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Olives are big business in California. The state produces 99 percent of the 
United States crop, a $34 million industry centered in San Joaquin and Northern 
Sacramento Valley. Today, growers struggle to compete with cheap imports but, 
around 1900, they participated in a highly profitable venture.1 

In 1909, San Diego led all California counties in the number of acres devoted 
to olives. Boosters promoted the fruit as an ideal crop for the climate. Processing 
plants made olive oil, pickled olives, and canned ripe olives. Producers included 
Frank A. Kimball of National City and Charles M. Gifford of San Diego, neither 
of whom have received much attention from historians. The names of other San 
Diegans and businesses important to the early olive industry are all but forgotten.2

Olive culture spans the history of San Diego from its eighteenth-century 
origins at the Mission San Diego de Alcalá to its early twentieth-century decline. 
Promotional literature that created the olive boom identifies little-known olive 
ranchers and olive processing businesses. Gifford and Sons Olive Works, for 
example, was the first company in the United States to package and market ripe 
olives in a tin can. A century later, almost all the olives produced in California 
are sold in the manner that Gifford originated at his San Diego processing plant.3 
In the end, however, unrestrained “boosterism” caused the decline of the olive 
industry in San Diego.

The Always and Enduring Olive

The olive threads through human experience, tangibly as a source of food and 
useful oil and powerfully as a symbol, whether as Athena’s everlasting gift to 
Greece, carried in the beak of  Noah’s exploratory dove or clasped in an eagle’s 
talon on a national seal. Olives are one of the world’s oldest cultivated fruits and 
a hardy survivor of the Columbian exchange, the transfer of plants and animals 
between the Old and New Worlds.4 

There are wild, native olive plants in the Americas, but Olea europaea, the 
domesticated producer of abundant fruit, was brought from Spain to the New 
World in 1560.5 The olive later generated some interest in the British colonies 
and early United States. That dedicated farmer, Thomas Jefferson, urged greater 
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knowledge of the olive and its planting in southern regions. Jefferson’s report 
in favor of olive trees enlists the same contestable claims used to promote the 
California olive boom one hundred years later: the tree was said to grow in poor 
and otherwise barren soil, to need little water or care, and to yield a generous crop 
ensuring economic gain. “Of all the gifts of Heaven to man, [the olive] is next to 
the most precious, if it be not the most precious,” Jefferson effused.6 

Growers of olives do not simply produce a crop, they forge a connection with 
Greek antiquity and the Bible. Authors of otherwise prosaic agricultural advice 
on olive culture routinely include sentimental references to Homer, the Garden 
of Gethsemane, and the Mount of Olives. Every tree stands as a growing legacy, 
promising to enrich not just the original planter, but generations of descendants.7

The olive was first cultivated in California at Mission San Diego de Alcalá, 
established in 1769. Exactly when the olive arrived and whether it was propagated 
from seed or cuttings or both are matters of long debate. It is often assumed that 
the olive was imported at the mission’s inception, but Franciscan historian Father 
Zephyrin Engelhardt once opined that olives probably were not brought to San 
Diego with the first missionaries.8 He believes that the olive came to the mission 
after Fermín Francisco de Lasuén succeeded founder Junípero Serra as Father-
President in 1784. One source sets the olive planting date around 1795 when 

Olives were cultivated at the Mission San Diego de Alcalá in the late eighteenth century. Written on the back of 
the photo: “Farm-house, San Diego Mission. Olive trees 120 years old.” Collection of Marjorie Reeves.
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artisans arrived to build screw presses and stone mills at the San Diego Mission.9 
Lasuén does confirm the existence of bearing olive trees in his Biennial Report of 
1803, writing that “in some missions they have begun to harvest olives; and at San 
Diego they have already made some very good olive oil.”10 Further confirmation is 
found in a reference to “olives of San Diego” being served at an 1816 feast held to 
celebrate the inauguration of Governor Pablo Vicente Solá at Monterey.

Once established, the trees at Mission San Diego furnished cuttings used 
to start olive orchards at other California missions. When the missions were 
converted to parish churches by Mexico’s 1834 Decree of Secularization, buildings 
and crops at San Diego de Alcalá were largely abandoned to nature. When a 
government-appointed inspector of missions visited four years later, his report 
described two olive orchards, one of 300 trees and another of 167 trees.11 Thirty-five 
years later, these “Madre trees” were the source of cuttings used to produce new 
trees for the California olive planting boom. The stage for this development was 
set by numerous articles promoting the suitability of California as olive country.

