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One of our region’s most beautiful wineries is 

Fernwood Cellars, located along historic Redwood 

Retreat Road in Gilroy. The property has been 

passed down through six generations of the same family

for over 150 years. It boasts the title of being the oldest, 

continuously owned property among all the existing wineries 

in the Santa Clara Valley. Matt Oetinger, the winemaker at 

Fernwood Cellars, is the great-great-grandson of the original 

property owner. Matt and his wife, Tiffany, have owned and 

operated Fernwood Cellars since 1999. An ancient redwood 

grove and babbling creek provide a respite to families who 

want to picnic and relax. 

Fernwood Cellars

Bev Stenehjem 
Bev Stenehjem is a local wine enthusiast, author and free-
lance writer focused on the wineries of Santa Clara Valley. 
Bev wrote “The Wineries of Santa Clara Valley,” a historical 
photo book published by Arcadia Publishing in 2015. 

How did you two meet?
Tiffany: We met at a horse trainer’s ranch who also owned a vineyard. 
Matt was consulting the owners about their vines and I was helping to 
plant the grapes. It was love at fi rst sight. In 2001 we married and 
moved to Gilroy.

Do you have a degree in winemaking?
Matt: My degree is in Biology but because I worked as a research 
assistant at U.C. Davis, I was allowed to audit other classes for free. I am 
just two classes short of a Masters in Viticulture and Enology. I also have 
lots of on-the-job experience. 

How did you get started in wine?
Matt: I was attending U.C. Davis to pursue a veterinarian career. At that 
time, my dad caught the wine bug and started to make wine at home. 
He asked me to take some elective wine classes so that I could help him 
out with his winemaking. I found that I really enjoyed learning about wine 
and making it. It changed my aspirations. Being a winemaker is a life-style 
occupation – it is not a business that many people go into in order to 
become millionaires. You have to love it. I enjoy the business because it 
provides a balance between manual, mental, artistic and social work. 
I love this industry and our amazing staff. 

What did you do before you got started in the wine business?
Matt: I have been in the wine business my whole professional career. 
Tiffany: I was an Executive Assistant for a venture capital fi rm and was 
always strongly involved in equestrian pursuits. I rode horses since I was 
seven years old. I transitioned down here to Gilroy doing barn manage-
ment and training for a private farm here in Gilroy. Then, once my son, 
Jake, was born, I stayed home, helping Matt with Fernwood. 

What is your general philosophy about making wine?
Matt: Our vineyard is “uncertifi ed organic” which means that although 
we don’t have an offi cial certifi cation, we do not use any herbicides or 
synthetics – we use all native yeast. Most of our vines are dry-farmed – us-
ing only water from rainfall. Our winemaking technique is very “hands-off.” 
We let the grapes come in and stay out of the way. Our vines are 100% 
estate grown (all aspects of vineyard management is controlled by Matt). 
We grow every single grape that goes into every single bottle. Not many 
wineries do this. Our Cabernet is true to its classic characteristics. 
In 10-15 years, it should evolve into something really special. 

What kind of vibe does your winery have?
Tiffany: We hope to make people feel welcome and enjoy their family 
and friends time on the weekends. It is relaxed and family oriented.
Matt: True to our tagline, “Quality is timeless,” our winery offers great 
wines along with a fascinating history of the property. We have met a 
lot of our closest friends here at the winery.

What is your all-time food and wine pairing?
Matt: Our Round Rocks, a Rhone blend, is wonderful with a rack of lamb. 
And our Chardonnay paired with cracked crab or boiled lobster is awe-
some, too. 

the Vine 

Matt & Tiffany Oetinger
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Fernwood Cellars
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What makes your winery special?
Matt: Our site is completely unique. Our beautiful redwood grove, lawn 
and running creek is such an inviting setting. We are seeing more people 
who bring picnics and spend the day here. Tiffany: We have a new tast-
ing room close to the redwood grove. We offer bocce ball and a large 
picnic area. Most importantly, we have an extremely knowledge and 
friendly staff who make people feel very welcome. Some weekends we 
host baby and bridal showers, celebrations of life and weddings. We 
have a wedding coordinator and access to catering, furniture rentals  
and music.

