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You know a wine has an image problem when it needs its 
own advocacy group. Which is why there is the California-
based PS I Love You Inc. The PS stands for petite sirah, a 
grape whose principal problem is that wine lovers too often 
confuse it with syrah, now increasingly called shiraz.

If you ask most wine lovers what their favorite petite sirah 
is, I suspect you'll get either a blank stare or the name of 
a shiraz from Australia or a syrah from France's Rhone 
Valley. The few petite sirahs I recall from the 1970s were 
an inky purple with a surprisingly cherry-like bouquet and 
robust flavor. It didn't help that wine writers often used 
descriptions like ``easy to drink'' and ``versatile,'' which 
are catch phrases for second- rate picnic wines.

According to PS I Love You, the grape was first produced in 
France in 1880 by a Dr. Francois Durif from an old varietal 
called peloursin that had absorbed pollen from syrah. The 
new grape, named durif, had very concentrated clusters 
and made a deep, dark red wine. Yet it never made much 
headway in Europe.

In California, though, durif flourished as early as 1884 and 
was called petite sirah. After Prohibition, the varietal was 
widely planted, making up 60 percent of the total crop in 
Napa Valley. By the 1970s, as an unbridled preference for 
cabernet sauvignon developed in California, petite sirah 
faded. It dropped from 14,000 acres planted in 1976 to 
1,738 acres in 1996.

Tannins, Alcohol

Recently I had a chance to try more than two dozen petite 
sirahs at a Wine Media Guild tasting in New York. I learned 
a lot: first, that petite sirah has come a long way from 
the days when styles differed from producer 
to producer. Most had a clearly identifiable 
varietal character beneath the formidable 
tannins and, in some cases, an alcohol content 
that almost put them into the fortified-wine 
category. (Gelfand Vineyards' 2006 SFR Paso 

PETITE SIRAH (NOT SYRAH!) GETS FAN CLUB 
AS GROWERS GET SERIOUS

Robles Estates ($30) is 16 percent alcohol!)

These are not ``easy drinking'' or ``versatile'' wines. They 
are big, serious reds, fit for grilled or roasted red meats 
such as venison or bison. Later in the tasting my palate 
got used to the tannins and began to appreciate those 
lush cherry-blackberry flavors that make petite sirah a 
real pleasure.

... A bit lighter in body was 2005 Big House ``The Prodigal 
Son'' Paso Robles ($15).

I also enjoyed Cecchetti Wine Co.'s 2006 Line 39 Lake 
County for its lovely nose, ripe fruit and delightful price of 
$15. The 2004 Ehrhardt Estates Winery Clarksburg ($26) 
hit that sweet spot of price versus value, with good minty, 
peppery, mineral notes and complexity throughout.

Jammy Style

A few bottles, like 2004 Stags' Leap Ne Cede Malis Estate 
(a whopping $75), were so dark you couldn't see through 
them...

Given their sturdy tannins, it's difficult to say how these 
wines will age. Many were ready to enjoy right now. And, 
frankly, it's difficult to imagine most wine lovers outside 
the most avid petite sirah fans laying these bottles down 
for the next decade to find out if they'll mellow out.

So is petite sirah the new hot varietal? Not yet, but there 
are plenty of wineries clamoring to get on the bandwagon 
as it starts to roll.

``I've gotten requests from Australia and Israel to join our 
group,'' says Jo Diaz, co-founder and executive 
director of PS I Love You. ``But we're proudly 
a California group of winemakers who have 
pushed for petite sirah through thick and thin. 
I told them all no.'' 


