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Silver Mountain: 35 Years & Counting 
By LAURA NESS | Published: NOVEMBER 21, 2013 

HI YO, SILVER: Jerold 

O’Brien started making wines 

in the Santa Cruz Mountains in 

1979. 

Winemaker and Silver 
Mountain proprietor Jerold 
O’Brien just completed his 
35th harvest at his mountaintop 
location off of San Jose Soquel 
Road. From his crushpad, over 
many a blonde hill and 
redwood covered dale, you can 

see Ridge, off in the distance. And from his west-facing vineyard you can see the sun setting 
on the Pacific. It’s a sweet spot, conducive to grape-growing organically and contemplating 
the passage of time. 

Jerold tells us that when he first got his bond in 1979, there were only 17 or 18 wineries in 
the Santa Cruz Mountains area. About half of them are still in existence. We try to remember 
their names and come up with Ahlgren, David Bruce, Bargetto, Ridge, Roudon-Smith, Santa 
Cruz Mountain Vineyard and Woodside Vineyard, struggling to complete the list. 
Remembering his first vintage comes a bit easier. He got some Zinfandel from Butte County 
in the Sierra Foothills, about enough for 350 cases. 

Bob Roudon probably put him onto the vineyard. “Jim Smith helped me the most,” says 
O’Brien. “Thereafter, I had lots of help from Joseph Swan, whom I consider my mentor. I 
met him in 1968 or ‘69. He had Zin for sale for $4.50 a bottle. I bought half a case. It tasted 
great! Our friendship grew when he moved to the Bay Area in 1970.” 

They spent weekends and vacations at Swan’s vineyard west of Santa Rosa, which was 
planted to Pinot. The “Swan clone” came from a friend at UC Davis and went on to become 
one of the “heritage” clones that makes elegant, savory wine, not the fruitier Pinots derived 
from the Dijon clones. 

Silver Mountain has two tasting rooms: one in Santa Cruz at Swift Street court and the other 
at the winery on Miller Cutoff. O’Brien notes he sells far more wine at the certified organic 
vineyard and winery, where people are captivated not only by the wines but by the charming 
winery experience. He serves estate Chardonnay (Mount Eden Clone: he took cuttings from 
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Jeffrey Patterson and stuck them in the ground), a delightful Pinot rosé, a Syrah and four 
different vineyard-designate Pinots: Estate, Miller Hill, Muns and Tondre Grapefields. He 
also has a Bordeaux blend called Alloy, an homage, as is the winery name, to his previous 
career as a commodities trader. O’Brien makes a small amount of Cabernet Sauvignon from 
Bates Ranch, which he does strictly because someone always wants to taste Cab. “I make it 
for those people who know everything!” he says, with a chuckle. 

Holiday Wine Gift Ideas 
Without a doubt, wine is one of the most popular gifts given during the holidays. Probably 
the most appreciated gift, especially if you don’t really know the recipient’s tastes, is that of 
sparkling and/or dessert wines. These are always popular at parties and there are very few 
people who would turn down a really well made dessert or port-style wine. 

Some of the best I’ve tasted this year include the Burrell School “Chaperone,” a late harvest 
Chardonnay that tastes like baked apples; the Fernwood Cellars 2010 “Klammer” Red 
Dessert Wine, made from Zin and Riesling, a red raspberry delight; the Fernwood Cellars 
2010 Late Harvest Riesling, a lively wine, not at all sweet and lovely with white figs, goat 
cheese and marcona almonds; the Guglielmo “Eredita” Special Family Reserve Port, a 
classic ruby style port made from traditional Portuguese varietals and handsomely packaged; 
and finally, the Loma Prieta 2009 St. Amant Port, also of Portuguese varieties, which 
intrigues with aromas and flavors of warm baked brownies, fig bars, fresh-brewed coffee and 
gingerbread cookies. 

Burrell School will be offering a 3-pack of their three dessert wines (they also have a Late 
Harvest Zin and a Zin-based port) for just $59 for the holidays. Add a box of Love Bites and 
the whole deal is $65. 

If you really want to treat someone special to a gift that continues to give all year long, 
without your having to think about it, buy them a wine club membership. Who wouldn’t want 
to be surprised with a shipment of Testarossa wines, or something delicious from House 
Family, Big Basin Vineyards or Silver Mountain? 

Loma Prieta Winery, the only Santa Cruz Mountains winery to grow and produce vineyard 
designates of Pinotage, a rare grape that can best be described as “Pinot on Steroids,” offers 
the wine lover who knows/has everything something truly unusual and rare. They suggest a 
vertical of Amorosa Pinotage, vintages 2008, 2009 and 2010. Packaged in a handsome gold 
gift box, for just $121.50, it includes a free cork reindeer ornament, handmade by Grandma 
Susie. Offer is good for the month of December, while supplies last. Loma Prieta also offers 
“Exclusive Pinotage Only” wine club memberships, too. 

The Mountain Winery is offering a baker’s dozen special on both their Estate Chardonnay 
and Pinot Noir: Buy 12 bottles of either, get 10 percent off and they’ll throw in a 13th as 
their gift to you. Additionally, they’re offering a Wine Holiday Gift Pack that includes a 
bottle of The Mountain Winery 2010 Estate Chardonnay, a bottle of 2009 Mountain Winery 
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Estate Pinot Noir and a wine opener in a Mountain Winery logo wooden gift box. Non-
members: $98.00; Members: $83.30 

House Family Vineyards will pair up their beautiful 2008 Cabernet with Brix Chocolates in 
elegant holiday wrapping. Stop by the tasting room for a sample pairing. These make a 
wonderful holiday gift that will say Thank You many times over. Check the website for 
tasting room hours. HouseFamilyVineyards.com 
If gift boutiques are your thing, head to La Honda Wineryin Redwood City for a special 
Winetasting & Holiday Gift Faire on December 14, noon to 3:30 p.m., featuring five of their 
local wines (2009 Bates Ranch Cabernet – classic!) and 15 specialty vendors from the local 
area, including Arcangeli Breads and Dipping Oils, Elizabeth Lynn Moon Jewelry, La 
Biscotteria Italian Bakery and Tim Burns Stone Cheese Boards and Wine Displays. 

There are so many reasons to get out and visit your local wineries this Holiday Season. See 
GRAPEFUL EVENTS for more. Happy Holidays and treat yourself to a gift of local wine. 

Laura Ness, aka “Her VineNess,” contributes to a variety of consumer publications, 
including Wine & Travel, VINO, WineOh.Tv and Winefoodexplorer.com, as well as several 
Bay Area newspapers. She blogs occasionally, and irreverently, at myvinespace.com. 


