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Our lives began on different continents but converged in Italy on a single summer evening, and we’ve been together ever since. Today, we are husband and wife, business partners, and best friends. Professionally, we are olive farmers, extra-virgin olive oil producers, importers, marketers, salespeople, and now authors. We are obsessed with extra-virgin olive oil and have carved out a space for ourselves in this ancient industry. The world of olive oil can feel exclusive, pretentious, and, at times, intimidating. However, at the end of the day, it’s just a bunch of farmers, olive oil lovers, and food enthusiasts looking to share their work with the world!
Before we started our business, EXAU (see this page), we were just consumers who felt there was a lot of mystique around olive oil. When we entered the industry, things didn’t get much clearer. Therefore, we know firsthand how opaque the olive oil industry can feel for consumers. Our big shift arrived in 2016. We felt underwhelmed with the lackluster selection of olive oil at our local grocery store in Oakland, California. The extra-virgin olive oil selection was sparse, and we only saw Tuscan and Sicilian oils—Calabrian oils were nowhere to be found. It seemed like all the grocery buyers were purchasing from the same importers and distributors.
Missing the extra-virgin olive oil from home, Giuseppe called his mom in Calabria to see if she could ship him vats (yes, literally) of their family’s extra-virgin olive oil. She enthusiastically agreed. We told some of our friends, and they immediately asked if she could send them oil as well. But then Giuseppe had an idea. He called his mom back and told her not to ship any oil—instead, he suggested, we would start our own olive oil company. Initially, Giuseppe wanted to build a start-up with outside funding and advisors—the whole nine yards. We were going to catapult our way onto the US market, showing up on thousands of grocery store shelves. He created a business plan and was getting ready to start pitching to investors. But then he looked at his family’s olive groves and had a change of heart. Raising outside capital would mean scaling quickly, essentially stripping us of one of our core values: producing oil using just our family trees. We didn’t have enough trees to keep pace with start-up life, which meant we had to start really small—and sometimes, that’s for the best.
Skyler was not immediately convinced about this whole olive oil business. She had a steady career in the design industry and was on her way to becoming a fully licensed architect in the state of California. In fact, the thought of pulling in outside investors compounded with entering a new industry and the many unknowns ahead terrified her. But she wasn’t finding joy in her career path anymore, and deep down she knew it was time to try something new. And to be honest, starting an olive oil company sounded kind of fun, not to mention romantic. So why not give it a go?
Over the next year, we plotted, schemed, and researched ways to start an olive oil business across two continents on a shoestring budget. In September 2017 we traveled to Giuseppe’s hometown of Le Castella, Calabria, and founded the company we would eventually call EXAU Olive Oil. In the beginning, it didn’t have a name, but we knew exactly how we wanted the brand to feel and which space it would occupy in the olive oil industry. Our product had to be delicious, our production practices needed to be transparent, and the business would need to honor Giuseppe’s family traditions. We wanted consumers to feel as though they were picking up and tasting a little piece of Calabria, a unique sensation so special, they couldn’t get anywhere else. We also felt it was incredibly important for us to explain the process of producing extra-virgin olive oil in an approachable way, providing consumers with educational resources in addition to the oil itself—we believe you can’t have one without the other. As we dug further, it became clear that the only way to create this experience was for us to go through the entire production process ourselves—from harvesting the olives to milling them to importing the oil. This allowed us to share our firsthand experience with our customers, and their reactions were incredible.
While we knew what we were creating, our product still didn’t have a name. Thankfully, later that fall, after all the oil was sealed in tanks, Giuseppe bolted up off the couch and exclaimed, “Ex albis ulivis!” This phrase, Latin for “from white olives,” means the olives were harvested young or early while still unripe, which produces a superior oil. Skyler promptly declared that it was entirely too long to be a business name—so we shortened it to EXAU. After a few clicks on the computer, we had all the domains purchased, and boom—we had a brand.
In our first two years of running EXAU, we often felt like we were standing in front of a curtain, the heavy red velvet kind you see in theaters. Behind that curtain were all the beautiful secrets of the olive oil industry, but, unfortunately, we “outsiders” weren’t allowed backstage. We didn’t know any professional olive oil producers, we didn’t fully understand the olive oil industry associations, and the existing olive oil shops and importers weren’t exactly willing to help. In short, we didn’t have the privilege of tapping into preexisting relationships to find any guidance or access. We eventually found out that the world of olive oil is tiny, and everyone knows everyone. If you’re not on the inside, it’s easy to feel excluded. At the time, this felt off-putting and made us angry. But we’re incredibly stubborn. We doubled down, certain that we were supposed to be in the olive oil business. We eventually learned which rope to pull to lift that figurative curtain, but we had to do the pulling ourselves.
Thankfully, behind that curtain was a group of kind and very talented people. They’re passionate about their work and have a strong desire to protect the integrity of their industry. They’re also incredibly busy. Unfortunately, this often translates to an appearance of pretentiousness and disinterest. But, as we discovered, that’s not the case at all. Producers, brand owners, and olive oil professionals care deeply about their consumers; the industry is just a little behind the times. It’s a very old-school industry that struggles to connect with a younger generation, and with the endless stream of social media platforms and competition for the most eye-catching headlines, it can feel hard for olive oil professionals to find their place in the modern world. To be fair, they’re used to dealing with trees that are hundreds of years old, so they’re accustomed to a slower pace.
This amounts to an industry that can feel opaque to its customers. We even believe that many younger producers are themselves struggling with that curtain we worked so hard to lift. But that’s why we wrote this book. We want to provide you with context, information, and a starting point. This is your rope—now, pull.















(Great) Extra-Virgin Olive Oil Is Expensive
You’re at the grocery store perusing the cooking oil section. You walk past the vegetable oil and notice an astronomical price increase when you enter the territory of exceptional extra-virgin olive oil (EVOO). What gives?
Producing olive oil usually requires two things most people don’t have: time and money. And unfortunately, this is one of the reasons it can be so challenging for small brands and producers to break into the industry.
TIME
Depending on the cultivar (and farming practices), an olive tree can take seven to fifteen years to yield enough fruit to produce a meaningful quantity of olive oil. While olive oil sitting on your kitchen shelf may have been harvested, milled, filtered, and bottled within three months, it likely took over a decade to go from seedling to bottle. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.
Producing incredible olive oil requires a constant game of tug-of-war between caring for one of the world’s longest-living plants and the lightning speed at which you have to move during harvest to preserve and protect the natural flavors of the oil. Plus, extra-virgin olive oil becomes rancid when it’s exposed to oxygen, so the work must be done quickly and carefully to keep this exposure to a minimum (see this page for more on oxidation). Sounds fun, right?
MONEY
In order to produce olive oil, you need the correct harvesting equipment and full access to a mill (which can easily cost around $200,000). One of the biggest reasons olive oil is so much more expensive than other cooking oils is that the oil is extracted mechanically, rather than through the use of chemical solvents and heat as other cooking oils are. Producing olive oil also requires high-quality bottles with caps that protect the product from air and light, a bottling machine, eye-catching labels, and proper transportation and storage. Every single detail counts because the product is quite sensitive, and in order to move inventory before the oil goes rancid, it needs to be marketed effectively to consumers.
While some extra-virgin olive oil may be somewhat reasonably priced, truly exceptional extra-virgin olive oil is predominantly expensive because it’s costly to produce. It’s also one of the highest-maintenance pantry staples due to its sensitivity to light and heat. But it’s 100 percent worth it. In our home, olive oil starts and finishes almost every single dish. You can season pasta with just EVOO and salt and be enthralled by your perfect plate of pasta heaven. Great extra-virgin olive oil is nothing short of magic.
Not All Olive Oil Is Created Equal
While not all olive oil is created equal, all olive oil is mechanically extracted from the fruit of the olive tree without the use of chemical solvents or heat.
Under international standards, there are many different grades of olive oil. However, from the standpoint of US consumers, there are only a few types you need to concern yourself with: regular (not virgin) olive oil, ordinary extra-virgin olive oil, and specialty extra-virgin olive oil. The different characteristics of these three categories depend on the oil’s production process.
REGULAR OLIVE OIL
Regular olive oil, which is typically more economical than ordinary extra-virgin olive oil, is usually labeled as simply “olive oil” or “light-tasting olive oil.” Sometimes it might even be labeled “pure olive oil,” although that’s an industry term that can be misleading to consumers (the only “pure” olive oil, as far as we are concerned, is extra-virgin olive oil). Regular olive oil is more processed than extra-virgin olive oil. It consists primarily of olive oil that has been refined, as well as some added virgin or extra-virgin olive oil.
Refining, a process that involves heat, pressure, and the use of alkalis, removes all flavor and color from the natural oil. In the case of solvent-extracted oils (typically soybean, canola, and corn oils), the refining process may also assist in removing solvent residues. For instance, canola oil is always refined because the unrefined natural oil can taste like cabbage, which, for many, is not a pleasant characteristic. In the case of olive oil, virgin olive oils that don’t meet the standard required to be sold as “virgin” or “extra virgin” are typically refined. Manufacturers enrich refined olive oil with some virgin or extra virgin olive oil (maybe 5 to 15 percent; oils described as “light tasting” are going to be closer to 5 percent) to give the refined oil some flavor and color. Regular olive oil can be useful when preparing foods where you don’t want the flavor of the oil to come through; this includes high-heat cooking. For example, you might want to keep a bottle of light-tasting olive oil on hand to pop popcorn kernels, as well as a specialty extra virgin to sprinkle on the popcorn before you eat it!
Regular olive oil is usually made with a blend of many different olive oils. This is the oil often used by restaurants for cooking or baking. It can typically be found on the lower shelves at the grocery store. The bottle is usually clear, which, unfortunately, allows light to easily pass through, causing the product to oxidize much more quickly. Refined olive oil usually has a very neutral taste. There’s also a very high chance that the brand producing this oil is a multinational conglomerate that owns several other olive oil brands or food companies. You might even see words lacking in detail, such as “light” or “Italian,” on the label, which are essentially meaningless.
FUN FACT
You can assume that all the cooking oils on the supermarket shelves are “refined” unless they are labeled as “extra virgin,” “virgin,” or “unrefined.”
ORDINARY EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
Ordinary extra-virgin olive oil is usually stocked on the lower to middle shelves at the grocery store and sold at a moderate price point. It might be labeled as an “everyday cooking oil” or have another generic name.
Ordinary extra-virgin olive oils are typically produced by large companies that purchase olive oil from multiple sources, including from different regions or countries and from farms comprising high-density groves that use mechanized harvesting. Unfortunately, this is a practice that greatly sacrifices quality for savings in production costs when compared to more traditional growing and harvesting methods. This olive oil is often packed in a slightly tinted green or brown bottle that’s still somewhat translucent. It will usually say “first cold press” somewhere on the bottle (we discuss this term on this page). Many of the leading brands of olive oils sold in the United States fall into this category. Ordinary extra-virgin olive oil often also includes private-label brands of supermarkets and big box grocery stores, all of which seem to have their own brands of extra-virgin olive oil. These oils are also sometimes generically marketed as “Italian,” “Greek,” “Californian,” or “Spanish.” You may also see the labels that make us most suspicious of origin and quality, “Mediterranean blend” and “Tuscan blend.” This is because many consumers associate good-quality olive oil with certain regions (for example, Europe) due to decades of Eurocentric marketing tactics in the olive oil industry. The truth is, you can make good olive oil anywhere you can grow olives. While Italy produces some of the most incredible extra-virgin olive oil in the world, we have tasted some of the most rancid and off-putting olive oil within the country, too. So buyer, beware: a label saying (or implying) that an olive oil is “Italian” or “Mediterranean” does not guarantee the oil’s quality, and this goes for any other region as well.
Ordinary extra-virgin olive oils tend to have a milder flavor than specialty extra-virgin olive oils, in part because the oil is from olives that were harvested later in the season. A later harvest allows the olives to mature and grow larger, and more mature olives produce more oil, which results in a bigger payday for the company selling the oil. However, the oil has far less flavor than those produced from olives picked early in the harvest. In addition, many larger brands seek to homogenize their products so they all have a consistent mild flavor, targeting what they believe are the preferences of average consumers.
Ordinary extra-virgin olive oils have a place in your kitchen because they are very versatile due to their mild flavors. They can be used in just about any application, including baking, frying, and cooking in large quantities (like you would for a Sunday cookout or block party). But what about a dish where you want to taste the oil? In our home, we always want to taste the flavor of the olive oil in our salads, pasta, chicken, fish, and veggies, so we reserve ordinary extra-virgin olive oil for frying.
SPECIALTY EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
Specialty extra-virgin olive oil is the crème de la crème: the most nuanced and flavorful olive oil you can buy. You’ll often find these beauties on the top or midlevel shelf. They’re produced with extraordinary care and attention, often in limited quantities and usually by a small company. Typically, a specialty olive oil will identify the types of olives that were milled to make the oil, as well as the precise region in which the olives were grown. Often, the owner is the olive oil producer and sometimes is also the farmer and grower.


