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A Robust Red Goes Straight to the Point

By FRANK J. PRIAL

If it didn’t have such aFrench-sounding name, petite sirah might have becomethe al-American grapewe
mistakenly think zinfandel to be. During thelong hegemony of thejug wines, it wasusudly petitesirah that
lent them whatever vinous character they could muster. Many aCdiforniawine sold as Burgundy or Chianti
owed itsmodest appeal to agrape whose name never appeared on thelabel, the sturdy, blue-collar petite
grah.

Nowadays, athoughitisstill often added to zinfandelsfor backbone, petite sirah tendsto stand onitsown.
Noticing morebottles of petite sirah inthe stores, and at higher pricesthan you might imagine, the Dining
section tasting panel decided to examinetheappeal of thisonce-humblegrape.

Asistrueof zinfandel, the provenance of petite sirah was shrouded in mystery. For thelongest time, it was
thought to be related to an obscure French grape called the durif. Now, thanksto DNA studiesby Dr.
Carole Meredith, ageneticist at the University of Californiaat Davis, weknow that it isdurif. A couple of
wineriesareevenlabeling their petitesirahsasdurif.

Durif camefrom France, the offspring of syrah, the noble grape of Hermitage and Cote-Rétie, and al esser-
known variety caled peloursin. By themid-1960' s, both petite sirah and zinfandel (which, by theway,
comesfrom Croatia) had broken away from their jug-wineimage and begun to establish themsalvesas
Americanvarietals. Zinfandel went onto stardom and indeed isthe more nuanced and complex of thetwo.
But petite sirah hasitsown rugged appeal and ahost of loyal followerswho appreciateit.

The pand’ senthusiasmfor petite sirah, though, wasnot entirely unbridled. Thethreeregulars, Amanda
Hesser, Eric Asmov and |, along with our guest, Warren Fraser, asommelier at Washington Park, aGreen-
wich Villagerestaurant, tasted 22 wines. Four werefrom the 2001 vintage, fivefrom 2000, eight from
1999, four from 1998 and onefrom 1997. Average price wasjust under $24 abottle.

Theappeal of petitesirahiscertainly not subtlety. It isintense, loud and direct, meant for food rather than
for cocktail spping, and hearty food at that.

“Youneedfoodto pull it back,” said Mr. Fraser, who added that he does not have petitesirah on his
restaurant’ swinelist.

Both Ms. Hesser and Mr. Asimov agreed. “ It saone-dimensiona winethat you would enjoy havingwitha
burger,” Mr. Asimov said. But would you want to pay $33, $35 or even $60 for aburger wine?

| think that petite sirah does better work asablending grapethan onitsown, though | did find somewines
at our tasting that had the characteristics of agood Rhone.

Petite srah hasfound ahomein California, whereit thrivesfrom Mendocino to the M exican border. Just for
fun, weincluded abottlefrom south of that border in our exercise: a1999 from L .A. Cetto, awinemaker in
the Guadalupe Valley in BgjaCdifornia. The price wasright — $9 — but thewine, though some of usliked



itsfruit, failed to make our Top 10 chart. But then again, to my surpriseat least, the most expensivewinein
thetasting, a$60 bottle of 1999 Chiarello Roux Old Vine, didn’'t makeit either. Michael Chiareloisthe
chef and an owner at TraVigne, apopular NapaValley restaurant.

Top scorer, with three stars, wasthe one 1997 inthe group, from LorcaWines, inthe Napa Valley. This
wasabigfavoritewith Ms. Hesser (“intense but soft and suppl€e”) and me (“ balanced, long finishand a
touch of elegance’). Mr. Asmov found it straightforward and unpretentious. Mr. Fraser, lessimpressed,
found it better on the pal ate than on the nose. In reviewing thewineearlier thisyear, The Minneapolis Star
Tribunecalled it “ dark and sinister, theway agood petite sirah should be.”

Our best value was a 2001 Foppiano Vineyards ($14.50) from the Paso Robles region. We gave it
two and a half stars. Mr. Asimov called it “intense and spicy,” Ms. Hesser liked the “citrus and
lavender” aromas and Mr. Fraser liked it but thought it a bit young.

