
In 1936, Nicola Sciabica took what he learned about olive oil in 
Sicily and pressed his first batch in Modesto.  Nick Sciabica & 
Sons carried on over the next 75 years, as California's olive oil 
industry faded and then revived.  Today, the company is one of 
the state's leading producers, as well as the oldest. And it is 
well-poised to meet the future demand from people who find 
olive oil tasty and healthy.

"There's kind of a buzz about California olive oil, and we're 
trying to stay in the forefront of the movement," said Jonathan 
Sciabica, a great-grandson of the founder.

The company invites the public to its 75th anniversary 
celebration Friday at its Yosemite Boulevard gift shop and 
tasting room.  Attendees who buy a bottle at the 2011 price can 
get a second at the 1936 rate. That's $17 for the first liter and $2 
for the next.

Anne Abruzzini of Modesto did not need a discount to get her 
to the gift shop last week.
"I've bought the oils for years — love the oils," she said. "If I'm 
making a tuna salad, I put the oil in the tuna instead of mayo. 
It's healthier."

The Sciabicas — pronounced "sha-BEE-kas" — ... know that 
the first olives were pressed in 1936 by Nicola and his son, 
Joseph.  The latter would become the face of the company, 
selling the oil at farmers markets until shortly before his death 
last year at 95. Joseph's sons, Nick and Daniel, now lead the 
20-employee company, along with Jonathan, who is Nick's son.

The family's presence in the Modesto area dates to 1925, when 
Nicola Sciabica visited to buy watermelons to resell in the Bay 
Area. He was delighted by the Mediterranean climate, so much 
like his homeland, and decided to grow grapes and later olives.  
For decades, the company's product was a blend known as 
Marsala Olive Oil, named for the founder's hometown.  The 
late 1980s brought a shift to premium varietals — mission, 
sevillano and manzanillo — sold under the family name.  
About this time, researchers started saying that olive oil and 
other "good fats" could help people ward off heart disease and 
other ills. Celebrity chefs took up the cause, showcasing the 
product in many dishes.
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Sciabica turns out an average of about 60,000 gallons of oil a 
year. It is sold in grocery stores in Northern California, at a few 
farmers markets, and to fans nationwide via phone and the 
Internet.  The hand-picked olives come from the company's 
own groves and contract farmers around the Central Valley. At 
the mill on Encina Avenue, the crop is pressed and then put in 
centrifuges that extract the oil.  The stuff is extra virgin, 
meaning it comes from the first press and does not get the 
chemical additives or heating used for lesser grades.

Sciabica products vary with harvest time. Fall olives make an 
intensely fruity oil suitable for salads and bread dipping. The 
winter harvest yields lighter oil that's good for sauteing. Spring 
brings a sweeter oil favored by bakers.  Sciabica also has eight 
flavored oils, made by crushing fresh citrus, peppers, basil, 
rosemary or garlic with the olives.  Oh, and you can buy a 
pump bottle of skin moisturizer made with olive oil and 
lavender. New, trendy marketing? Not quite.

"The Romans often talked about using olive oil for their skin," 
Jonathan Sciabica said.

Americans consumed about 75 million gallons of olive oil last 
year, almost all of it imported, said Dan Flynn, executive 
director of the Olive Center at the University of California at 
Davis.  The state produced about 1.2 million gallons from the 
last crop but could soon reach 5 million, he said.

California boosters note that olive oil is not meant to age like 
wine, and the state's products are fresher than much of what 
comes from Europe.

"I think people are going to understand that they can buy 
domestic olive oil that rivals the best that Europe has to offer, 
and is in fact superior," Daniel Sciabica said.

Flynn said the Modesto company is a key part of this. "A lot of 
people have a high regard for the Sciabica family and all they 
have done in the industry," he said.
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Bee staff writer John Holland can be reached at 
jholland@modbee.com or (209) 578-2385.