It’s common to find specialty extra-virgin olive oil brands that are family owned and operated. Specialty brands typically respect and support the landscape and biodiversity and do not practice long-term extreme high-density planting methods. Specialty extra-virgin olive oil producers tend to plant trees that are native to the immediate region, state, or country. In places like California, where olives are not native, farmers usually plant olive cultivars they know will grow well together in the region. They often utilize organic farming methods to ensure the health and longevity of their trees, regardless of whether they’re certified organic.
Specialty extra-virgin olive oil brands produce the highest-quality olive oil on the market. These oils are typically high priced, ranging from $30 to $80 (or more!) per quart. But their flavors can be exceptional, making them especially ideal for raw uses, such as on salads and as a condiment. We recommend keeping different bottles of specialty oils available for different foods, to cook with and finish your dishes.
Not All Olive Oil Is Extra Virgin
Making olive oil is easy. In fact, you can do it at home with a hand-cranked mill and a few pounds of olives. But if it were truly easy to produce exceptional extra-virgin olive oil, everyone would be doing it, and the specialty olive oil category wouldn’t exist.
All olive oil, regardless of cultivar, type, or quality, starts off the same way: olives are crushed so their juice can be extracted. The process the olives go through to eventually become regular olive oil versus extra-virgin olive oil, however, differs immensely.
Extra-virgin olive oil must meet certain parameters to be categorized as extra virgin, which is why it’s challenging to produce.
Different Grades of Olive Oil
There are different grades of olive oil. The technical, physical, organoleptic standards for each are extensive. A good rule of thumb is that a low FFA (free fatty acid) means an oil is of high quality (see this page for the science behind FFA). Here are the different grades:
LAMPANTE OLIVE OIL
Lampante olive oil is produced with olives that were harvested from the ground, where they become contaminated by the soil. Its aroma has highly marked “defects”—smelling it, you might describe it as fusty, musty, winey, or muddy. And with an FFA content higher than 3.3%, it’s further along in the rancidity process. It does not meet the International Olive Council (IOC) standards for human consumption.
REFINED OLIVE OIL
Refined olive oil is derived from lampante oils that go through processing such as decolorization, deacidification, and deodorization. It has an FFA content equal to or below 0.3%, meaning it will take longer to go rancid than lampante oil.
REGULAR OLIVE OIL
Regular olive oil consists of a mixture of refined olive oil and virgin olive oil (typically between 5 and 15%; virgin); regular olive oil is often called “light” or “light-tasting” olive oil. The FFA content does not exceed 3.3%.
VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
Virgin olive oil is made with olives that have fallen into nets placed under the olive trees. This harvest method allows the olives to reach their ripest point and then fall naturally. It has defects and an FFA level below 2%.
EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
Extra-virgin olive oil is made with olives that have been harvested from the tree. Its aroma has few defects, and the oil has an FFA level below 0.8%.
FREE FATTY ACID (FFA) LEVELS IN OLIVE OIL
(lower indicates better quality)
 
	Lampante olive oil
	> 3.3%

	Regular olive oil
	=/< 3.3%

	Refined olive oil
	=/< 0.3%

	Virgin olive oil
	< 2%

	Extra-virgin olive oil
	< 0.8%




Olive Oil Councils and Associations
In a way, the olive oil industry is self-regulated. You may have seen different logos for olive oil councils or associations on the backs of olive oil bottles, on websites, or in grocery stores. Olive oil brands and producers choose to join these organizations freely. The International Olive Council (IOC) is the largest and most recognized olive oil association in the world, but different organizations exist to provide producers with industry standards and market updates. These standards include, but are not limited to, product quality, tariffs and trade agreements, new research, harvesting practices, and recommended equipment. Without these organizations, there wouldn’t be a quality standard for olive oil producers to meet. For example, a producer wouldn’t know the maximum free fatty acid (FFA) and peroxide levels acceptable in an extra-virgin olive oil versus a virgin olive oil.
There are many different olive oil organizations because, naturally, not everyone agrees on one set of standards for each type of olive oil. While this can cause some tension in the industry, everyone wants the same thing: for the quality of the product to remain consistent and for consumers to know they can rely on that consistency.
Olive Oil Competitions
Hundreds of olive oil competitions take place across the globe each year. Some of the competitions are small and only accept locally produced oils. Others are quite large, with open calls for olive oil producers from around the world to participate. Producers and brands send their oils to competitions to see how their products stand up to those of their peers and to receive praise (or criticism) from some of the world’s greatest olive oil sommeliers. Participation in olive oil competitions is optional, but it can be beneficial for some producers.
All Questions Are Good Questions
We have lost count of the number of times customers have said, “This might be a stupid question, but…,” then go on to ask a completely valid question. The reality is many people have not seen the process of producing olive oil. And how would they? Most folks don’t live in or near an olive grove. And having a few olive trees in the yard or at the local park is a completely different experience. Those trees are usually planted for their aesthetic value or the shade they provide instead of for their fruit, so the context in which the plant exists is different.
Unlike in the wine industry, there have not been educational programs dedicated to the study of olive oil until fairly recently. You could say the “modern” olive oil industry is still in its infancy. Even just twenty years ago, there were barely any olive oil sommeliers. The idea of becoming an expert at olive oil tastings was almost laughable. But now there are dozens of olive oil sommelier programs with hundreds of graduates each year, and students have the option to attend a program closer to home or to fly long distances to learn from a specific instructor.











The Olive Tree’s Origins
The olive tree is one of the oldest plants in the Mediterranean basin, with proverbial roots going back six thousand years. Its origin remains a bit of a mystery, but research points to modern-day Syria and Palestine, where olive trees often grow wild in dense forests. The olive tree is believed to have spread from an area near Syria to Greece, then up to the countries in the Mediterranean basin, including Italy, Spain, and Portugal.
In Rome, you’ll find olive trees older than the Colosseum and the Pantheon, structures made entirely of stone and concrete that were built nearly two thousand years ago by the greatest minds of a generation. The olive tree is one of the greatest living things on this planet and will outlive us all.
The Greeks are believed to have originally spread the olive tree throughout the heart of the Mediterranean. Later, the Romans developed methods for the production of olive oil and began to categorize types of olive oil—they even made people pay their taxes with it! And with the expansion of the Roman Empire, the olive tree spread even farther into the Mediterranean basin and beyond.
The Romans distinguished five categories of olive oil:
OLEUM EX ALBIS ULIVIS (from which our company name, EXAU, is derived), meaning “olive harvested white (early green).” This oil was considered the most valuable and expensive. Therefore, it was reserved for nobility.
OLEUM VIRDI was made with partially ripe olives. It was still high quality and considered valuable.
OLEUM MATURUM was made entirely with black olives. It was considered inferior to oleum ex albis ulivis and oleum virdi.
OLEUM CADUCUM was made from fallen olives and was considered mediocre.
OLEUM CIBARIUM was produced from overripe, bug-infested olives and was reserved for people whom the Romans had enslaved.
There are other hypotheses circulated that the plant first spread to Crete and then down to Egypt, Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Atlas Mountains.
Looking at a map, it becomes clear that the Mediterranean basin was *poppin* a few thousand years ago, as traders sailed across the gorgeous blue sea with their goods. We like to think the trees keep their origin a secret for themselves. Today, the olive tree is indigenous to the entirety of the Mediterranean basin and can be found growing from North Africa to Spain to Syria.
FUN FACT
Wild olive trees often look a lot more like bushes than trees, especially with all the shoots that spring up from the trunk. They’re certainly a far cry from the perfectly pruned and cultivated groves we see today.








