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Barrington resident Jim Bryant is
pursuing his passion and love of wine as
an international wine consultant. This
follows a 30-year career in senior financial
and general management positions at two
Fortune 100 companies. He is the owner of
James R. Bryant L.L.C.; contact him at
profwino@comcast.net.
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perhaps even giving Cabernet Sauvignon a run in the U.S. This did
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not happen, although Syrah increased over the past two decades principally due to the Rhône Rangers who have religiously sought out the
best places in America for producing Syrah. Many successful efforts
have come from the California Central Coast, particularly around
Paso Robles. It has also done well in Sonoma Valley. In California,
these wines taste very spicy with both red and black fruit flavors.
Often peppery, they are usually full-bodied. California production totals
approximately 19,000 acres.
Over the last decade, many fine examples have come from Washington state, particularly around Walla Walla. Since initial production
in 1993, the grape has taken well to Washington’s soils and the hot
sunny climate of the state’s eastern vineyards. Washington Syrahs tend
to be less exuberant and more savory with notes of tobacco and olive.
Production is currently only 3,100 acres, but is growing rapidly.
The final stop of this introductory overview takes us to Australia
where Syrah is the country’s dominant grape. It grows well in most of
the viticultural regions, but reaches its apex in South Australia in the
Barossa Valley. Syrah has long been the dominant grape in Australia
and was introduced in the mid-19th century. After Max Schubert, a
winemaker at Penfolds in the late 1940s, went to France to see how
Australia could improve its wine quality, he knew he had issues. Most
of his time was spent in Bordeaux and pre-global warming. He realized the climate and temperature difference between Bordeaux and
South Australia meant that he was disadvantaged in competing with
the French using Cabernet Sauvignon in addition to the fact that Bordeaux varietals were sparsely planted in Australia.
After a trip to the Rhône Valley where he discovered how well the
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vintners were producing great Syrah based wines, he had a “eureka
moment”. When he returned to Australia, he headed the movement to
focus more intently on Syrah (known as Shiraz in Australia). His transformational vehicle for this focus was the iconic, most famous wine
from Australia known as Grange Hermitage, or simply as Grange, beginning with the 1989 vintage.
Since this wine propelled Australia’s best producers through the
‘70s and ‘80s to improve their quality, Australian wines started to be
taken more seriously throughout the world. During this period in general, the Australian Shiraz benefited from higher average temperatures
than French Syrahs and therefore seemed more alcoholic and fruitier
than the Rhône counterparts.
Over the past two decades, global warming has lessened this difference. While the best Syrah-based wines from Australia are and should
be taken very seriously by the world’s best critics, about 15 years ago
the world was besieged by its inexpensive ‘critter’ wines. Due to the
popularity of Shiraz, many of these cheap and often not very good
wines were made from this grape. As a result, Australia’s market share
worldwide dipped significantly after a meteoric rise over the previous
period.
I will review some of the best wines and best values in two subsequent articles focusing on Syrah from France and the New World.
À votre santé!
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