Crops to Astound a Yankee

California’s early and intense grip on the American imagination was forever 
sealed by the discovery of gold in 1848. The nation’s authors and journalists mined 
their own gold as every California story seemed to find an audience, including 
those suggesting the great promise of agriculture. References to the olive appear 
very early in this literature. An 1852 San Francisco Herald story reprinted in 
Massachusetts is typical: “In the natural production of the earth conducive to the 
sustenance of man [California] is abundantly prolific, [growing] the banana, the 
orange, the lemon, [and] the olive.”12 

California won praise in an 1853 Brooklyn lecture for “its vast resources, both 

Mission Valley, 1872. The photo shows the home of Thomas Davies who leased former San Diego Mission land, 
sold tree starts, worked the olive groves, and made olive oil. ©SDHS #80:3288.
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agricultural and mineral…its myriad gardens of flowers, and grapes, and figs, and 
olives, and apricots;…[and its suitability for] the successful cultivation of every 
variety of vegetable.”13 Newspapers more widely reported that, along with gold, 
California should be of interest for its agricultural potential. “The very general, but 
erroneous, impression that California could never be much of a farming country” 
was refuted. One correspondent said that all known farm products could be grown 
in California and the matchless climate would produce unique crops as well, 
including olives, prunes, oranges, and lemons.14 

One of Horace Greeley’s overland travel letters, reprinted by the influential 
Farmers Cabinet in 1859, specifically mentions that the “olive grows finely in 
Southern California.”15 A few years later, readers of Scientific American learned 
about the fruit harvest in 1863-64 from old fig and olive trees growing around the 
California missions. The oil made from olives picked at San Fernando, San Gabriel, 
and San Diego compared favorably with that of Italian oil from Florence, according 
to this article, and the olives in some years surpassed the flavor of those grown in 
Seville.16 

After the Civil War, the Chicago Tribune weighed in with its credible first-hand 
report from John Goodale, an official on his way to Alaska to witness the formal 
annexation of Russian America to the United States. Touring the farming districts 
of California for ten days while awaiting other diplomats, he wrote:  “In Central 
and Southern California, grapes, peaches, figs, pomegranate, and olives grow with 
a profusion which would astound a Yankee.”17 

Promoting the Olive

Urging wider cultivation of the olive, a New York newspaper described an early 
commercial orchard in California. Cuttings just 15 inches long were planted at 
Santa Barbara in 1868. Within four years, trees from 10 to 13 feet high had sprung 
from those cuttings. According to an article in New York Observer and Chronicle, 
“The successful cultivation of the olive in this country would supply a great want 
and would unquestionably be remunerative.”18 

By 1872, Scientific American was noting—prematurely—that “the culture of the 
olive tree and the manufacture of oil from its fruit is gradually becoming a leading 
industry in California.” A decade later, readers of The Century were told that the 
olive was a newly acquired American interest because it is so “easily and profitably 
grown in California.”19

The economic promise of commercial olive growing got more press by the 
mid-1880s, with enticing phrases such as “great demand and big profit.” California 
author and poet Joaquin Miller echoed popular reporting:  “This hardy little tree, 
the olive, is always assigned the ugliest and stoniest, and meanest bit of land…and 
the olive takes kindly to any place you choose to put him….What a country this 
will be when the olive becomes established here as in Italy!”20

Although the question of whether planting olives in California could be made 
to pay was resolved in the negative as early as 1867, the sober economics of olive 
cultivation tended to be lost amid promotional claims. A Chicago paper did point 
out the length of time between planting and financial returns. It acknowledged the 
difficulties in processing a crop so that it was fit for the market either as olive oil or 
pickled olives. One source finally admitted that in California the growing of olives 
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as an industry is yet in an experimental stage.21 These cautions were quickly swept 
aside by assurances that processing problems “have been surmounted” so that the 
industry can really pay, and a report stating that the “notion that the trees do not 
bear for many years after planting has been proved to be without foundation.”22

The Semi-Tropical Planter, a publication read by farmers and orchardists, ignored 
bad news and printed the familiar claims of profitability and the “gold mine” 
potential of olive trees. To the broader public, the Los Angeles Times became an 
advocate, publishing very long articles on olive cultivation. The editors found 
sufficient empirical evidence in the experience of growers in Santa Barbara, 
Solano, and San Diego “to demonstrate that the tree thrives well and bears well in 
California, and hence to establish the fact that it is a profitable tree to cultivate.”23 
By 1895, the Times found it “difficult to overestimate the importance which the 
olive industry of California may assume during the coming decade.” The olive 
compared more than favorably with other products and was likely to make 
Southern California “a populous and wealthy State.”24 

In part, this optimism rested on the fact that the demand for pure olive oil 
exceeded supply and that imported oil was almost always adulterated. So few olive 
oil mills were operating in California, according to the Times, that the total annual 
production sold out in ninety days. The editors predicted that the olive would 
eventually rival the orange as a California crop because the trees could thrive 
in such a wider range of soils. They wrote, “There is little fear of overdoing the 
market for olives.”25 

Frank Leslie’s popular monthly The American Magazine in May 1895 took a 
long look at the California olive business in “The Reign of the Olive” which 
included illustrations of Chinese workers at an olive oil mill. Several growers were 

The original wooden olive press from the Mission San Diego de Alcalá was displayed in Old Town on the 
grounds of the Old Mission Brand Olive Oil Company. Today, it is on view at the Junípero Serra Museum in 
Presidio Park. ©SDHS #80:7019.
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interviewed on the economics of olive production. Yields and profits, production 
details, medicinal benefits, and the adulteration of foreign imports were set out. 
An “advantage of olive growing over other fruits, for the poor man or the man 
of moderate means” was asserted on the basis that California offered cheap land 
adapted to raising profitable olive crops without irrigation.26 This reference to 
olives as the poor man’s crop perfectly illustrates the point historians have long 
made about the appeal of California to ordinary Americans: it was a place that 
encouraged humble people to reach beyond themselves. “Olive culture is so simple 
that one of ordinary intelligence may engage in it,” assured Scientific American.27 In 
California, olives could enrich the poor and genius was not required.