Olive Trees Are Living Legend and Myth
The olive tree is featured in numerous Greek and Roman myths and legends, some of which are truly fantastic. Olive juice was considered precious—the nectar of the gods—and the tree’s branches were a symbol of peace and glory. A crown of olive branches was placed on the head of the winner of the Olympic games, a symbol that they were godlike. The olive tree has always been a symbol of resilience, sacredness, and peace.
The naming of Athens is one of the most iconic tales to include an olive tree. As with all myths, the details may vary a bit from source to source, but most agree that Poseidon and Athena were arguing over who would claim the city of Acte, ruled by a king named Cecrops. Zeus interfered, stopping the argument, and said that a contest would decide who would win the city. The contest was held in the Acropolis and judged by Cecrops and Zeus himself. Acte would be granted to the one who gave humanity the most useful gift. Poseidon slammed his trident against the ground and made a spring appear—but the water was seawater, not something the people of Acte needed. Athena touched her spear to the ground and made an olive tree appear. She broke off a twig and handed it to the judges, who proclaimed her the winner. So Athens was named after Athena, and the olive tree became sacred to the Greeks.
When Athens later suffered an attack by the army of Xerxes, the whole city was burned, even the holy olive tree grown by Athena. However, from that blackened and burned olive tree a living green shoot appeared, a sign of rebirth for the city of Athens and its citizens.
Arguably the most symbolic, iconic representation of resilience comes from the Bible’s book of Genesis when after the great flood, a dove returns to Noah’s ark with an olive branch in its beak. The branch is a sign that the waters have begun to recede and represents the end of the chaos and a peaceful new beginning for the world.
Today, olive oil from the Leucocarpa cultivar—which produces white olives—is used as an anointing oil in religious rituals.
Olive trees are also part of the history of humankind; they’re part of the reason some civilizations were able to survive. For example, olive oil has always been used as a preservative for food. In Italian, sott’olio means “under oil.” After seasonal fruits and vegetables were prepared, grilled, or sun dried, they were stored in jugs sott’olio. These preserved foods could be eaten throughout the year and were a great help during times of famine. Many people in the Mediterranean, especially in southern Italy, did not have access to electricity, and without a refrigerator, foods kept sott’olio were a huge help in keeping families fed throughout the year.







Olives Are a Fruit
Olives have a seed (or pit), which could technically be used to grow another olive tree. So while they may not resemble the sweet and juicy fruits you think of when you hear the word, like peaches or oranges, they are indeed biologically a fruit.
Olives are similar to cherries, with thin yet fibrous skin, pulpy flesh, and a very obvious pit. Cherries and olives both also happen to grow on beautiful trees.
TASTING RAW OLIVES
We need to preface this with a warning: Proceed with caution when tasting raw olives. You might think biting into an olive would be a fun, carefree activity. Imagine you’re in a gorgeous olive grove. The wind gently stirs the branches of the trees. You pluck an olive off and lift it to your lips. You’re fully prepared for the taste of fresh olive to fill your mouth. When you sink your teeth into the flesh, you find the flavor slightly pleasant. But then an avalanche of bitterness hits your tongue, and it tastes terrible. Surprise!
Raw olives are without a doubt one of the most bitter foods you will ever eat. We have heard them described as bitter, disgusting, and “the worst thing I’ve tasted in my entire life.” We often wonder who first had the idea—and the audacity—to press all the juice out of such a horrible-tasting fruit.
In all seriousness, tasting raw olives can reveal some of their characteristics. If the olive is still green, the exterior will be tough. Take a small bite of the flesh, and you will find it has a slightly grainy texture. Your tongue begins to feel dry, and there’s a tugging on the sides of your cheeks and tongue from the tannins in the fruit (the same compounds in your glass of red wine). Finally, you may notice a slight tingling on your tongue or at the back of your throat—that’s the polyphenols at work.
Great Olives Make Great Olive Oil
Without healthy high-quality olives, it’s extremely hard to make good olive oil. One of the most challenging realities of the olive oil industry is that growing olive trees that produce olives is easy, but growing healthy trees that yield superb olives is extremely challenging. For one, olive trees are sensitive. Sure, they live forever and if properly cared for will produce fruit forever. However, to take care of olive trees well and get them to produce fruit consistently takes a lot of time, money, and equipment. Also, the olive oil industry is run by the weather, no matter how much humans try to intervene and control the variables. Too much rain? Hope you have good drainage. Not enough rain? Hope you have access to water. Fruit flies? Hope you can harvest immediately or go a year without any income. No fruit? It’s time to buy some from your neighbors. These are the realities that olive farmers face every single day.
Olives are harvested in the fall, but the trees require year-round care. The year typically begins shortly after harvest, when the trees must be pruned. This takes place from November to March, depending on the region. Once the trees are pruned, they must be left to regrow. With proper care in the spring, buds will begin to appear, then flowers. This is the beginning of the growth cycle of the olive fruit. By June, tiny olives appear in adorable bundles, adorning the silver-green leaves of the trees. As summer lengthens, the olives grow and are eventually harvested in early fall.
Cultivars Matter
The Mediterranean region boasts the most olive cultivars. In Italy alone, there are more than 650 cultivars—that’s out of 2,000 worldwide. Each cultivar has a different use (table olives versus olives for oil; see this page), fruit production, percentage yield (for oil), flavor profile, and, of course, growing location.
Ensuring olive trees have the right pollen available is vital for growth and the production of fruit. Self-pollinating cultivars are trees that can, as the name suggests, pollinate themselves. The pollen produced by the stamen can drop down onto the pistil’s stigma. While the tree is capable of growing fruit without the assistance of wind, insects, or other animals, the movement caused by the wind or by an insect landing on the flower may help the pollen to drop from the stamen to the pistil. Koroneiki, Arbosana, Arbequina, and Nocellara Messinese are self-pollinating varieties.
Self-incompatible cultivars make up a significant number of olive cultivars. “Self-incompatible” means they require the pollen of other cultivars for pollination to occur. This trait is believed to be a species’s natural mechanism to promote outbreeding, which is achieved through cross-pollination. This improves genetic variability and, consequently, evolutionary diversification. Some self-incompatible olive trees may be pollinated by a number of different cultivars; these include Leccino, Nocellara del Belice, Peranzana, and Moraiolo. Other types of self-incompatible olive trees, however, can only be pollinated by specific cultivars; these include Ascolana Tenera, Tonda Iblea, and Correggiolo.
Nature takes care of most of the work in the process of producing delicious olives. Regardless, it is vital for us to understand the process, especially when it comes to the type of pollination each cultivar requires. As you can see, this process starts well before harvest.
Around the world, Spanish hybrid cultivars are the most common because these are known to have a better response to hostile climates and difficult soil. They are considered evolved plants; even in super-high-density groves, they produce a higher yield year after year.
MONOCULTIVARS VERSUS BLENDS VERSUS OLIVAGGIO
A monocultivar olive oil is one in which 90 to 100 percent of the olives used to produce the oil are from the same varietal. An olivaggio is a mix of different oils that are supposed to have the same taste. The taste of olivaggio can change every year depending on the percentage of different olives produced and the yield produced by the cultivars. Different varieties produce different quantities each year. They’re all incredible, but blends have gotten a bad reputation, likely because of broad marketing terms like “Mediterranean blend.” There are twenty-two countries surrounding the Mediterranean Sea, so the term is very unspecific. It might mean the oil is from the Mediterranean or was made with Mediterranean olive cultivars not grown in the Mediterranean. Naming foods by country or continent tells you little about where they are actually from.







Olive Color and Ripeness
Olive harvest for oil production usually takes place in early to mid-fall. Some producers may harvest later in the growing season due to the weather or the type of cultivar being grown, to manage flavor profiles, or to increase the overall percent yield of oil.
While extra-virgin olive oil as a product does have quite a few standardized rules, the ways in which olive trees are managed and grown varies immensely. The reality is olive trees change from year to year based on the weather. In addition, a farmer who is growing high in the hills of Calabria is not going to harvest the same week, or even month, as a producer in the flat groves of Puglia. Therefore, placing generalizations on harvest dates (for example, claiming that olives must be harvested in October) doesn’t make sense. Lastly, producers have different methods of making oil. Some prefer an early harvest, while those in a cooler climate may harvest in mid-December because the olives simply weren’t ready before then.
In Calabria in southern Italy, we pick “early harvest” olives between the first and second week of October, depending on the cultivar. They’re bright green, very firm, and extremely bitter and pungent when bitten. There isn’t much flesh around the pit. We pick “mid-harvest” olives the first week of November. The olives are green with gorgeous streaks of purple, or they’re green that fades to purple. They’re firm, but the skin gives easier. There is a bit more flesh around the pit as the olives have ripened more and been exposed to a few more days of rain. We pick “late harvest” olives in early December. The olives are 80 to 95 percent purple and the skin is easier to pull back. There is a substantial amount of flesh surrounding the pit, as the olive has been given time to fully mature. When bitten, the olives are not quite as pungent as before, but they’re still bitter. The flesh can be squeezed into an oily paste between your fingertips.
Different colors, different qualities? No, but different oils. Olives from the same cultivar that are harvested and milled at different times will make different oil. We can classify four periods of olive ripeness: green, ripening, ripe, and overripe. Green olives—harvested completely green—contain sharp, herbaceous notes. Ripening olives are harvested just when they’re changing color; it’s a perfect time because the percent yield and flavor profiles are in balance. Ripe olives are harvested completely black, and the resulting olive oil has a mild fragrance. The percentage yield is higher, and the flavor profile is milder. Overripe olives lose their shine and shape and start to fall from the trees by themselves. They have an even higher percentage yield, but their quality is not the best.
Elevation and Climate Change
Many producers contend that a higher elevation can provide a better environment for olive groves because it aids in producing olives with a more balanced, harmonic, and pronounced organoleptic (flavor) profile. They argue that those olives will yield extra-virgin olive oil with higher levels of antioxidants. Some olive trees do prefer a higher elevation because it provides some beneficial conditions: cold temperatures last slightly longer in the winter than at sea level, which limits the life cycle of some bugs. This gives the olive trees an advantage against some pathogens and pest infestations.
However, lower elevations have been shown to provide better conditions in some aspects of olive production. The mild temperature produces a perfect environment for the trees, but on the other hand, the warmth always gives bugs an advantage. Organic production is preferable, but there is a higher cost of maintenance due to installing traps and providing protection from pests. But later in the summer when temperatures are at their highest, the heat creates a difficult environment for bugs, especially the fruit fly, which is the worst pest for olives, making lower elevations an advantage.
Climate change has contributed to very warm and mild winters. When winter becomes too short or mild, it creates a perfect environment for bad bugs to thrive, and the bugs have time to produce multiple generations within the same life cycle. Cold temperatures are required to help develop natural boundaries against bugs and to find a genuine balance with nature. In olive oil production, the life cycle of bugs has always been a problem, which can stunt the growth of young groves, damage olive crops, and lower product quality. In addition, climate change causes temperatures to become unstable, making the trees less resilient when frost or extreme heat hit unexpectedly.
Geography Is King
Location makes a difference with olives. Air current, elevation, different terroirs—these are real game changers, creating microclimates for each cultivar. Every cultivar has its own preferred location.
Olives have the gift of stubbornness, which means that even in difficult conditions, like being faced with the absence of water, they manage to grow. There are a few trees that excel in most climates; the Italian cultivars Leccino, Frantoio, and Coratina are the best examples of trees that grow incredibly well outside of Italy. We cannot say the same for our beloved Carolea, which is native to Calabria and one of the oldest cultivars. It comes from the very ancient land of Carolei, near the southern Italian city of Cosenza. The Carolea variety was first introduced in the eighth century BCE by the Greeks and grows exceptionally well in Calabria. It covers more than 123,000 acres (50,000 hectares) of land, from the city of Reggio all the way to Cosenza, at an elevation of 30 to 2,620 feet (10 to 800 meters). The most densely planted region is Lamezia Terme. For a good example of terroir, try tasting a Carolea extra-virgin olive oil produced with olives grown in Lamezia Terme, and then taste an oil produced with olives grown 65 miles (105 kilometers) away in Crotone. The difference is delightfully surprising.
Table Olives and Oil Olives
There are three categories of olives: table olives, dual-purpose (table and oil) olives, and oil olives. In general, olives for oil are smaller and extremely bitter.
Table olives (olive da tavola), which are usually eaten during aperitivo or as an appetizer, tend to be sweeter than olives for oil. They can have a lower yield percentage, meaning they produce less oil.
TABLE OLIVES INCLUDE: Ascolana Tenera, Nocellara del Belice, Grossa di Spagna, Uovo di Piccione, Termite di Bitetto, Manzanilla
DUAL-PURPOSE OLIVES INCLUDE: Carolea, Picholine, Nocellara Messinese, Itrana, Grossa di Cassano, Mission
OIL OLIVES INCLUDE: Pendolino, Frantoio, Leccino, Moraiolo, Coratina, Roggianella, Ottobratico, Peranzana, Arbequina, Arbosana, Koroneiki
Unique Olive Tree Characteristics
Different cultivars of olive trees are distinguished by their shape. Some grow erect toward the sky, while others grow downward. Still others spread their branches out toward the sides, and some have branches growing downward, perpendicular to the soil.
Some trees have dense foliage; others have medium or sparse foliage, regardless of the vigor of the plant. Vigor is determined by the growth rate of the plant and can be high, medium, or low. Low-vigor plants are preferable in intensive and super-intensive groves, where the trees are grown closer together than in standard groves. Modern groves often use hybrid plants to reduce production costs and space required. These systems are considered very efficient in terms of cost and labor.