The property of Fernwood Cellars has been passed down 
through six generations, making it the oldest continuously-
owned property among all the existing wineries in the Santa 
Clara Valley. Does this history impact the wines that you make?
Tiffany: It has been an incredible marketing tool. There are a lot of history 
buffs who are interested in the Redwood Retreat Road and the multi-
generational properties here. Linda, Matt’s mom, enjoys taking people on 
walking tours around the property. Matt: After the old Victorian hotel that 
my great-great grandfather built over a hundred years ago burned down 
in 1907, he built the “Big Red House” on its foundation and continued to 
improve the property. I hope my great-great grandfather would be happy 
with what we’ve done. 

Any special wines, new releases on the horizon?
Matt: Our flagship wines are our Cabernet and our Chardonnay. I like 
to make big, structured Cabs that are built for aging. We also produce 
Bordeaux and Rhone blends. Coming out soon will be wine made from 
Carignan grapes that have been grown in a 130-year-old vineyard that 
we farm. Tiffany: Technically, our winery is located in the Santa Cruz 
appellation. We are just one ridge away from the Pacific Ocean. During 
the summer we get the heat, but at night, the marine air and fog can cool 
the temperature by forty degrees. It slows the acid loss in the grapes which 
allow them to retain their structure. 

Favorite wine trick?
Matt: If you want a Coca Cola, you pull it out of the fridge, open it and 
boom, you drink it. But with wine, I like to open the bottle, pour some in 
a glass and wait. Come back to it in an hour after it has had a chance to 
breathe and evolve. Tiffany: Have some patience and respect for the wine. 
When opening the bottle letting it breathe the flavors will change several 
times. 

Funniest customer story?
Matt: In 2007, when “Sideways,” the wine movie, ridiculed Merlot 
wine, suddenly no one wanted to try our Merlot, even though it had won 
several Gold medals. So the next vintage, I made the exact same wine 
but removed Merlot from the front label and called it “Mirepoix.”
It became our best seller!

What roles do you have at the winery?
Matt: I’m the winemaker and vineyard manager and Tiffany manages the 
wine club, our events, office and staff. 

You both are very involved in the community. Tell us about it?
Tiffany: We are very grateful for all the community support we have 
received so it is very important for us to give back. I am the current 
president of the Gilroy Assistant League. We want to set a good example 
for our children. We explain to them that we are helping to change 
the lives of others who are disadvantaged. Over the holidays last year, 
Jake and Ella said it “felt so good” to donate turkeys and toys to the 
less fortunate at St. Joseph’s Center. This make me so very proud. Matt: 
I have spent the last five years coaching the Girls’ Soccer Program at 
Christopher High School; two years with Junior Varsity and the last three 
years as the Head Coach for Varsity. It has been extremely rewarding. 
There is more to life than just making money. Giving our time to the 
community is like throwing a rock into a lake. There is a great ripple 
effect that in addition to the immediate rewards we’ve received, there 
may well be rewards that are reaped well into the future. 

What is your biggest challenge with owning a winery?
Tiffany: Matt and I are one of the youngest couples in our wine industry. 
We are still juggling schedules to accommodate our children’s’ school 
activities. There is a lot of travel to their various sporting events. Our 
biggest challenge is being great parents with the few, remaining years 
before our children grow up and leave the nest.

A habit that you use to ensure a successful harvest/production?
Matt: Every year I keep a data journal of the grapevines; from beginning 
to end. I note things such as the weather, the yield and quality. Maye it is 
more pragmatic that I should be but the data helps me especially when I 
blend. I can refer back to what I did when I had a similar year.

What are the chances that your two children, Jake and Ella, 
will continue on in your family legacy?
Matt: Our daughter Ella is just now expressing an interest. Jake wants to 
go into sports management and Ella is still wanting to explore a culinary 
career but still wants to keep the winery going, too. But I still say that 
winemaking was my windmill to tilt at and not necessarily theirs.  
So, no pressure! 
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