As more growers ventured into the olive business, publications on olive 
culture appeared. John Ignatius Bleasdale had studied olive culture in Europe 
and presented both a scholarly and practical discussion as early as 1881 in San 
Francisco. He quoted various sources, including Frank A. Kimball’s article in the 
Southern California Horticulturist, while extolling the usefulness and profitability of 
the olive tree.28

Professional advice, complete with scientific tables showing yields and oil 
production of various varieties of olive trees, was offered in a report by the 
University of California Agriculture Experiment Station in 1894. The introduction 
cryptically states that the report is intended “to forestall the repetition of the 
numerous expensive mistakes heretofore made in connection with the olive 
industry.”29 The “mistakes” are not set out, but presumably included planting 
untested varieties, taking literally the oft-repeated advice that olive trees need no 
water or care, and failing to learn or employ proper techniques of processing the 
fruit. Official publications from the State Commissioner of Horticulture advised on 
the different varieties of olive trees and methods of their culture.30 

Napa resident Adolphe Flamant translated into English his previously 
published French booklet on olive growing and processing, with hope, he said, 
that olive culture would stand foremost among the great industries of the state. 
“An olive plantation is a gold mine on the surface of the earth,” he concluded.31 As 
a nurseryman specializing in selling olive trees, John S. Calkins was an energetic 
promoter of the olive business. He presented both a romantic and practical view 
of olive culture in his 1895 pamphlet, substantiating the longevity of the species 
with reference to 500-year-old olive trees in Europe.32 Finally, in a departure from 
writing California history, Hubert Howe Bancroft distributed Where Grow the Best 
Olives, an attractive illustrated pamphlet  promoting his Helix Farms olive crop, 
planted near Spring Valley in San Diego County.33 

A Discouraging Word Ignored 

By 1890, young olive orchards were found in every county of central and 
southern California, and some had been planted as far north as Redding. An 
estimated 90,000 olive trees were in commercial cultivation in the state. The 
tendency of settlers in California to faddishly over-plant a single crop was pointed 
out in an 1892 newspaper article: “Olive-growing is now all the rage in California, 
and…is likely to be overdone….Californians are prone to excess in the matter of 
fruit culture.”34 

Unintentionally critiquing its own work, the Los Angeles Times stated that too 
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many glittering generalities had been written about the profitability of olives. A 
careful 1892 article attempted to set the record straight. Sellers of nursery stock 
were accused of manipulating production figures to sell trees.35 The point may 
have been well taken. When the State Board of Horticulture warned “at present 
olive growing is not a profitable pursuit,” it was attacked by a nurseryman for its 
“rash and ill-considered” position.36 

Warnings of irrational exuberance in the olive business had little impact. 
Instead, the tide of boosterism continued to surge. This may be partially explained 
by the tendency to extrapolate too broadly from the profits of a few successful 
growers and by lagging communication about crop failures and production 
problems. While the 1892-93 warnings appeared in California, the New York Times 
was still writing that the olive industry “promises to become very profitable.”37 

The dampening potential of bad news about the industry was effectively 
countered by reports on the direction of  “smart money.” Olive trees were an 
investment choice of Andrew McNally, of the Rand & McNally publishing firm 
in Chicago and well-known historian Hubert Howe Bancroft. Even Vice President 
Adlai E. Stevenson, “had a very large olive grove” in California.38 Around this 
time, lenders who read Bankers’ Magazine and Statistic Register were told that the 
olive tree thrives and bears well in California and is profitable to cultivate. Garden 
and Forest, carrying the prestige of horticulturist Charles Sprague Sargent and 
Harvard’s Arnold Arboretum, noted the increase of olive culture in California and 
concluded that “the production of olive oil can hardly be overdone.”39 

In Chicago, the year 1895 was publicized as the most profitable season ever 
known for the California olive industry. Continued expansion was predicted 
because growers could have sold three times more olives than produced.40 
American consumers were developing a taste for the California olive. With more 
buyers than product, prices shot up and newspapers reported that California 
olives were “at a premium.”41 The Los Angeles Times refined this story by making 
a distinction between the availability of really good pickled olives which were 
“undoubtedly scarce” and the lesser products being turned out by inexperienced 
or careless processors. These poor products were a bad precedent for a new 
industry and this California-invented food product, the ripe olive.42 

Just one year after bemoaning the unavailability of California olives, the 
Chicago papers were able to report that many more trees had been planted and 
that others had matured enough to bear fruit. “It is predicted that at no very 
distant date California will produce as much olive oil as Italy and Spain together.”43 
A year later readers were told to “expect a great olive crop.” Although processing 
problems were supposed to have been surmounted a few years earlier, it was again 
reported that processing difficulties had been overcome. The putative simplicity 
of cultivation again saw print: “One joy of an olive orchard is that the care of it is 
practically nothing. Its fruit can be cured by simple, primitive means.”44 

