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A group that supports zinfandel wines staged a 
public tasting in San Francisco two weeks ago, and 
10,000 hardy souls braved clear skies and warm 
weather to sip massive amounts of this California-
bred wonder.

Meanwhile, more quietly, plans were afoot to send 
a number of other red-wine makers on a train tour 
to promote their version of a different red wine.

The smaller group supports petite sirah, which has 
not aroused the passions of masses of consumers. 
Its followers are smaller in number than zin’s fol-
lowers but no less passionate.

Among red-wine lovers, zinfandel and petite sirah 
are California’s two unique varieties, not found 
as varietal wines anywhere else to any substantial 
degree. Yes, a handful of producers make zin in 
Washington, and a couple produce it in Australia 
and New Zealand. And yes, petite sirah may be 
found in South America in tiny amounts.

But the two varieties seem to thrive in California. 
Where the wines part company is in their typical 
use.

Zinfandel is exotically fruity. Its adherents are 
thrilled to liken its aroma to strawberry, raspberry, 
plum jam, and port. It’s a wine that’s usually con-
sumed young; it loses some of its charming fruit 
when it is aged too long.

Petite sirah, on the other hand, is nearly a brute 
with its hard, tannic edge that requires years to 
tame. This is a wine that can be aged 20 years and 
still deliver attractive character.

The word that best describes this almost-always-
black wine is dense; the British would say such 
wines have “fi erce tannins,” and fi rst-time tast-
ers literally cringe at the amount of astringency it 
leaves on tongue and teeth.

In fact, the society that was formed to promote Pe-
tite Sirah, called PS I Love You, calls its promo-
tional trip the Blue Tooth Tour, and when it stages 
public tasting events, it typically gives out tooth-
brushes as mementoes.

PS I Love You was founded by promotion-minded 
Jo Diaz, with support from Lou Foppiano, presi-
dent of the Foppiano Winery, long a producer of 
one of Sonoma County’s darkest red wines from 
the variety.

Three years ago, an inaugural symposium was held 
for petite sirah growers and winemakers. During 
that event, it was pointed out that many old vine-
yards had been ripped out to make way for more 
popular grapes.

And discussion began about starting a “heritage 
clone vineyard.”

This would be a plot dedicated to saving old genetic 
stock of petite sirah vines for future generations.

Diaz said, “After the fi rst symposium, with Louis’ 
blessing, I call Jim Wolpert (at the University of 
California, Davis) to discuss the idea.” Wolpert op-
erates a UC Davis zinfandel heritage clone project 
in the Napa Valley, and he said he would be happy 
to begin another focusing on petite sirah.
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 The problem is funding, said Diaz, but some of 
that may be resolving itself.

She said Patty Bogle of Bogle Winery “called us to 
say that she really wanted to see a heritage clone 
vineyard ... and offered fi nancial support.”

Soon after, before the third PS I Love You sym-
posium, Bogle and her winemaker, Chris Smith, 
along with Diaz, Foppiano and his executive as-
sistant, Christine Wells, met to draw up a strategic 
plan.

Then, Jim Concannon, the fi rst to make a petite sir-
ah as a varietal in California, offered his support. 
And a number of growers voiced their backing. A 
database of PS growers has been started.

Now, a new group has indicated it may be of as-
sistance here. The National Grape and Wine Ini-
tiative, formed 18 months ago, is seeking federal 
funding for wine research. Among the projects that 
may be on its agenda is saving historic clones of 
petite sirah.

Meanwhile, PS I Love You launched its West Coast 
tour last week with a tasting in San Francisco for 

media and trade representatives. That tour, via 
train, resumes Feb. 21 in Seattle. On Feb. 22, the 
winemakers will be in Portland, Ore. The tour ends 
in Los Angeles on Feb. 25. In May, the PS I Love 
You group resumes touring, going to Dallas and 
through the Midwest and ending in Chicago.

Although its tastings are technically not open to 
the public, Diaz said, a few very interested con-
sumers have contacted her, and “I put them on the 
VIP list.”

And she said she’d be happy to do so for other con-
sumers who call her at 1-707-620-0788. . . .

WINE OF THE WEEK: 2001 Foppiano Petite 
Sirah, Sonoma County ($23) -- Exactly what pe-
tite sirah delivers: huge concentrated fruit of baked 
cherries, hints of bat leaf and pepper, and a rough 
layer of tannins that can only be cut by a char-
grilled steak or 15 years of aging. The 2002, just 
released, offers more of the same.

Dan Berger resides in Sonoma County. Berger 
publishes a weekly newsletter on wine and can be 
reached at

danberger@VintageExperiences.com.