Free Fatty Acid Levels
Olive oil must meet certain standards to be considered extra virgin. Free fatty acid (FFA) levels are one of those standards. FFAs come from the detachment of the fat acid from its own fat acid chain by glycerol that keeps them united. The more the molecules of olive oils are intact, the more the FFA will be low. In simpler terms, imagine a DNA structure with some parts falling off—the parts that have fallen off would be called FFAs because they move freely around the oil. To preserve the environment of the molecules, it is necessary that they are not exposed to any source of oxidation. But we shouldn’t obsess over this. The FFA levels present in an olive oil do not make it taste more or less acidic. In fact, humans are not able to detect FFAs with their senses. Not even a talented and well-trained sommelier can taste them—they’re not apparent to the human palate. The only way to see the FFA levels of an olive oil is through lab testing.
FFA levels are extremely important to the farmer, however, because they essentially show the result of the previous year’s work, including how much trimming was done, the method and time of harvesting, milling practices, and, most important, the health of the olives. Lastly, proper storage of olive oil will result in a lower FFA.
Unfortunately, FFA levels can be affected by rain during harvest and exposure to oxidation, as well as if the olives have been sitting for more than forty-eight hours before milling or have been attacked by bugs, harvested overripe, or harvested from the ground.
For the consumer, the FFA level can give information about how long the oil will keep because lower FFA levels keep the oil from becoming rancid for longer.
Learn to Love Antioxidants
Everybody knows about antioxidants, also known as polyphenols. And yes, EVOO can contain a lot of them. The level of antioxidants depends on the cultivar and other parameters, such as growing elevation and terroir. Extra-virgin olive oil with lower antioxidants sometimes has a sweeter taste, and extra-virgin olive oil with higher antioxidants can have a sharp bitterness and spiciness.
The higher the antioxidant levels, the better the olive oil. An EVOO with a polyphenol level of 200 or higher is a great product. However, when you’re choosing or purchasing an oil, antioxidant levels shouldn’t be the final determining factor. An oil with high antioxidants might be a poor choice for delicate foods like fish, for example, or for sweet dishes like ice cream or cake because of its intensity. Choose an oil based on the intended use. Whether high in antioxidants or not, it’s always going to have wonderful health benefits.
FUN FACT
Since “free fatty acid” includes the word acid, consumers often assume this means the oil has flavors of acidity similar to vinegar. This can create a placebo effect in which those unaware of the true meaning of FFA claim to taste the acidity of the oil. In reality, FFA is not detectable by the human palate.
A Perfect Environment
Life on a farm involves knowing what kind of soil you’re dealing with and which menaces, like pathogens and bugs, you’re likely to encounter. It’s important to create a perfect environment for the trees and the beneficial creatures present in the soil. Everything that happens under the tree will reflect in the tree and its olives. Just as people need balance, terroir needs balance as well. A balanced terroir is a perfect habitat for every living thing in it. Imagine your gut when your microbiome is balanced—it will work perfectly; when it’s not, you’ll need probiotics to restore your intestinal flora. Inside a harmonic terroir there are a lot of living bacteria. These little fellas are just as important to an olive grove as probiotics are to your microbiome; they help the tree grow and develop a stronger immune system and better defenses against pathogens and bugs. Olive farmers hire biologists, chemists, and agronomists—the “doctors”—to check these parameters in an olive grove on a regular basis. Prevention is key—better to keep an eye on the little signs that tell you something is off than try to find a cure once the damage is done.
The Truth About Smoke Point
You may have heard that you can’t cook with extra-virgin olive oil because it has a low smoke point. Olive oil has been studied for decades, and recently researchers have focused heavily on its smoke point. The new findings from this research have been incredibly helpful for consumers and producers alike, as it gives us more accurate information.
In general, extra-virgin olive oil has a high smoke point, averaging between 350ºF and 410ºF (175ºC and 210ºC); for refined olive oil, it’s between 390ºF and 470ºF (200ºC and 245ºC). However, this depends in some part on the characteristics of the oil itself. Again, not all extra-virgin olive oils are exactly the same.
Smoke point is determined by the level of free fatty acids (FFAs) and antioxidants in an oil; low FFA levels indicate that the oil will have a higher smoke point. The abundance of antioxidants in extra-virgin olive oil means it has great stability for cooking, and those antioxidants fight free radical formation in the body.
Baking with extra-virgin olive oil is just fine, too. While you may be setting the oven to 425ºF (220ºC), above the oil’s smoke point, the food itself doesn’t reach that temperature, especially not internally.
To keep olive oil from hitting its smoke point, follow these basic cooking principles, which are not specific to olive oil:
DON’T leave oil unattended on the stovetop as it heats.
DON’T leave a pan over high heat on the stovetop.
DON’T bake or roast with the oven on maximum heat unless it’s absolutely necessary or called for in the recipe.











Real People Make Real Olive Oil
Many individuals are involved in the process of making olive oil. It takes a village to keep olive trees healthy and happy.
FARMERS: The hands—and equipment—of farmers and growers touch every single olive used to produce every bottle of olive oil. Considering that millions of tons of olives are harvested each year, it’s pretty remarkable that each olive is handled individually. Many olive oil companies are run by families and have been passed down from one generation to the next. Regardless of who owns and operates the grove, olive trees need tending by humans to stay healthy, especially with the waves climate change is sending through the industry.
A farmer can easily spend their entire career maintaining one property. They regularly walk or drive through the grove, making sure the trees are healthy; that any parasites, fungi, or bugs are treated or contained; and that harvest is going smoothly. Throughout the year, the trees need regular tilling, feeding, spraying, and pruning.
AGRONOMISTS: Agronomists specialize in helping grove owners increase the production yield of their trees and help manage waste and the costs of running the property. They usually walk the groves with the farmer, inspecting the trees and listening to updates on and any problems with the plants. Think of agronomists as plant and soil doctors because they help farmers identify the causes of inefficiencies within the estate. They can analyze the problem and “prescribe” an antidote to get the property as a whole back to health. Sometimes it’s something as simple as installing new drainage or correcting pollination methods; other times, the root cause is an invasive insect, and the treatment is more intense.
BIOLOGISTS AND CHEMISTS: We dare say biologists and chemists are some of the most important people in the olive-growing business. If agronomists are the general practitioners for olive trees, then biologists and chemists are the open-heart surgeons. They spend a lot of time in the lab analyzing samples of soil, leaves, and fruit under microscopes, so their work provides a much more detailed lens on the health of a property and/or individual plants. In addition, both biologists and chemists usually perform the lab tests necessary to determine the free fatty acid levels, polyphenol levels, peroxide levels, and nutritional details for an olive oil. Much of today’s lab work to study smoke point is done by food scientists with a background in biology and chemistry. In short, olive oil science can’t move forward without them.
THE MILL OPERATOR: This is an exciting yet stressful job. An olive mill is a huge piece of equipment with thousands of moving parts that can be filled with tons of olives at one time. The mill operator is responsible for making sure the olives move through the mill properly and that the olives maintain the temperature requested by the producer. Using these machines requires proper training, and a mistake can result in olives being milled incorrectly, rendering the harvest unsuitable as EVOO but fine as regular olive oil. It’s important to note that simply owning a mill is not a golden ticket to producing the highest-quality extra-virgin olive oil. A great mill operator will make sure the mill is sparkling clean before processing a batch of olives and that everything runs smoothly during the milling.
THE PRODUCER: An olive oil producer makes olive oil. However, there are many ways to create the product. Some might own all their olive trees and a mill and are therefore able to produce 100 percent estate-produced oils. Some producers grow some olives but will buy more to reach the quantity they need and then mill them together. Others don’t grow olives at all and instead buy single-origin oils and blend them together to create a unique product.
THE BRAND OWNER: Brand owners own a brand name and a label. However, the oil itself is not theirs until they purchase it from a producer with whom they partner. In the best-case scenario, a brand owner works exclusively with a handful of farms and makes that clear to consumers. In the worst-case scenario, the brand owner buys from many farmers or mixes oils in bulk and markets it as well. There are many reputable olive oil brands out there, but it might take a bit of work to find them.
THE SOMMELIER: Sommeliers are responsible for the tasting, classification, and pairing of olive oil. Sometimes you’ll find sommeliers who are also producers, brand owners, farmers, or biologists. Being familiar with the life cycle of a product as a whole can certainly help with tasting and classifying it. You can find sommeliers at olive oil competitions, professional panels, and private panels. All olive oil sommeliers go through a certification program through which they receive their credentials.
FUN FACT
It’s common to find that one person or company is acting as the olive farmer, producer, mill operator, and brand owner—which is great! But a great product requires adequate knowledge of the equipment used, the constant surveillance of a chemist, and excellent hygiene practices.
THERE’S (NEARLY) NO WASTE
Olive trees are special: they are always beautiful and green if given good care, and even the by-products of the trees and their fruit can be reused.
Let’s start with pruning. The wood left over from pruning olive trees can be ground and used as compost, chopped for fire kindling, or crafted into beautiful and versatile kitchen items and furniture. Sawdust from the olive wood can be used to make fuel for pellet stoves, providing heat in homes in the winter.
The waste left behind after the extraction of extra-virgin olive oil (called sansa or pâté, depending on the mill) can also be reused as food for farm animals and compost, and the olive pits can be used as pellet-stove fuel. The water extracted from the olives can be used as a soil conditioner or purified and reused for agricultural purposes.
Each of an olive tree’s by-products still has something to give—how’s that for reuse and recycle?
Harvest Is a Relay
Harvest doesn’t last for a few days or even a few weeks. It lasts for months and can span three different seasons of the year. In the Northern Hemisphere, harvest can start as early as August and continue into the beginning of January, with the bulk of the harvest taking place in October and November. In the Southern Hemisphere, harvest can last from March to August.
It’s important to note that harvesttime varies greatly depending on climate, elevation, rainfall, cultivar, and the type of oil the producer wants to make. There isn’t one correct time to harvest because each estate or property is unique. In addition, not all olives are used specifically for olive oil.
For example, in the Northern Hemisphere, olives harvested in August are typically reserved for the table. During this time of the year, the olives can be described as “sweet.” We particularly enjoy a cultivar that can be used for both table and oil, such as Carolea and Nocellara Messinese. Table olives will continue to be picked throughout the fall at different stages of ripeness, depending on the style and method by which they’ll be cured. For instance, olives intended to be cured under salt are often picked later in the harvest, once the skins are more purple. However, olives to be used for olive schiacciate (“cracked olives”) are picked earlier, near the end of August, then brined, cured, and jarred.
Once harvest starts, it’s a relay race to the next task as the olives, and then the oil, are passed off to the next team member, from farmer to miller to producer to bottler to biologist/chemist to shipper. The process needs to be organized and efficient. With the right rhythm, equipment, and team, four people can harvest a lot of acreage very quickly. However, harvest is physically and emotionally exhausting for everyone involved, so high endurance and strength are required, and more hands are incredibly helpful, if you have them.