As olive fever reached a high pitch, the demand for trees could not be met. 
Sunset magazine’s article, “Gold Mines Atop the Ground,” furthered the popular 
perception of the crop value of the olive. As a trendsetter, Sunset undoubtedly 
assisted the industry by describing olives as a tasty and nutritious food that 
“multitudes” had yet to discover. The magazine also warned consumers against 
imports, citing a study showing that not one of sixty-six samples of imported “olive 
oil” tested by the Department of Agriculture was pure. Analysis showed that 
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lard and oils of the cotton seed and peanut were being deceptively sold as olive 
oil. Urging readers to try real California olive oil and foretelling a rosy future for 
growers, the article asserted that “the lover of California believes in the olive.”45 

The Southern Pacific Railroad distributed 20,000 copies of its California Olive 
Primer in 1912, intending to promote its own business through the agricultural 
development of California. By that late date, however, the heavy lifting of olive 
promotion had been underway for decades.  One of the railroad’s land agents did 
enhance the California olive industry through his agricultural experiments and 
by testing imported olive varieties, showing which could thrive in the Sacramento 
and Tulare area and writing extensively on olive cultivation.46

Madre Trees and the Commercial Olive Business

The olive orchards at Mission San Diego contained more than 460 healthy 
trees when the post-secularization survey was conducted in 1839. Substantial 
damage was inflicted after United States troops occupied San Diego during the 
U.S.-Mexican War and established a military post at the former mission in 1847.47 
Army soldiers collected firewood from the mission orchards during the decade of 
the post’s existence. Despite depredations, these venerable olive trees gave birth to 
a new agricultural industry in California in the late 1860s. The remainders of the 
mission orchards in Santa Barbara and elsewhere became the source of cuttings for 
new commercial olive orchards about the same time.

Because the missionary skills of olive cultivation and oil making were not 
transferred out to the general population before secularization, it is frequently 
assumed that the mission olive trees received no care and that their crops went 
unharvested for decades. One historian found few examples of olive oil making 
and processing in California between the 1834 abandonment of the mission 
grounds and 1872. The earliest commercial endeavors are described as small-
scale production in Northern California by Italian immigrants and at the Ventura 
County Rancho Camulos, near the Mission San Fernando in 1871.48 

Additional research shows that a productive and commercial use of the olive 
trees at the San Diego mission was occurring at least a decade earlier. Scientific 
American made reference to olive products from the 1863 harvest of California 
mission trees, including those at San Diego.49 Judge Benjamin Hayes wrote about 
a visit to San Diego’s old mission ruins in his California travel diary in November 
1867. He found Anastario Navarro, a Sonoran, making and selling pickled olives 
and olive oil from the mission groves. Hayes ate his first olives and recorded the 
processing methods used by Navarro, who had leased the mission property. The 
circuit-riding judge carried off Navarro’s coffee pot full of olives as he left.50  

The following year, the San Diego Union reported that E. F. Sanborn was 
working the mission olive orchards. During his ten-year lease term, Sanborn 
planned to pickle olives from the trees and to make enough olive oil “to show that 
a good product can be made in San Diego.” His olive oil press was in transit. The 
olive trees were loaded with fruit and it was predicted that Sanborn’s business 
would be profitable “as the olive tree grows here without care or cultivation.”51 
However, it was Sanborn’s “careful culture” of the trees that was subsequently 
credited with renewing the orchard. The San Diego Union called the olive oil he 
pressed in 1869 “the finest we have ever seen.”52 
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Despite Sanborn’s long lease, a new tenant took over the mission groves in 1871. 
Thomas Davies was from the Petaluma area, having been attracted to San Diego 
by the prospect of the Texas Pacific Railroad. He leased a portion of the former 
mission grounds, pruned the orchards, built a “trim neat cottage,” and began 
producing pickled olives and olive oil from the old trees.53 A reprinted newspaper 
story analyzed Davies’ predicted production figures, noting that he worked in the 
state’s oldest olive grove: “If 300 trees can be made to produce 3,000 gallons of oil, 
as he says, then the production of the olive must be much more profitable than that 
of any grain, fruit or nut.” The newspaper then advised, “farmers who are setting 
out trees will do well to put in as many olive trees as practicable.” One or two 
hundred trees “will be a small fortune” in a few years.54 

Three months later, The San Diego Union reported the actual—and substantially 
lower—productivity of Davies’ trees. As with other types of fruits, the olive 
trees were “taking a rest,” Davies explained, but still “the yield this year will pay 
handsomely.” Meanwhile, Davies had sold 4,000 tree cuttings to a pair of Anaheim 
partners planning to start an olive grove.55 The optimistic production forecast 
Davies had put forward may have helped to sell these and other cuttings to new 
growers. Except for the labor of actually taking the cuttings, selling starts for new 
trees was pure profit and did not harm the olive grove. Davies did so well that his 
landlord, the Catholic Church, decided not to extend his lease, but rather to seek a 
more financially beneficial arrangement.56 When this did not work out, the orchard 
was again neglected. By 1881 the mission orchard was “fast falling to decay” and in 
need of attention, with only about 80 trees surviving.57

