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Petite Sirah may be the most deceptively named wine 
grape.

It sounds French, but the wine is decidedly American. 
“Petite” makes you think it’s slight and delicate - but 
the wine has a gargantuan flavor and finish. “Sirah” may 
make you think of “syrah” but syrah is a distant relative. 
The wines have little resemblance.

From the early days of European settlement, California 
was planted with grapes whose type or orgins were 
unknown or lost to those tending the vineyards.

One of those grapevines was ordained “petite sirah” for 
its small berries and vague resemblance to syrah. More 
recently, geneticists were able to prove it was the same 
grape as “Durif” a little-known grape from Southern 
France named for a man who developed the grape. Sure 
enough, there is some syrah in its ancestory.

Bogle Vineyards 2008 California Petite Sirah shows raspberry and herbal/minty edge with intensely rich wild 
berry flavors and a tart finish. $13. HHH 1/2

I visited petite sirah pioneer Foppiano Vineyards in Sonoma County and had the opportunity to taste some 
wonderful aged petite sirah. Foppiano 2005 Russian River Valley Petite Sirah still has prominent tannins, but 
has staying power to improve for at least five to 10 more years. Berry flavors mellowed to black cherry and once 
hearty spice converted to spearmint. With elements of cocoa and cola nut, the wine continues to evolve. Special 
order. $20. HHHH

Petite sirah is versatile. Some wines are immediately satisfying, others worthy of cellaring. Either way petite sirah 
is a niche wine worth knowing.

GRADE: 
Exceptional  HHHHH
Above average  HHHH
Good   HHH
Below average  HH
Poor   H

Small berries make big wine. Most of a red wine’s 
flavor, texture and color comes grape skin and seeds. 
Smaller berries means a greater proportion of skin and 
seeds in the fermenter.

The other petit grape, petit verdot, is another example 
where petite doesn’t mean small.

You’ve probably had petite sirah tucked away 
anonymously in other wines, adding heft to needy 
zinfandels or even inexpensive merlot and cabernet. 
As a standalone, it’s still a niche wine - not obscure, 
but certainly not omni-like zinfandel. A group trying to 
increase the profile of petite sirah, smartly named P.S. I 
Love You, gets the word out via www.psiloveyou.org.

Petite sirah is an inky wine with robust, rustic flavors. 
It is often treated with oak. But oak is no match for the 
strong flavors. Pair petite sirah with flavorful meats such 
as Korean ribs, sweet Italian sausage or hearty game.

Nothing small about petite sirah
David Falchek
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