HARVESTING AND COLLECTING OLIVES FROM THE TREES
The first step in producing extra-virgin olive oil is getting the olives off the tree. Olives can be harvested using several different methods, many of which are combined for the best results. These include removing olives from the tree with a tree shaker, branch shaker, electric or pneumatic tree rake, or hand tree rake, or by hand. A tree shaker looks like a tractor with webbed arms or a canopy similar to a bat’s wings, which can extend. The tree shaker approaches the olive tree and latches onto the trunk, then extends the webbed canopy around the trunk. It then vibrates rapidly, causing the olives to drop into the canopy, where they can be collected and stored in a compartment in the tree shaker.
A branch shaker is worn at the hip and has a long arm with a hook at the end. The hook can be latched onto most medium-size branches. It shakes the branch in the same way a tree shaker vibrates the trunk. When the branches vibrate, the olives fall into nets below.
An electric or pneumatic tree rake is a long arm with long fingers attached to one end. Sometimes these look like a pair of hands attached at the wrist. As the farmer moves the rake through the branches, the fingers/hands move up and down, constantly opening and closing, loosening the olives and causing them to fall into nets.
A manual tree rake looks like a regular gardening rake but is smaller and usually has parallel tines instead of splayed ones. It usually has a wooden handle and no electronic components—this is the old-fashioned method. Farmers reach the tree rake up into the olive tree and then comb down through the branches, causing the olives to fall into nets. It’s similar to combing tangled hair.
Harvesting by hand is the most primitive method of harvesting olives and the least efficient. The farmer can either run a hand through the branches, causing the olives to fall, or cherry-pick which olives to harvest. Since this method is almost exclusively used to pick olives for curing and jarring, the farmer usually picks the juiciest and/or darkest olives. Giuseppe’s mother, Lina, is particularly good at this, as she makes olive schiacciate and olive nere sotto sale (black olives cured under salt) every year.
Large commercial olive oil companies will typically use tree shakers, as it’s the fastest and most cost-efficient way to harvest. This method does come with certain drawbacks, however. Olive trees are sensitive, so harvesting with a tree shaker for years on end can be traumatic for the tree, causing long-term damage and resulting in a lower yield for the farmer. Smaller brands choose their equipment based on the cultivars being harvested. They may use a combination of a branch shaker and an electric tree rake. However, the methods vary greatly. Since many smaller brands are family owned and harvest many older trees, they are more careful with their harvesting methods and equipment. Rushing through a harvest by using a tree shaker is not worth losing a two-hundred-year-old olive tree. Those producing olive oil for personal use, especially in Italy, often use a tree rake or harvest by hand. Alternatively, some may hire a neighbor or local mill to come harvest the olives, compensating the workers in olive oil or cash.
There is no one right way to harvest olives. Some methods are viewed as more invasive than others, and some are more efficient. Speed and ease are important variables, and each producer has their preferred method.
When using a branch shaker, electric or pneumatic tree rake, hand tree rake, or harvesting by hand, farmers will need to lay nets below the trees before any harvesting begins. This is a crucial step because nets prevent the olives from coming into contact with the soil and becoming contaminated. Nets also allow farmers to quickly collect the olives and place them into ventilated bins that are then stored in a cool, protected environment until milling.
HARVEST IS A CELEBRATION!
The excitement and anticipation that precede the first day of harvest is nearly indescribable. It can make you feel like a kid again but with the rationality and logic of an adult. A myriad of emotions run through your head and body, from energetic and prepared to anxious and cautious. After an entire year of work, the most anticipated weeks of the year arrive, and you’re finally able to see the results of your strategies in the grove. For some, though, it may be a time to confront some tough truths. After all, things don’t always go smoothly during harvest, and working with olive trees can often feel like one giant experiment. Harvest is usually an incredibly intense period.
Harvest is the season when we invest all of ourselves to pursue just a small amount of precious juice. All the equipment has to be in working order and ready for the big day, including the nets. The nets are our faithful companions—they catch the olives, those small fruits that are the result of all the love that has been put into the trees. The nets need careful attention: during harvest, they can snag on branches or stones and rip, so before they can be put out for the current harvest, they must be examined for any damage from the previous year and be repaired. Remember that the olive harvest symbolizes 365 days of work; everything needs one last inspection.
Over the years, the public has shown interest in getting more involved with olive oil production. However, since olive harvest and milling must be completed so quickly, it can be challenging to invite the public to participate. Between the forklifts, the heavy equipment, and the speed at which the staff moves, there are safety hazards. Also, milling olive oil certainly is not as cute as stomping grapes with your feet! However, some local producers may allow visitors to join in the harvest. Check with local groves to see if that’s an option.
Olives can be harvested when green, or unripe, or later in their growing cycle. However, the flavor profile changes once the olives turn purple. Green olives lend incredible depth to olive oil. Some cultivars are harvested at different times—for example, an initial harvest when green and a second when the olives ripen—to create different oils.
The weather also needs to be closely monitored around harvest. It’s crucial not to underestimate this particular element. A rainy day can be bad because wet olives can degrade the resulting oil. Olives cannot be harvested on or immediately after rainy days.
Harvest is symbolic because it signifies an impending ending—the end of one season and the beginning of a new one. Harvest can carry with it both closure and resolution. It often feels bittersweet for estate owners and producers.
TRANSPORTING OLIVES
After being collected into bins, olives need to be transported to the mill. Olives are very heavy, so they need to be hauled by a tractor or truck and driven to the mill, no matter the distance. It’s crucial to have reliable transportation during harvest, especially if the roads are unpaved and/or uneven.
OLIVES ARE MILLED, NOT PRESSED
For thousands of years, humans have ground and pressed olives to produce olive oil. You may still see “first-pressed olive oil” on some labels, but today, it’s just a marketing term—in modern olive oil production, olives are milled, not pressed, and their oil is extracted by centrifugation. Technological advances in the production process preserve the chemical, physical, and organoleptic characteristics of the olives. They also allow all parts of the process to be controlled and customized, including temperatures, which must be kept below 80.6ºF (27ºC) for extra-virgin olive oil. These systems make it possible to protect the precious integrity of the oil.
DREAMS ARE MADE AND BROKEN AT THE MILL
It’s important for the olives to arrive at the mill in perfect condition and as quickly as possible—once the harvest begins, the stopwatch starts. Milling just-harvested olives promotes freshness, low free fatty acids, a high organoleptic profile, and a higher antioxidant content in the resulting oil.
After working for an entire year to get their trees in the best shape, a producer’s dreams can be dashed after just a few short hours at the mill. It’s quite a humbling experience. Working hard on a property means you put all your hope in the mill. In all likelihood, painstaking work will be rewarded, and your expectations will be met. Even so, the harvest can be ruined for natural reasons that are beyond the producer’s control: fire, storms, hail, tornadoes, or pests. If everything went smoothly and Mother Nature was kind, it’s considered lucky to have had the opportunity to reach the milling stage. But sometimes the attentions you’ve given don’t produce the oil you were hoping for. Naturally, each producer is sentimentally attached to the olive oil they’ve produced (an understandable attachment, but not very objective).
Today, there are many different types of olive mill to choose from, and one of the biggest decisions an olive oil producer will make is choosing a mill. To meet the strictest requirements for quality, efficiency, and sustainability, experienced personnel with ample knowledge and skills are a must. For the purposes of the mill, olives are made up of three components: solid particles (pits, seeds, flesh), water (sometimes referred to as vegetable water), and oil. These are made into a paste from which the oil is then extracted. The equipment most commonly used by the mill to extract the oil is called a centrifuge, and these come in three varieties: three phase, two phase, and two-and-a-half phase. The number of phases refers to how those three components (the “phases”) are separated.
The differences between these are whether they use added water, the amount of waste produced, cost, and sustainability. The water content can support some modifications to the organoleptic profile and yield a higher percentage of oil. In a three-phase centrifuge, water is added to the paste before the oil is extracted, and the paste is separated into its three components. The resulting olive oil is cleaner, but the use of copious amounts of water used make this a less sustainable and more costly option. In a two-phase centrifuge, no water is added, and the paste is separated into oil and a waste mixture of solids and water. The resulting oil has a wonderful organoleptic profile, but a generous amount is retained in the waste, so the mill is less efficient. Two-and-a-half-phase centrifuges have advantages: water is only added when necessary, and the resulting waste is drier, with a texture like damp soil. The disadvantage of this kind of centrifuge is that it requires an extremely skilled operator.
The best time to visit an olive mill is two weeks after the first olives have been harvested. This is when you can sample the freshest novello, or “new harvest oil.” Since it’s so fresh, novello is quite rich but very bitter for some people, and while the scent is wonderful, it is not as pleasant on the tongue. The color is very sharp and bright, very inviting and intense, but novello isn’t as transparent as filtered bottled oil. Because novello is bottled immediately, it contains all the sediment left over from the milling process. These little particles of crushed olive will soon sink to the bottom of the containers during the process of decanting.
LET GO OF “FIRST COLD PRESS”
The term “first cold press” is outdated, inaccurate, and redundant—it’s essentially the producer assuming the customer is ignorant of the olive oil production process.
All extra-virgin olive oil is technically “first cold press”—to be labeled “extra virgin,” the oil must be extracted only from the first milling (see this page) of the olives and at temperatures below 80.6ºF (27ºC). Oil extracted at higher temperatures would have different characteristics than extra-virgin olive oil. A “second press” oil would never be extra virgin—in fact, the second pressing is dedicated only and exclusively to extracting pomace oil, which must undergo further transformation to be edible. Finally, extra-virgin olive oil isn’t pressed anymore; it’s milled, so the word “press” no longer applies.
MILLING, STEP-BY-STEP
1.  The olives are prepped for harvest by removing large leaves and debris such as rocks and twigs.
2.  The olives are poured into a hopper that leads to a washing station, where they are washed with water to remove any residue or contaminants.
3.  The clean olives are bounced down a drying rack to remove excess water.
4.  The olives then move up to the slicer/crusher (depending on the machine), where they’re finely chopped or smashed.
5.  From there, the olives enter the malaxer—this is when the magic happens. Maintaining a temperature below 80.6ºF (27ºC), the malaxer slowly mixes or churns the paste, which breaks up the oil and water molecules and encourages small droplets of oil to merge into larger ones. This prepares the paste for extraction, making it easier for the centrifuge to separate the oil from the water and solid particles.
6.  The olive paste is pumped into a centrifuge, which spins the paste to extract the oil.
+ In a two-phase centrifuge, the paste is spun and separated into two components: olive oil and a waste mixture of solids (pits, skins, and olive flesh) and vegetable water (the water found naturally in the olives).
+ In a three-phase centrifuge, water is added to the paste, then the paste is spun and separated into three components: olive oil, water (both the added water and the vegetable water), and solids.
7.  The oil is pumped into a separator, where any remaining water and solids are removed. This unfiltered oil has a vibrant color with a slightly gritty texture from sediment (tiny solid particles).
8.  The oil is filtered or decanted, then tanked or bottled.














