
Petite Sirah and Heritage Vineyards 

A White Paper on the history of Petite Sirah: 

At Biale, where we produce a little Petite Sirah in the middle of Napa Valley where Cab is King, I have a 

special name for it – “Cabernet Helper.” 

In the Biale tasting room, when we’re discussing all the fantastic natural attributes of Petite Sirah – juicy 

black and blue fruit, great structure, satisfying tannins, longevity, versatility with food etc. and a lack of 

bell peppery veggies ,  I have been known to sum it up with “ you know, when you get down to it, Petite 

Sirah… is the really grape that Cabernet wants to be.” 

But hey, to my Cabernet-loving friends I say “good for you - knock yourself out, but have you had Petite 

Sirah lately?” 

I totally agree with Robert Parker’s often-stated view that Petite Sirah is the most underrated variety for 

pleasure and longevity in California. Like a lot of immigrants, the orphan grape from Rhône, now known 

to be the love child of Syrah and Peloursin found a perfect home and huge success in the Golden State. 

For over a hundred years, Petite Sirah was one of the preferred grapes by Californian winemakers and 

farmers. Here was a grape that was reliable in the vineyard and a magical grape in the cellars – blending 

beautifully with many varieties by adding structure and dark fruit to transform every red wine. Its 

resilient and beefy nature made it a favorite for shipping to home winemakers during Prohibition and 

Petite Sirah surpassed Zinfandel in planted acreage in Napa Valley, and the two combined for nearly half 

of Napa’s production as late as 1970. 

Working with a lot of historic vineyards as we do in Napa and Sonoma, we recognize along with our 

many colleagues that the old vineyards are anything but homogenous : Carignane, Zinfandel, Petite 

Sirah, Mondeuse, Alicante Bouschet, Grand noir, Tempranillo, Early Burgundy, Mataro – sometimes 

dozens of varieties are found in these field blends with Petite being the brick and mortar holding them 

all together as a complete red wine.  In recent  years a new generation of winemakers have stepped up 

to treat Petite with more reverence and modern winemaking and viticulture, taming the tannins  

producing rounder, better balanced wines with even deeper flavors, and more pronounce aromas. We 

know where Parker stands, and now we see regular tasting notes and reviews in Wine Spectator and we 

are actually back in the discussion at Petite and Zin Skeptic a.k.a. The Wine Enthusiast. Thanks for 

coming today, Mr. Heimoff! 

Farmers are practical and generally go with what works and is reliable. In recent vintages, being cooler 

than normal in Napa Valley, we have witnessed Petite Sirah and Zinfandel coming in well before the 

longer ripening Bordeaux varieties – getting across the finish line in great shape while the poor Cabernet 

our neighbors were waiting for continued to hang out in the cold and, in the case of 2011 –rain,  and 

take a beating. We think the old-time  farmers were on to something going with grapes of the black mix 

that not only made good wine, but delivered a high quality crop year after year. When the marketing 

revolution happened after the Judgement in Paris and interestingly enough - an Italian heritage Robert 



Mondavi started pushing for French varietals (great promoter - go figure), and Bordeaux in particular, a 

lot of growers pulled out their old vineyards, making Petite Sirah nearly extinct- dropping acreage within 

20 years from a high of 14,000 acres to just 2400 in 1995. 

 Today, Pet is on the rise again, finding new quality standards and interest by younger winemakers 

statewide and drinkers and by baby-boomers rediscovering its virtues, acreage has climbed back up to 

nearly 7000 with farmers incentivized to plant more as grape prices have improved near the coast and in 

the interior valleys. Today, old Petite Sirah vineyards are quite rare partly due to the markets but also, 

according to guru David Gates of Ridge, that Petite Sirah has a proclivity for wood diseases such as 

utypa, that makes the surviving vineyards that much more special. 

The Historic Vineyard Society 

The Heritage Vineyard Society is a 501c3 organization formed in 2010 in order to catalogue and officially 

register California’s oldest vineyards with the long term goal of preserving these precious resources. 

A project team was instituted that is comprised mainly of wineries who are recognized for the 

production of wines from historic vineyards: 

Tegan Passalacqua, Turley Wine Cellars 

Bob Biale, Robert Biale Vineyards 

David Gates, Ridge Vineyards 

Morgan Twain Peterson, Bedrock Wine Co. 

Mike Officer, Carlisle Vineyards 

The two other team members include a consumer advocate, Mike Dildine, and noted international wine 

writer, Jancis Robinson. 

So far, 219 vineyards have been catalogued and 65 have been officially registered by HVS.  A registration 

is granted the review team has validated the facts pertaining to the vineyard. 

An officially registered vineyard must conform to basic guidelines: 

Currently producing 

Planted before 1960 

At least 1/3 of the existing vines must be from the original planting date. 

I have compiled a partial list of old vineyards that include significant portions or blocks of Petite Sirah, 

perhaps the group today could help me and the HVS out by throwing in those that I’ve missed. It’s a 

work in progress after all: 



Sonoma: Trentadue, Fieldstone, Parducci, Foppiano, Pedroncelli, David Coffaro, Whitton Ranch 

(Geyserville), Maple, Stellwagen, Wellington, Lytton Springs, Allegria 

Napa Valley: York Creek, Stag’s Leap Ne Cede Malis, Hayne, David Fulton, Old Kraft, Palisades, Aratas, 

Switchback, Library 

Lodi: Michael David, Mettler, 

On May 9th   of this year,  I was in attendance along with an HVS group when House Resoluton 9 was 

passed by the California Legislature, recognizing the importance of California’s historic vineyards: 

WHEREAS, California’s living and producing historic vineyards that were planted in the late 19th century 

through the mid-20th century still make a significant contribution to the state’s economy and reputation 

as a global wine growing region; and 

WHEREAS, Historic vineyards are found throughout California, east from the Sierra foothills and San 

Joaquin County, west to the Sonoma coast, north to Mendocino, and south to the Cucamonga Valley; 

and 

WHEREAS, Historic vineyards are beautiful and treasured survivors that have lived through the ravages 

of phylloxera, economic downturns, consumer popularity fluctuations, and in many cases, prohibition 

and world wars; and 

WHEREAS, These historic vineyards provide an important living repository for wine grape budwood and 

genetic material; and 

WHEREAS, Historic vineyards often provide a living window on past vineyard practices including, but not 

limited to, head-trained vines and dry farming; and 

WHEREAS, The interplanted field blends of grape varieties that were a common practice of the 

immigrant farmers who planted California vineyards in the past characterize an era of agricultural 

practice and impart wine attributes that are uniquely Californian; and 

WHEREAS, Fragile older vines are often less productive than younger vines and can require special care 

to maintain; and 

WHEREAS, Most historic vineyards are family owned and exist by virtue of the passion of their 

caretakers; and 

WHEREAS, The wine made from California’s historic vineyards continues to delight wine lovers 

throughout the world and imparts prestige to the state as a place to live, work, and visit; now, therefore, 

be it 

Resolved by the Assembly of the State of California, That the Assembly recognizes the contribution of 

California’s living historic vineyards to the agricultural and social heritage of the state as well as to the 

enjoyment of wine enthusiasts throughout California and the world; and be it further 



Resolved, that the Chief Clerk of the Assembly transmit copies of this resolution to the author for 

appropriate distribution. 

 

 

  