“Franciscan Presenting the Olive to California.” Historian Hubert Howe Bancroft copyrighted this 
advertisement for olives growing on his Spring Valley farm in San Diego County. ©SDHS #91:18469.
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As the San Diego mission trees were in decline, their commercially grown 
offspring were extending roots in many new orchards. This “Mission olive” 
remained popular and widely grown for many years. Californians also imported 
numerous Mediterranean olive varieties to test their adaptability and productivity. 
The Picholine was the first import, brought into northern California from France 
in 1872. French nurseryman Ernest Benard, who had settled in San Diego in 1887, 
introduced the Ascolano. Benard’s Mission Valley nursery is known today for its 
introductions of roses, but he first specialized in imported olive trees. Several new 
varieties were tested in Santa Barbara after Dr. F. S. Gould imported six hundred 
“young olive trees of the best Italian varieties.”58 Meanwhile, the United States 
Department of Agriculture was also making newly imported varieties available for 
experimentation. By 1916, it was reported that more than seventy varieties of olives 
had been tested as California developed its “thriving and profitable” industry. 
More recent writing on the early olive industry substantially increased the count of 
imported varieties tested in California.59 

Olive culture—using Mission olives and other varieties—was undertaken in 
many areas of San Diego County. Charles M. Gifford planted olives in the Jamacha 
area; Frank A. Kimball near National City. Hubert Howe Bancroft located his 
large plantation in Spring Valley.60 Major L. H. Utt of Redlands had an orchard in 
Pala and several growers planted in the Fallbrook area.  In 1913, San Diego was 
said to be the largest producer of olive oil in the country.61 The production of this 
so-called “wonder crop” had begun with small operations, first at the San Diego 
mission groves, then on individual ranches around the county. Oil making and 
olive processing were gradually engineered into central packing plants, some 
operated by businessmen who had never cultivated an olive tree. The history of 
this transition in olive processing began with the most famous and longest lasting 
olive venture in San Diego: that of Frank A. and Warren Kimball in National City.

Frank A. Kimball as “Father of the Olive Industry”

Frank A. Kimball is a leading figure in San Diego history. With his brothers, 
Kimball purchased El Rancho de la Nación Mexican land grant and other large 
tracts of land in south San Diego County in 1868. He built a home and saw his 
new development, National City, incorporated in 1887. He engaged in numerous 
business enterprises, kept a daily diary, and maintained a huge correspondence, as 
documented in his letter books preserved at the National City Public Library.  

Alone or in partnership with his brothers, Frank Kimball invested in real 
estate, construction, railroads, a wood mill, a marble quarry, and factories 
making matches, carriages, and watches. He frequently took an active role in 
these businesses, served on countless civic boards, and at one time was the 
State Commissioner of Horticulture. In addition to being known as the father of 
National City, Kimball is also called the father of the olive industry in Southern 
California. He specialized in culture, production, and processing olives while his 
brother Warren managed the orchards.62 

Soon after settling in San Diego County, Mr. and Mrs. Frank Kimball made a 
sightseeing excursion to the former San Diego mission in 1869. E. F. Sanborn was 
leasing the olive groves at that time and provided a guided tour. Kimball wrote 
in his diary about the broken down orchard walls, weed-choked grounds, and 
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the poor condition of the olive trees. Kimball was allowed to take some cuttings 
from the century-old trees and, to his delight, they easily rooted on his National 
City ranch.63 This early discovery of the ease with which olive trees could be 
propagated from a small cutting encouraged further experimentation. Kimball 
developed a keen interest in olives and the olive business that survived to the end 
of his days. With his usual thoroughness and vigor, he became the leading San 
Diego grower-processor of olives and one of a handful of national experts on olive 
cultivation and processing. 

Kimball had the beginnings of an olive crop three years after setting out his 
first trees. Employing the traditional Spanish method of soaking the fruit in 
numerous lye, water, and salt baths, he began to process and sell pickled olives for 
$1.00 per gallon. Kimball also sold cuttings from his olive trees for 10 cents each. 
While most early sales were made locally, Kimball shipped 50,000 cuttings to Los 
Angeles in 1883. He was also propagating and selling young trees by that date.64

Kimball expanded his olive orchard with additional cuttings from the San 
Diego mission and from the olive trees at San Luis Rey and San Juan Capistrano 
missions. He purchased cuttings from Baja California and acquired new olive 
varieties though the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  After importing cuttings 
from Syria and testing many kinds of olives, Frank Kimball remained convinced 
that the local Mission variety was the best choice for most growers.65 Over the next 
few years, his National City ranch was a major supplier for the olive tree planting 

“Olive Day” promotions aimed to increase public familiarity with the taste of California ripe olives, ca. 1922. 
©SDHS, UT #8284-216, Union-Tribune Collection.
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boom underway in California. Kimball was swamped with letters seeking his 
advice on olives but, at the same time, he inaugurated correspondence to learn 
more himself and to establish new outlets for his products.66 

Kimball’s rival for the title of father of the olive industry in Southern California 
is Ellwood Cooper of Santa Barbara. It has been written that they began their 
orchards about the same time. In fact, Kimball was already harvesting his earliest 
crop when Cooper began planting his first trees. Cooper was, however, the 
first to make olive oil.67 He always captured more national headlines, perhaps 
because important visitors regularly traveled to Santa Barbara or because his 
eccentric personality enlivened news stories (he thought olive oil an elixir of youth 
and married at age 84 after being attracted by his bride’s aura).68 After Cooper 
successfully sold 1,000 gallons of his olive oil on a single trip to San Francisco in 
1879, two newspapers wryly reported on the probability of a California “olive 
excitement.”69 Late in 1886, Kimball decided to add oil processing to his olive 
pickling and tree cuttings business.  He started construction of an olive oil mill on 
the day after Christmas.70 