Decanting, Filtering, Bottling, and Transportation
When the milling process is finished, the sediment remaining in the olive oil needs to be removed; this makes the oil more shelf-stable and ensures it can be labeled as extra virgin. Freshly milled oil is typically filtered before being bottled. However, some producers prefer decantation. Occasionally a producer will use both methods.
For decantation, unfiltered oil is pumped into tanks and left to stand for several months, allowing the sediment to settle at the bottom of the vessel. The oil is then pumped out, leaving the sediment behind.
For filtration, unfiltered oil is passed through mesh or paper filters to remove any particles of sediment that remain. The filtered oil is clear, not cloudy.
In the final step of the process, the olive oil is poured into large tanks and sealed until bottled. The bottled oil is packed into cases, put on pallets, and transported by sea, air, or freight to a warehouse or directly to grocery stores.
FUN FACT
Olive oil is less dense than water, meaning that if a human jumped into a pool of olive oil, they would likely sink to the bottom because of its viscosity.











Olive Oil Color
Everyone loves color. Color influences a lot of our decisions: our home’s interior and exterior, the cars we drive, the clothes we wear, even our kitchen appliances are chosen for their color. Color can reflect our personality, too. Brighter and more vibrant colors sometimes can get the preferential treatment, excluding other options.
It may be surprising, but in olive oil, color doesn’t matter. The color of an olive oil is not an indication of how it will taste. We may hear “the greener the oil, the better the oil” or that a strong green color indicates an earlier harvest and yellow indicates a later harvest, but none of this is true. Color is determined by the cultivar, the weather, and desertification (when land becomes or takes on the characteristics of a desert due to a lack of water). However, color is not important in tasting olive oil. It can trick our minds and has been used for marketing purposes. People may like to see olive oil bright green instead of yellow because they associate greener oils with higher quality. But in reality there’s no relation between color and quality. There’s only one thing that matters: olive oil has to taste good.





Olive Oil Defects
We hear the word rancid very often when talking about cooking oils. In the collective imagination, we associate this word with something that makes us sick or doesn’t look very appetizing. In reality, rancid oil is oxidized oil, meaning it’s had too much exposure to oxygen. This can happen when oil is stored incorrectly before or after bottling, or if the bottle has been left open or has just been sitting around for too long.
Rancidity is one of the most common “defects” in olive oil. Olive oil doesn’t change appearance when it’s rancid, but it does have a particular scent, so we’re all capable of identifying it using only our noses. The fragrance of rancid oil is very flat with a scent similar to that of a crayon.
Rancid oil will not make you sick, so if you have a bottle that starts smelling like a crayon, don’t toss it out—just use it for frying.
Other defects in olive oil include musty, fusty, winey, or muddy characteristics.
Musty is a defect that occurs when olives are exposed to fungi and yeast caused by bad storing conditions for a long period of time before milling. On the nose the oil can be a reminiscent of an old basement or mold.
Fusty is a defect that occurs when olives are stored in poor conditions in containers that don’t promote the flow of air, causing them to go into an anaerobic fermentation. The olives are essentially fermenting, or breaking down, without oxygen before being milled. The smell of such oil is reminiscent of brined olives or a sweaty gym.
Winey is a defect that appears when olives go through aerobic fermentation, with the presence of oxygen. Once milled, the oil smells similar to wine or vinegar due to the formation of several compounds, including ethanol. Fermentation is important, of course, in producing wine, but it’s not good for olives. Winey oil can also smell similar to nail polish.
Muddy is a defect that occurs when olive oil has been in contact with the sediment for too long. The sediment goes through anaerobic fermentation, without oxygen. Muddy oil can smell acidic, cheesy, and putrid.
Tasting: Strange but Fun
People look surprised and make weird faces—even in Italy—when an olive oil tasting is proposed to them. “Do I have to drink it like a shot?” is a common question. It may seem unusual, but it’s fun! The order in which one must “taste” olive oil is: nose, lips, tongue, throat. You should smell it first, then, if the fragrance is pleasing, proceed with the tasting; if the fragrance is not pleasing, don’t taste it. Note how the oil feels on your lips, and then take a sip. Move the oil once around your mouth, make a big smile, and then inhale through your teeth to suck the oil toward the back of your throat. What flavors can you identify on the nose, tongue, and throat? They might be similar but change as you consume the oil. For example, you might smell green almond on a Carolea but taste bitter almond. Organoleptic tasting should use all of your senses.
Humans behave methodically while eating. We first see, then smell, and finally taste our food. When we smell food, we receive information about its flavors, which tells us if we want to put the food in our mouths. The same can be applied to olive oil: a good extra-virgin olive oil smells good, and its aroma has characteristics of freshness. This scent perception is called “fruitiness,” and it can present differently in intensity and sensation. Fruitiness includes two other flavor profiles: bitterness and pungency. The fruitiness of an olive oil happens in the nose, the bitterness in the mouth, and the pungency in the throat. These are the standards for good-quality olive oil. In addition, we have a personal preference for oils that have a “sweet entrance,” meaning they taste sweet on the lips (technically, you’re not registering this on your lips but on the very tip of your tongue). For us, sweetness completes the picture of an excellent EVOO.
These sensations can occur in different intensities in olive oil, and these can be distilled into three simple categories: light, medium, and intense. Knowing the category of your olive oil will help you pair it perfectly with foods.







How EVOO Should Taste
Olive oil is supposed to smell pleasant. As we say in the business, the more it resembles how it smelled on the day of the harvest, the better it is. With some tips and recommendations, you can easily recognize a good olive oil, too.
First, the fragrance of an oil should be enjoyable. Both the fragrance and flavors can fall into five recognizable categories: fruits, herbaceous, flowers, spices, and nuts. Fruits include but are not exclusive to tomato, apple, banana, guava, passion fruit, and fig. Herbaceous includes but is not exclusive to grass, leaves, thistle, arugula, artichoke, and lettuce. Flowers include scents or flavors that are floral and perfumey. Spices include but are not exclusive to green pepper, chile pepper, cinnamon, and vanilla. Nuts include toasted almond, raw almond, pine nuts, and walnut husk. If you smell or taste something very different from these, the oil is probably not extra-virgin olive oil.
“GRASSY” ISN’T THE ONLY FLAVOR FOR OLIVE OIL
A grassy flavor should not be the singular focus in the herbaceous parameter. Too often, producers and brand owners categorize their oil with this word. It’s a generalization, like saying the sky is blue or the clouds are white. Sometimes brand owners rely on this attribute alone, but describing olive oil only in terms of its grassy notes is limiting; clarity is needed to better inform consumers. Like everything, up-to-date knowledge is very important.
Most extra-virgin olive oils have “grassy” flavor sensations, and grassiness can be the first sensory note that is detected. Some don’t have any grassiness at all; they are just different, not less interesting or delicious. If you have the opportunity to visit a mill or taste a lot of extra-virgin oils, it is fabulous to smell and perceive all the notes they express—fruity, floral, and herbaceous. The complexity of some oils, accentuated by aromatic herbs, will leave you entranced.
Extra-virgin olive oil can taste like banana, cinnamon, guava, berry, arugula, artichoke, and so many other spices, fruits, and vegetables. There are two thousand cultivars of olives in the world, so it’s preferable to be open-minded to all the beautiful and delicious varieties available.
YOU DON’T NEED FANCY TASTING CUPS
Fancy blue tasting cups are usually reserved for panel tastings and for producers who use them for professional purposes. In general, there is only one tool needed for tasting extra-virgin olive oil. Available in every kitchen, it is a simple glass. If you want to have a more in-depth tasting, use a closed goblet-style wineglass. This shape is better able to collect all the notes of the olive oil. But you can have a successful home tasting even with a small glass cup or other vessel. It’s best for the cup to be round, as this amplifies the scent. Just 1½ tablespoons (20 milliliters) of olive oil is a sufficient amount to allow you to taste and understand what a particular oil has to say.





