OUR GOLDEN-GREEN HARVEST
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Like many avid cooks with a pen-
chant for the cuisines of the
Mediterranean, I use buckets of olive
oil in my kitchen. Being a thrifty sort
of gal, ’'m invariably swayed toward
that bargain bucket among the extra-
virgin olive oils on the grocery store
shelf. (Of course, I shun the even-
cheaper lower grades, which I under-
stand are extracted in a second press-
ing using solvents.) Looking closely
at the label, 'm sure to see the words
“Product of Italy” on most of the low-
er-cost brands, and until recently, I
thought that was some assurance that
my extra-virgin olive oil was of reli-
able quality.

The first inkling that I was in error
came during a conversation with Patri-
cia Darragh, Executive Director of the California Olive Oil Coun-
cil (COOC). She informed me that exports of olive oil from Italy
are unregulated, and that my cheap extra-virgin olive oil might not
really be a product of Italy, but rather of Spain, Turkey, or Tunisia
(repackaged in Italy), and that it might not even be olive oil at all,
but possibly soy, canola, or hazelnut oil doctored to look and taste
like olive oil. (Visit the COOC at www.cooc.com.)

Another wake up call came via a recent issue of 7he New Yorker.
Tom Mueller’s Slipper Business: The great olive-oil scam gave the
whole sordid story, complete with a cast of shady characters, such
as a blustery former olive oil producer named Leonardo Marseg-
lia, who is quoted as saying, “Oil doesn’t have an identity card; it
just goes.” It was a great read, but still, I wanted to doubt. Did I
really need to double my olive oil budget?

I was finally convinced while reading the introduction to Peg-
gy Knickerbocker’s Olive Oil: From Tree to Table, just reissued by
Chronicle Books. Knickerbocker admits to having 24 bottles of
extra-virgin olive oil in her pantry—bottles representing her trav-
els through olive producing countries, where the particular flavor
of each locally-produced oil melds with the traditional dishes of
that place. She advises buying bottles of extra-virgin olive oil as
you would wine, pointing out that they’ll last longer than one
meal. “Incorporate them into your recipes, fall in love with them,”
she says.

Suddenly, it seemed reasonable to plunk down $30 for a reverel
Italian label, such as the Frescobaldi Laudemio or Tenuta di Cape-

Livermore olive groves

zzana | see at The Pasta Shop, but I
noticed that I was still wavering over
paying that much for a premium local
olive oil. Shouldn’t California olive
oil cost less than the imports?

Knickerbocker explains that in
the late 1800s, California olive oil
was both plentiful and competitive
with the imports. But before long,
subsidies (combined with lack of reg-
ulation) in Europe sent prices down.
and California growers found they
could no longer make a profit, and
the olive frees became a forgotten
part of the landscape.

Today, throughout California’s
wine regions, wine growers are diver-
sifying by planting olive trees and re-
viving the old forgotten orchards. It’s
increasingly common to find locally-produced extra-virgin olive
oils for sale at tasting rooms, farmers’ markets, and specialty food
shops—tastes are even offered at a few places upon request.

If you go to www.clivermore.com/olive_oil, you'll find that
there are many producers in the Livermore Valley. Eastern Con-
tra Costa County is growing as an olive region as well, but the
producers are a little harder to track down. The following are
producers in Alameda and contra Costa counties that offer ex-
tra-virgin olive oil that has been awarded COOC certification:

Crooked Vine Vineyards, Livermore, www.crookedvinewinery.com
Olio Bello d’Olivo, Byron, www.belloolio.com
Olivina Ranch, Livermore, www.theolivina.com
Wente Vineyards, Livermore, www.wentevineyards.com
Wood Ranch Estate, Livermore, www.woodranchestate.com
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