Cooper and Kimball personified the California olive industry. For most of their 
public lives, each remained active in his own olive business. In 1891 they were 
called the only successes in twenty years of “stray attempts” to cultivate olives 
on a commercial scale.71 Cooper sold out to an English syndicate the next year 
but Kimball continued in the business. His processing operation was expanded 
beyond his own crop when he began purchasing olives from other local growers.72 

Kimball and Cooper were prolific speakers and writers on the subject of olives. 
Kimball noted as early as 1878 that he was preparing an article for the Horticulturist 
and an 1892 diary entry said he was up until midnight meeting a printing deadline 
for “Olive Growing and the Manufacture of Olive Oil.”73 Cooper published books 
and in journals such as the Californian Illustrated Magazine. Helen Hunt Jackson 
wrote about Cooper and the olive business in Glimpses of California.74 Kimball and 
Cooper served on the California State Horticulture Board and with olive industry 
trade organizations.

To build a market for his products, Kimball tirelessly exhibited at fairs and 
expositions. He helped organize the First Annual Agricultural and Horticultural 
Fair for San Diego County in 1880. One of his duties was to convince the U.S. 
Army to run a telegraph wire and assign an operator to the exhibit hall so that 
messages could be transmitted directly from the fair.75 He traveled across country 
for important expositions and was hired to go to the St. Louis World’s Fair of 1904. 
He installed the San Diego agriculture exhibit and stayed on for months to greet 
visitors and promote San Diego products. His exhibited products received many 
prizes and awards over the years, none more prestigious than a bronze medal 
for his olive oil at the ultimate nineteenth-century showcase, the 1893 World’s 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where bottles of California olive oil were 
stacked into the shape of a tall Cleopatra’s Needle to invoke the Mediterranean.76 

Locally, Kimball promoted his products and the olive business by welcoming 
groups like the Press League and individual visitors to his olive mill.77 In fact, the 
Kimball ranch became something of a tourist attraction. Kate Sanborn, author of 
early travel books, advised against eating a tamale when visiting San Diego but 
told her readers to see the Kimball olive works.78 

Well into his industrious and productive life, Frank A. Kimball was reduced 
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from millionaire business tycoon to pauper. He made bad investments and was 
victimized by business associates who used his name and credit during an 
economic downturn. Kimball lost everything in 1897, including his lands and 
home. Intriguingly, Kimball’s diary records that in 1896 he was visited by “Mr. 
Heintz [sic] the great goods packer of Pittsburgh” who came to open negotiations 
for purchase of the olive oil works.79 Whether this transaction could have altered 
Kimball’s financial fortunes is unknown because the sale did not occur. After years 
of struggle, Kimball paid his debts and was able to repurchase his olive oil mill in 
September 1905. He resumed the oil and olive pickling business and established 
enough tree cuttings to continue selling olive saplings as late as 1910.80 

Other Processors

Like Frank A. Kimball, other early San Diego olive growers established 
processing operations on their ranches to handle their own crop. Dr. Charles 
Pratt’s Loma Ranch in Fallbrook had its own olive oil press and bottling plant, 
producing large quantities of high-grade olive oil annually from the late 1890s 
until 1919.81 Red Mountain Ranch, an 1887 homestead northeast of Fallbrook, 
sold Red Mountain Olive Oil for many years. Movie director Frank Capra, whose 
family came from Sicily, became one of the most famous Red Mountain Ranch 
olive growers, residing there in the 1940s and 1950s.82 

Between 1913 and 1915 olives were the largest cash crop in Fallbrook.83 The 
development of olive processing and packing businesses—independent of the 
growers themselves—was foretold by a service that grew up to handle the crops 
of smaller growers. A mobile olive processing plant moved from ranch to ranch 
as the harvest progressed. Eventually, small processing plants were built in close 
proximity to olive orchards. Large-scale independent processing businesses 
emerged as San Diego’s olive production exploded, transportation improved, and 
olives could be packaged in tin cans. In Fallbrook, for example, a small processing 
plant was built on Alturas Street. Later, a cannery was built at Main Avenue and 
Mission Road. By 1917 it was shipping canned ripe olives as far away as New York. 
Nearby, the Escondido Packing Company managed by W. F. Sechrest produced 15 
gallons of olive oil per day, while also packing citrus fruit, before it burned to the 
ground in 1908.84 

Five partners opened the Bernardo Winery in 1889 on a former Spanish land 
grant now subsumed within the town of Rancho Bernardo. When prohibition 
constricted the business to sacramental wine and grape juice, the partners sold 
out in 1927 to Vincent Rizzo whose business flourished in later decades. He also 
produced Cold Pressed Virgin Olive Oil from trees on the property. Today, land 
development has overcome the vineyards and olive orchards, but the  Bernardo 
Winery continues to operate, surrounded by a collection of shops and restaurants.85 

Beginning about 1920, olives were processed by the Bolivar Packing Company 
located in downtown San Diego at 1339 Beardsley (near today’s Harbor Drive and 
the Coronado Bridge approach). The company received a passing reference in a 
San Diego newspaper column, but little was written about its proprietors, H. A. 
Barraclough and Gilbert Thompson. Thompson was an Iowa native who came 
to San Diego as a schoolboy. At his death in 1965 he was described as a retired 
chemist who “worked for olive and citrus packing plants.”86 Bolivar’s last business 



The Journal of san Diego History

150

directory listing was in 1942, leading to speculation that its demise may have 
resulted from the rapid transformation of the San Diego waterfront after the Pearl 
Harbor bombing.

