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 The olive trees in 
California are churning 
out liquid gold 
By Lindsay Westley

A
lbert Katz slowly 

works his way down 

neatly tended rows 

of olive trees as he fills his 

bucket with green fruit. 

Right now, he’s picking the 

 Leccino variety, an early-

ripening  olive with a spicy, 

grassy taste. These olives will 

be at the mill in a matter of 

a few hours, and this year, 

as always, he’ll rush to catch 

the very first drop of the olio 

nuovo—or December’s new 

oil—from the spigot, checking 

it for quality and fresh pep-

pery notes.

In a few days, a panel of 

sensory experts up the road 

in Berkeley, California, will 

swirl, sniff, slurp and swal-

low their way through a 

sample of Katz’s oil along 

with hundreds of others. A 

well-balanced oil will include 

notes of fruitiness, bitterness 

and pungency. Pungency, 

characterized by a burning 

sensation in the back of the 

throat after swallowing, is 

also a marker of freshness, 

as it indicates high levels of 

beneficial polyphenols. 

The California Olive Oil 

Council (COOC) was founded 

in 1992 and Katz along with 12 

other growers began churn-

ing out oil. Still, more than 

95 percent of the olive oil 

in our cupboards is sourced 

from abroad—a statistic that 

Patricia Darragh, executive 

director of the COOC, is 

working hard to change.

Europe certainly makes 

stellar olive oils, but those bot-

tles don’t always get to the U.S. 

The industry has also had is-

sues with fraud (“olive oil” cut 

with other vegetable oils) and 

misleading labels. The COOC 

seal—backed by tasting and lab 

testing—ensures you’re get-

ting 100 percent  extra-virgin 

California olive oil.

Right now Katz and other 

growers are keeping a close 

eye on California’s ongoing 

drought. Luckily, olive trees 

are able to survive dry years 

and may even produce a more 

flavorful olive, so it could be 

a good year. “There’s a rea-

son olive trees live so long—

they’re very hard to kill,” 

says Katz. 
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We sniffed, swirled and sipped 
oils (plus coughed a bit—a sign 

of pungency) in the Test Kitchen. 
Our notes:

Frantoio Grove

Fiery, spicy, buttery.

Cobram Estate 

Great bite, botanical.

Enzo Olive Oil Co.

Mild yet bold, smooth.

California Olive Ranch

Peppery, fruity, pungent.

Katz Olive Oil 

Mildly pungent, peppery.

Lucero

Citrusy, bright, fruity.
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