Panel Tasting Is Important but Not Required
Panel tasting is important because it allows a producer to get a completely unbiased review of their oil, receive constructive criticism, and understand food pairings.
In general, a panel is composed of a minimum of eight experienced judges (the more people, the more accuracy) with well-trained palates. Each panel member is well educated on the subject of tasting olive oil, especially extra virgin, because they’ve dedicated years to learning about the product. Panel members must deeply understand all the organoleptic profiles of the oil and also how to identify defects. Unlike the positive attributes, which are easily interpretable, defects are much more difficult to distinguish and interpret.
Expert judgment is very important for a beginner to learn from and allows a more accurate interpretation of an olive oil. With dedication, you will be able to improve your skills and set your palate to higher standards. However, as they say in Italy, “All that glitters is not gold.” It may happen that panel-approved extra-virgin oils do not meet or exceed the minimum requirements due to defects that arise or due to the panel’s lack of enthusiasm. When a panel approves olive oils with defects, standards can be lowered and confusion might result for people who are looking to understand the world of olive oil. Hearing the opinions of other sommeliers and producers is always a good thing because it helps prevent bias.
Sommeliers are also well trained at pairing. An easy error to make is believing an oil is better than others simply because it has received the most awards. It is also thought that an award-winning oil can be adapted or paired with a myriad of dishes. But this is not so—each oil has a specific coupling. Sometimes the same oils applied to all your dishes don’t reflect the enhancement of the dish you created due to personal preference, cooking distinction, and olive oil itself. The perfect olive oil for everything doesn’t really exist. Start pairing oil with your personal taste by using your tasting skills. Don’t focus your preferences on the winner of the various competitions, and don’t be misled by a producer’s good marketing. It’s not winning a competition that should impress you but the quality of olive oil itself. Starting to use a good EVOO will improve your tasting capabilities and help you understand the difference between oils. As the old adage goes, “If you give a hungry man a fish, you feed him for one day, but if you teach him how to fish, you feed him for a lifetime.” Use the oils that you like the most and compare them. There are plenty of olive oils out there waiting to be discovered, tasted, and tried on your dishes.
FUN FACT
While tasting olive oil, use a palate cleanser between each tasting. Some people prefer cold water or plain yogurt. Our favorite palate cleanser is cold sparkling water and apple slices.











Shopping for Extra-Virgin Olive Oil
The olive oil section in grocery stores can feel homogeneous because importers, distributors, and wholesalers pull in the same brands from the same regions year after year.
Honestly, this is one of the reasons we started EXAU. There was no Calabrian extra-virgin olive oil on the shelves at our local specialty food store in Oakland, California. Later, when we visited specialty food stores in San Francisco, Phoenix, Napa, and Austin, we found the same thing. It seemed like all the stores were stocking the same products, and there was little to no market share for small producers. After immersing ourselves in the industry and making friends with some restaurant owners, we found out that many stores buy from the same handful of importers and distributors, a frustrating reality.
So where were the small specialty producers, and how could we find incredible new oils? Many were online, as working with grocery stores proved to be challenging due to low profit margins and a lack of consistent inventory. (Grocery stores prefer to buy from brands that will have stock on their shelves year-round, and olive oil is technically seasonal, so the product might not always be available.)
If you go to a specialty grocery store, you can ask an employee about their favorite olive oil, but we like to head straight to the cheesemonger. We’ve learned that people who know and eat great cheese usually consume exceptional extra-virgin olive oil because they understand high-quality products. They can also give great recommendations for cheese and olive oil pairings. This has worked for us when visiting new regions of Italy or when we want to explore new oils.
The Price of Wine versus Olive Oil
When going to dinner at a friend’s house, most people are willing to spend $30 to $40 on a bottle of wine without regret but would question a high-quality bottle of EVOO with the same price point. Why is it easier to spend money on wine than oil? We believe there are several reasons for this.
First, the alcohol industry has positioned itself to stand apart from regular food items, allowing a different starting point when it comes to pricing. Many alcohol brands have also associated themselves with “luxury,” making it easier for the product to have a higher perceived value. Another reason is education among consumers. Many are unaware of the cost of producing olive oil. And although olive oil has been sold in the United States for more than a century, high-quality, specialty, and “luxury” extra-virgin olive oils have only been in the spotlight for a few years.
Have you ever wondered how many grapes it takes to make a bottle of wine and how many olives it takes to make a bottle of oil? It takes 220 pounds (100 kilograms) of grapes to produce an average of 20 gallons (75 liters) of wine, while the same quantity of olives produces an average of only 4 gallons (15 liters) of oil. The percent yield of wine is five times greater than that of olive oil, and that’s excluding product lost to filtration. Per ounce, olive oil is more costly to produce than wine. Also pruning is extremely extensive and time consuming.
Another feature that is often overlooked is that a bottle of wine, once opened, generally does not last as long as a bottle of oil. On average, a bottle of wine may last one or two days after it’s been opened, and some wines last just a few hours. An open bottle of oil, on the other hand, will last for at least a month. We should challenge the idea that wine has a higher monetary value than olive oil. Olive oil producers put in the work to create a high-quality product, and the price of the product should reflect that.
LOOK FOR REGION, HARVEST DATE, BOTTLE DATE, AND LOT NUMBER
The information on an olive oil label is a mini biography about the product and the brand. Each bit of information should be precise and hold significance for both the producer and consumers. An olive oil label is the most transparent, direct, and simplest way to inform consumers of the process and production of the oil.
Is the oil single-source? (Meaning, were the olives grown on one property or in one region of a country?) If it’s not single-source, does it have a clear list of the country/countries or regions where the olives were harvested?
Does it state where the olives were milled?
Were the olives grown organically or conventionally?
The region should also clearly be stated on the back of the bottle or on the company’s website. Look for specific regions, like Calabria or Basilicata in Italy. Also look for information about the producer. These are the first particulars of transparency.
Some other details that contribute to a consumer’s understanding of the profile of an olive oil are harvest/mill date, bottle date, and lot number. These are also usually listed on the back of the bottle. Be wary of oils that do not have a clearly listed harvest date and lot number, as this is information consumers are entitled to.
Since olives must be milled immediately after harvest, the harvest date and mill date are often the same, or the terms are used interchangeably. Everyday consumers shouldn’t worry too much about the difference between the two. The harvest date refers to the date the olives were picked from the tree. The mill date is the day the olives were milled into oil. Harvest and milling should take place on the same day (see this page for details), but each brand has its own practices. If you want to get into the nitty-gritty details, you can always ask the producer of the EVOO.
The bottle date is the date on which the extra-virgin olive oil was bottled and is completely separate from the harvest/mill date. Bottle date and harvest/mill date should never be used interchangeably. For example, a product that was harvested and milled on October 23, 2022, may have been tanked immediately and bottled later in April 2023. While there’s nothing wrong with this, it’s important to note that the oil will taste best if consumed within two years from the harvest date, not the bottle date.
The lot number provides information about when and where the olives were harvested. The olive oil industry has developed by leaps and bounds in the past twenty years, and today, brands are able to pinpoint where olives were grown, down to the tree—it’s incredible! This allows the industry to have more traceability as a whole and to share that information with consumers. Some companies might also include a QR code to allow people to see a map of the property with lot zones. For smaller brands, it’s easier to be very specific, as they are managing fewer trees, but even the big brands are now able to provide more detailed tracing.










DON’T JUDGE AN OIL BY ITS LABEL
Today, olive oil branding and labels appear to live in one of two categories—traditional or modern. We always giggle as we meander through the olive oil section in a grocery or specialty foods store and see how the industry has been divided in their choice between the two aesthetics. Traditional labels are green and feature olives, an olive tree, or a seemingly random (but sometimes very significant) illustration of an ancient figure. Writing in ancient Greek and Roman–style fonts in green and yellow hues wraps the front of the bottle. Modern labels typically include bright colors, large type in a script font, and a seemingly random design.
While we find this divide quite humorous and often choose to design our labels in a style somewhere in the middle, there is one thing we can all agree on: do not judge an extra-virgin olive oil by its label. You may see a bottle of Italian olive oil with an over-the-top traditional label (you know the one: excessive cursive, an ancient Roman doing a split, and an olive branch embossed on the actual bottle) and think, Bingo, that’s going to be great, only to get home and find that the oil is rancid and flat. The product next to it on the shelf with the plainer label might have been four times as good for the same price. Instead of playing the “what if” game, pull out your phone and google the brand or simply ask the staff. (If you’re extra, do both.) While this does take a few more minutes, you’re almost guaranteed to learn something new about the olive oil stocked by the store. You might find a new brand you love (and if you ruin the aesthetic in your pantry…it’s going to be okay).
Purchase EVOO Often
Before you buy any new olive oil, take an inventory of your bottles. Make sure you’ve checked your pantry, counters, and fridge (we’ll talk about storage soon) for any stray bottles, and make a list of what you have (you can do this in the Notes app on your phone).
Now it’s time to buy new olive oil—but how much should you buy at a time? Well, this depends on your household size and rate of consumption. A helpful bit of information: A 16.9-fluid-ounce (500-milliliter) bottle of extra-virgin olive oil can last one person about thirty days if they consume 1 tablespoon a day. Depending on how much one person cooks and entertains, they might go through a quarter of a bottle to two bottles a month. During the holiday season, you’ll likely use more. We recommend purchasing EVOO based on how much you and your household truly use on a regular basis.
Here’s a cheat sheet for a 16.9-fluid-ounce (500-milliliter) bottle:
HOUSEHOLD OF 1
½ to 1 bottle per month
HOUSEHOLD OF 2
1 to 2 bottles per month
HOUSEHOLD OF 3
1½ to 2 bottles per month
HOUSEHOLD OF 4
2 to 3 bottles per month
HOUSEHOLD OF 5
3 to 4 bottles per month