In El Cajon, Leonardo Dichiara produced Rancho la Morada olive oil in a 
relative modern plant using heavy equipment, but the dates and details of the 
business are obscure. Two long-lived companies are better documented. Both the 
Akerman & Tuffley and C. M. Gifford companies made news and had multi-year 
listings in the San Diego business directories.87  

Akerman & Tuffley and the Old Mission Olive Works

As growers stopped pressing and pickling their own olives as a cottage 
industry, a new San Diego business took shape and eventually flourished. English 
businessmen Edward W. Akerman and Robert Alfred Tuffley were not olive 
growers, but started their olive processing business near the San Diego mission, 
perhaps as early as 1890.88 Although a definitive connection with the orchards at 
the San Diego mission has not come to light, it is likely that the first Akerman & 
Tuffley olive products were from the mission orchard crop. 

By 1900, the partnership had moved its operation to San Diego’s Old Town. 
Its first business listing appears in the city directory the next year. For years, 
Akerman & Tuffley ran their business from the leased premises of Casa de 
Bandini, the historic Old Town home that had been enlarged and converted into 
the Cosmopolitan Hotel in 1869. They remodeled the downstairs, creating an 
office and olive processing and packing rooms. According to one account, olive 
processing also occurred in the large barn that had formerly been Seeley’s Old 

Old Town’s Casa de Bandini, pictured in 1909, served as the olive processing plant for Akerman & Tuffley for 
more than a decade. ©SDHS #1136.
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Town stable. The partners and some employees and friends lived upstairs with 
their families, occupying Casa de Bandini from 1900 until 1919.89 

Akerman & Tuffley announced plans to build a modern olive processing plant 
in Old Town—big news in 1911. The large packing house was architect-designed 
as a handsome Mission Style building covering almost an entire block. Located 
at the foot of Juan Street within Old Town Block 409, it was completed in 1915 
and demolished in 1950-51 for the construction of the Caltrans District 11 office 
building.90 Akerman & Tuffley continued in business until 1919 when they retired 
and sold out to a corporation with local and New York investors. Five years later 
the company was recapitalized as Old Mission Products Company. The Old Town 
packing business was expanded to process pimentos, chiles, and other agricultural 
products, in addition to olive oil.91 

While the date of Akerman’s arrival in California is unknown, Robert L. 
Tuffley came to San Diego in 1888 from England. His son recounted that he and 
his father lived with Edward W. Akerman before the partnership moved to Old 
Town. Tuffley is listed in the San Diego City Directory as a Mission Valley rancher 
from between 1893-97 and then in 1899-1900 as a mechanic in Old Town. After 
retirement, Tuffley spent another thirty years in San Diego, dying in 1951 at age 93.92 

As the Mission Packing Corporation Limited, Akerman & Tuffley sold 
what were considered superior olive products and earned many national and 
international awards.93 They were the largest, most successful, and longest-lasting 
olive packers in San Diego with no direct ties to the cultivation of olives. 

Workers label olive oil bottles at the Old Mission Olive Works processing plant owned by Akerman & Tuffley in 
Old Town, 1908. ©SDHS #5728.



The Journal of san Diego History

152

C. M. Gifford and the Canned Ripe Olive

San Diegan Charles Myrtelle Gifford inaugurated the modern olive industry 
in the United States.94 The first processor to package ripe olives in a tin can, he 
created a new food product and a new way for olive growers to deliver their 
crop to the marketplace. Most sources do not credit Gifford or San Diego with 
this achievement. Instead, the name most often mentioned is Frieda Ehmann of 
Oroville. Ehmann deserves credit for aggressive and successful national marketing 
but she was not the first to produce canned ripe olives.95 

Before revolutionizing the olive business, Gifford showed his willingness to try 
something new by making a dramatic career change. In 1888 he left his work as a 
Great Lakes tugboat captain to raise oranges and grapefruit in the Jamacha area 
of San Diego County. After tasting pickled olives for the first time, he changed his 
principal crop from citrus to olives.96 

Gifford initially processed his olive 
crop on his East County ranch. Each 
week, he drove a horse-drawn wagon 
around San Diego, selling bottles of oil 
and pickled olives from a large barrel. 
The Hotel del Coronado was an early 
customer and he supplied many local 
grocery stores. Later the family and the 
business moved into San Diego. By 1897 
Gifford was operating an olive processing 
business at 525 Ninth Avenue between 
H and I Streets. The company had a 
change of address in 1906, moving to the 
corner of 13th Avenue and M Street (later 
Imperial) and continuing to produce both 
olive oil and pickled olives. The Gifford 
plant packed eight to ten tons of olives per 
day and employed as many as seventy-six 
workers in the season.97

