb is supposed to be paired with Petite Sirah,” he said.  But as with most 
things, diversity is key – lamb goes with much more than just Petite Sirah, and Petite Sirah can go with more 
than just lamb, though lamb is high on my list.

Whether it’s a leg of lamb studded with garlic then roasted, herb-rubbed rack of lamb or lamb stews and braises, 
lamb is hearty enough to support muscular Petite Sirah. But not only lamb: Mild or slightly spicy sausage, rare 
beef, venison, buffalo and stews are good with Petite Sirah and appropriate in cool, rainy climes. A pasta dish, 
pizza or sandwich that combines sausage, tomatoes, olives and herbs would be a good choice, too, as would 
other dishes that go with Syrah or Shiraz.

I didn’t develop Lightly Spiced Lamb With Dried Figs for California Petite Sirahs because of calls from the 
American Lamb Board. I enjoy the mild gaminess of lamb, which speaks to the wine without one overpowering 
the other. Not everyone enjoys the gaminess, though, so in this dish it is moderated by spice and dried fruit that 
is braised with the lamb. 

The Petite Sirahs recommended by the panel are mostly full-bodied and muscular, with blackberry, blueberry 
and cassis fruit. These inky, dark wines also have spice, dark chocolate, pencil shavings and earth aromas and 
fl avors; some show barnyard notes and toasty oak and tannins.

In the recipe, turmeric, cinnamon, mustard seed, cumin and coriander accent the slight spice notes in the wine; 
the dried fi gs and currant give fruitiness, which match the wine’s dark fruit. 

The addition of vegetables like rutabaga provides some earthiness. If you use butternut squash – a good match 
for the turmeric – it gives more sweetness to the dish and should be used in moderate quantities or served with a 
fruitier wine, perhaps with a touch of sweetness. 

Turmeric, a much-used ingredient in Middle Eastern cuisine, is the base of most yellow curries, whether made 
from scratch, a powder or paste. 

Used in Ayurvedic medicine, turmeric is said to have antioxidant properties, and might help reduce infl amma-
tion and have other health benefi ts, though as with most “nutraceuticals,” the quantity that must be eaten to 
achieve such benefi ts is not clear. 

Whether you choose to have lamb, beef, or game with a Petite Sirah, the dish should be substantial so the best 
of both wine and food can be enjoyed.
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