Infact, good petite sirah ageswell. | have amagnum of the 1974 Callaway Vineyardsthat Ely Callaway
gavemein 1976 with ordersnot to openit for 30 years. Expect afull report in 2007.

It was heartening to see a Foppiano Vineyards petite sirah do well in our roundup. The Foppianos,
whose winery is in Healdsburg in Sonoma County, have been champions of this variety since their
first bottling of it in 1964. They publish a semiannual Petite Report, the most recent edition of
which listed 62 producers of the wine in California.

Itispossiblethat one approachesthesewineswith their elegant Rhoneforebear, syrah, inmind. It' sdifficult
not to, given the closefamily connection. Great syrah, or even not-so-great syrah, will almost alwayscome
out ahead. Petite Sirah tendsto be one-dimensiona and unsubtle; syrahis, or should be, richer, more
elegant, more challenging. Itisquitelikely that many of thesewineswill improvewith alittleage, eventhe
onesweenjoyed themost. Notethat the highest scorer wasthe oldest, with fiveyearsinthe bottle.

Tasting Report: With Petite Sirah, Lots of Oak and Plenty of Fruit

Lorca Napa Valley 1997

$30

L

Beautiful balance, along finish and atouch of el egance, Frank J. Prial said. Eric Asmov foundit straightfor-
ward and unpretentious, withalot of fruit. To AmandaHesser, it wassimultaneoudy big and intense, yet
soft and supple. Better on the palate than on the nose, Warren Fraser said.

BEST VALUE

Foppiano Paso Robles 2001

$14.50

*%1/2

Intenseand spicy, Asmov said. Prid caledit big, bruisng and full-bodied. Fraser liked thewinebut found it
too young. Hesser detected anicerange of aromas, including citrusand lavender.

Rosenblum Cellars Napa Valley Pickett Road 2000

$20

**1/2

Oneof Asmov’ sfavorites— hefound it degp and richwith along finish. Hesser cdled it both jammy and
dainty. Pria tasted good fruit and tametannins, while Fraser said it improved asit opened up.



Guenoc North Coast 1999

$19

**1/2

Thepandistsal liked theway the oak added complexity without smothering flavors. It reminded Fraser of a
good Rhonewine, whileHesser called it well balanced. Smooth with depth and an attractivefinish, Pria
said. Asmov liked theway it camediveinthe mouth.

Girard Napa Valley 2000

$24

%k

Oaky at first, Asmov said, but hefelt it opened up to revea spicy fruit flavors. Prial asofound spiciness,
and detected something soft in the wine— maybe merlot, he guessed. Fraser and Hesser bothfoundita
sraightforward and one-dimensiona wine.

Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars Napa Valley 1998

$40

*%

Hesser found it earthy and balanced, and liked thetartness. Fraser, too, called it tart, but said it was out of
whack. Pria described it asintense but restrained and liked the balance. Asmov was dismayed by alack of
fruit.

Bogle Vineyards California 2001

$10

%%

It reminded Fraser of aProvencal wine, with alot of richness. Prial described it asbig and harsh, witha
longfinish, and said it waswhat he expected from thesewines. Asimov caled it assweet asacherry-vanilla
lollipop. Hesser, too, found the cherry and vanillaflavorscloying.

Imagery Estate Winery Artist Collection Paso Robles 2000

$35

*1/2

Prial found pleasant aromasand abit of complexity. Asmov called it mellow and peppery, and even tasted
blackberries. Tastestoo young, Hesser said, and Fraser felt it got better with air.

Hecker Pass Winery Santa Clara Valley 1999

$20

*1/2

Asimov redlly liked thiswine, comparing it to a Coleman Hawkins saxophone solo. Hesser found not “ Body
and Soul,” but body and fruit, with an attractive vegetal touch. But Prial and Fraser were both put off by
that flavor, which Fraser called “ bell pepperish.”

Markham Vineyards Napa Valley 1998

$19

*1/2

Decent fruit, well made, but too much oak, Hesser said. The others agreed, though Fraser found anice
finish. Pria caledit heavy handed, and Asimov described it asdenseand loud.
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