From the first, Gifford experimented 
with new processing methods. He 
consulted with an agricultural scientist, 
Professor F. T. Bioletti of the University 
of California who, in 1899, had helped to 
perfect the process for canning olives.98 
Gifford’s business changed dramatically 
in 1902 when he began packaging olives in tin cans. He won the first ever award 
for “canned pickled olives” from the San Diego Agricultural Association in 1902 
and collected many subsequent prizes for his olive products. In 1906, it was 
reported that San Diego canneries had produced “not less than 120,000 cans of ripe 
olives” in the past year and that the industry was expected to double in San Diego 
County.99 

Realizing that San Diego was not the best place to grow olives, Gifford sold his 
Jamacha olive orchards and planted in other locations. In 1908 he started a large 

Charles M. Gifford in 1905, wearing badges of 
the International Order of Odd Fellows. ©SDHS 
#11928-2.
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Ascolano olive grove east of Brawley, predicting that olive-growing would be 
profitable in the Imperial Valley. The following year he put in another 2,000 trees in 
the Imperial Valley and started 11,000 cuttings.  Gifford encouraged others to plant 
olives and promised to build a packing plant in Brawley if the local crop became 
large enough. Gifford & Sons were long-served by these orchards. The 1930 harvest 
was reported in the Los Angeles Times as a good crop headed to the San Diego 
processing plant.100 

Gifford further assured his olive supply by planting trees in 1915 on the western 
side of Kings County after irrigation promised fecundity on what had long been 
considered worthless land.101 Nine years after this initial investment, Gifford added 
to his Kings County holdings 
and by 1928 had become the 
largest grower and handler of 
olives in the area, with more 
than 200 acres in cultivation. 
The crop produced by smaller 
local growers was also 
purchased for shipment to the 
Gifford processing plant.102 

Gifford’s children worked 
in the family business. Dewitt, 
the elder son, was plant 
foreman for C. M. Gifford & 
Sons Olive company for many 
years and became well-known 
in the industry.103 Younger son 
Orville joined his father as 

Charles M. Gifford used a two-horse rig to deliver pickled olives and olive oil to his San Diego customers. Photo 
courtesy of the Automobile Club of Southern California Archives.

A 1915 Gifford’s advertisement reminded San Diegans to share 
California’s unique olive products with those living out of state. 
San Diego City Directory. Author’s collection.
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an active participant in the California Olive Association and later served as the 
organization’s president. After his father’s death in 1924, Orville became president 
of C. M. Gifford & Sons. Ruth, sister of Dewitt and Orville, is not mentioned as 
being active in the business until 1940, but her son, Robert L. Smedley, joined his 
uncles at Gifford’s. The company remained a wholly-owned family enterprise 
until 1961 when Orville D. Gifford retired and the business was sold to Westgate-
California Corporation.104 

Charles M. Gifford did not pioneer olive growing and processing in San Diego, 
but his early success in canning olives foretold the future of olive packaging and 
sales. His was a longer lasting enterprise than others, as Gifford shrewdly adopted 
the most modern processing methods while continuing as a grower to supply his 
own packing business. Founded during the infancy of modern commercial olive 
processing, Gifford & Sons remained a viable San Diego business for more than 
sixty years. 

Conclusion

Despite initial optimism, San Diego’s venture into olive production failed to 
meet expectations. J.W. Mills of the Agriculture Experiment Station in Pomona said 
that “colossal mistakes” were made during the olive boom. Growers placed trees 
in the wrong areas, gave them poor care, improperly pruned, or planted varieties 
not fully tested. In 1903, low prices and foreign competition caused many San 
Diego olive growers to adapt their land to other uses with the result that many 
unproductive orchards throughout California were destroyed. By the time prices 
were recovering, San Diego had lost many acres of olive trees. In 1909 San Diego 
County had more olive trees than any other California county. It fell to third place 
in olive acreage by 1915, fourth in 1918, and sixth in 1924.105 Olive processing plants 
survived by importing fruit from other regions of the state. 

To some extent, San Diego was the victim of boosterism. Newspapers and 
magazines had fueled the fever with get rich promotions that denied the need 
for skillful horticultural practices in olive cultivation. Local growers fell victim 
to misleading information about the ease of producing a crop and successfully 
processing it for the market. The few who succeeded in the olive business adapted 
to new realities and employed scientific methods to keep their businesses alive and 
privately held.

An unknown, but intriguing, sideline to the San Diego olive story is the degree 
to which the olive oil industry and the tuna industry benefited economically 
from their proximity in San Diego. Oil-packed tuna processing was surely 
economically facilitated by the existence of olive oil factories in the same San Diego 
neighborhood as the tuna canneries. At the same time, the olive oil industry had 
an immediate market for bulk quantities of its product. When San Diego reigned 
as the “tuna capital of the world,” synergy must have existed between local olive 
and tuna packers.106

San Diego retains an important place in the history of the California olive 
industry, despite the fact that it did not prove to be the best “olive country” in 
the state. It is the historic home of the olive in North America, producing many 
leaders and innovators in the industry. The story of San Diego’s olive culture is 
particularly important at a time when, according to a recent article, California 
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farmers “are pushing olive oil as though it’s the new thing, hoping to profit from 
denser planting methods and a growing U.S. appetite for the heart-healthy cooking 
ingredient.”107 The “boosterism” that produced the olive boom around 1900 
appears to be alive and well today.
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