To ensure you’re consuming the freshest product possible, purchase extra-virgin olive oil by the bottle regularly from your local specialty market or from your favorite olive oil retailer online. Depending on the size of your household, this might mean picking up a bottle or two each month or ordering a case of twelve bottles every four months. There’s no “one size fits all.” The most important thing to remember is that extra-virgin olive oil is technically seasonal, so always check the harvest date (see this page for more on harvest dates).
There are a few exceptions to the buy-what-you’ll-use rule. If a producer makes a limited amount of oil each year, it’s a good idea to stock up when it’s available, ordering enough for the year if you can. This might mean six bottles or up to three cases. At EXAU, our oils arrive in the United States from Italy late in the year or early the following year after an October or November harvest, and since we have such a small production, customers usually purchase enough to last three to twelve months.
It’s fun to purchase oil from different producers and regions. If you purchase different cultivars or blends and want to do a tasting or cook with the different oils, here’s what we recommend: once a bottle of extra-virgin olive oil is open, it’s best to consume it within thirty days to enjoy all the beautiful aromas and flavor profiles it has to offer. After about thirty days, oil in an open bottle will slowly begin to lose its peak flavor; later, it will start to flatten, lose its complexity, and then become rancid (see this page). To be clear, this thirty-day rule has absolutely nothing to do with the “best by” or expiration date on the bottle. It’s simply a rule of thumb to ensure you’re maximizing your experience of a delicious EVOO.
If you decide to open several bottles and know you’re not going to consume all the oil within thirty days, you have a few options:
	Keep using and loving the product even when it’s flat—it’s still perfectly safe to consume. When it starts to taste a bit tired, use it in foods where a less-pronounced flavor is no problem. Try it as a frying oil, for example, or use it in baked goods like olive oil cake, brownies, or blondies—yum!

	Gift a bottle to a friend or neighbor who will use it. When’s the last time you turned away delicious leftovers?

	Our favorite, and the most fun option: Throw a last-minute party and host a tasting! You’ll be able to show off your new olive oil–tasting skills. You can even serve olive oil–heavy foods like bruschetta and focaccia.


Stop Saving Your Olive Oil
If you walk away from this book with only one piece of information, let it be this: Olive oil does not get better with age. The moment the olives are picked, the timer starts.
It’s helpful to think of olive oil as a fresh fruit juice, like orange juice. Freshly squeezed orange juice is more vibrant and complex than prepackaged store-bought juice. The pulp has a bit more zing and the difference in flavor is noticeable. While store-bought is good, fresh is great. Similarly, this applies to extra-virgin olive oil. While olive oil is a shelf-stable product that will keep for years, it should be enjoyed and consumed now, not saved for later. That might feel counterintuitive, especially for those who enjoy wine, but it is the best way to fully enjoy the product.
Don’t Forget About Your Oil
Since olive oil is supposed to be stored in a cool, dry, dark place, it’s easy to put it away and forget about it. Unfortunately, this is one of the worst things for the oil, since it does not get better with age—by the time you discover the bottle, it will be long past its peak. Choose a dark, cool, dry place that’s also easily accessible, and store the oil next to other ingredients you use frequently. Make sure you’re rotating your bottles regularly and using freshly opened bottles first. Practice first in, first out.
If you do forget about a bottle of olive oil, you have options. First, check the back of the bottle for the harvest date. If the oil is less than a year old, then crack open the bottle and start drizzling. If it’s less than two years old, you should still be good—just give it a sniff and a taste and decide if you want to use it for drizzling, cooking, or baking. (We’ve had oil that still tasted fantastic after more than two years, but this doesn’t always happen; it’s hit or miss.) If the oil is three years old or older, open it and take a sniff. As long as the container was sealed, it could very well still be wonderful. But if it smells flat and kind of like crayons, then you might have rancid oil. You can make the decision if you want to consume it or keep it as a household cleaning product. It’s up to you to decide what to do with “old” oil. Just always make sure to open the bottle and give it a sniff before using it.
FUN FACT
Unfiltered oil has more antioxidants than filtered oil, making it “healthier.” However, since it’s not completely shelf-stable when unfiltered, it doesn’t last long. To enjoy the health benefits of unfiltered olive oil, make sure to purchase and consume it within forty-five days of milling.







Only Buy Bulk Oil If You’re Going to Use It Quickly


More is not more if you’re not going to use it—and that’s often what happens when consumers purchase olive oil in bulk. Don’t get us wrong, purchasing olive oil in bulk can be very cost-efficient! But are you saving money if you don’t get to fully enjoy the product?
If you cook, bake, and/or can or preserve foods very frequently or in large quantities, then purchasing olive oil in bulk makes sense. But if you’re not using it daily or you’re just looking for something to use in a salad dressing, purchasing oil in bulk probably isn’t your best option because it’s going to go rancid before you can use it.
To share another point of view, Giuseppe’s aunt uses olive oil for preserving in-season eggplant. When she’s canning, a 3-quart (3-liter) tin of oil—what most of us would think of as a large container!—would be used up in about ten minutes, so she stores several 50-gallon (200-liter) tanks of oil in her basement exclusively for kitchen projects. She uses one tank at a time until it’s empty, and since her turnover is high, the oil isn’t sitting in a half-empty tank for months. This also helps to limit the oil’s exposure to oxygen.
If you do decide it’s best for your needs and lifestyle to buy olive oil in large quantities, the best storage containers are those made from stainless steel with screw-on tops and spigots at the bottom for dispensing (a fusti is a great option for this). A sturdy screw-on top with rubber threads works extremely efficiently for keeping air out. Try to fill the container as full as possible to limit the amount of air at the top of it, and once filled only draw oil from the spigot, not the top. If you’re using a fusti and the oil does not flow, slightly open the air valve at the top until it does, then close the valve shortly before closing the spigot at the bottom. If there is no air valve, very slightly unscrew the lid until the oil flows and retighten it immediately. The key is to limit exposure to oxygen whenever possible.
The Enemies of Olive Oil
Think of olive oil like a vampire: it doesn’t need oxygen, and it likes its environment to be dry, cool, and, most important, dark.
Extra-virgin olive oil has a major Achilles’ heel: oxidation, the process that occurs when olive oil comes in direct contact with oxygen. We’re surrounded by oxygen, which is great for us humans. But whereas we need oxygen to survive, it will choke the life out of your olive oil.
As extra-virgin olive oil sits in the tank or bottle, its surface is exposed to the air (oxygen) filling the free space in the container, and the oil begins to oxidize. Filling that free space with nitrogen or argon gas removes the air and prevents exposure. This is one of the processes that allows extra-virgin olive oil to have a much longer shelf life.
It’s equally important to buy or store olive oil in a dark bottle or metal tin with a top that screws on tightly or otherwise creates an airtight seal. Without a proper top, the oil in a 16.9-fluid-ounce (500-milliliter) bottle will deteriorate more quickly. We prefer bottles with nonrefillable closures, for several reasons:
They prevent any illegal refilling of the bottle by manufacturers.
It’s obvious if the closure has been tampered with.
They’re easy to pour from.
They decrease the amount of oxygen the oil is exposed to.
Although those spouts/pourers that can be attached to bottles are convenient and attractive, they’re only creating overpriced oxidized oil. Close your bottles tightly with a proper cap so you’re not wasting your money.
Olive oil, especially extra-virgin oil, also photooxidizes. This means the quality of the oil deteriorates as it is exposed light, both artificial and natural. That’s why it is so important to purchase or store olive oil in a dark container or tin so the exposure to light is minimal. In addition, the container should be kept in a dark cabinet.
Olive oil should not be repeatedly or continuously exposed to heat, except during cooking. Storing your beautiful extra-virgin olive oil next to the stove, oven, microwave, toaster, or even the fridge will degrade it in no time. Keeping it on the counter makes your oil extremely vulnerable to light (that’s why olive oils are often sold in such dark bottles and/or tins). Yes, it’s trendy to show off your designer olive oil bottles (including ours), but keep your vampire child hidden away in a cool cabinet.
Also make sure to keep olive oil away from moist environments. As we know, oil and water do not mix, but in addition to that, olive oil has already gone through the process of removing all water during milling. Bacteria and mold can grow in water. Oil is a preservative, so if water mixes with the oil, it can foster an environment for bacteria to grow on the surface of the product, resulting in contamination. To prevent this, keep your olive oil in a dry, cool environment, and don’t let any water sneak into the oil’s container.











Extra-Virgin Olive Oil Can Make Your Skin Glow
Olive oil can truly be your partner in the pantry and the medicine cabinet. Skyler first learned she could use olive oil on her skin when she was in college, and it was a revelation. She would buy a big bottle and use it every day. It would last months. Of course, back then she didn’t know very much about olive oil, but her intuition about the product was spot-on, and it’s still one of her favorite beauty items.
Olive oil contains an array of fatty acids, vitamins, and antioxidants that create a beneficial combination for the skin. Essential fatty acids are an indispensable part of your skin’s structure and natural defenses, but your body can’t produce them on its own, so topical application is important. Oleic acid, an omega-9 fatty acid, acts as an emollient, filling in inconsistencies on the skin’s surface for a smoother look and feel. Olive oil is rich in phenols, and these antioxidants, specifically hydroxytyrosol, help preserve skin health and reduce damage from sun exposure, alcohol, and pollution. Additionally, olive oil contains linoleic acid, an essential fatty acid.
While science is great, the definitive proof is the fabulous Sophia Loren. For decades, she says, she has consumed several tablespoons of EVOO every day and also uses it on her skin.
Some people don’t like the smell of olive oil on their skin because it reminds them too much of food or grass. If the scent of the olive oil seems concentrated and heavy, it might mean you’re using too much. Or try pairing the oil with a lightly scented lotion or mixing it with a few drops of essential oil.







HOW TO USE OLIVE OIL IN SKINCARE
While the skin is still slightly damp, mix a little olive oil with a daily moisturizer and apply as you usually would. You can do this for your face, body, feet, hands—really anywhere. The key is to trap moisture in the skin with a small amount of water and lock it in with a layer of oil and lotion. It’s a small change, but the result is incredibly hydrated skin.
For skin that is not extremely dry, it’s best to use olive oil as an ingredient in a formula rather than on its own. Due to its thicker nature and high oleic acid content, the experience of using it topically is most pleasant when it is combined with other ingredients. This way, you get all the benefits and glow without the potential heaviness. Lastly, while this may feel off topic, we have to say it: WEAR YOUR SUNSCREEN!
Don’t Go Cheap When It Comes to Your Skin
This is not the time to buy the lowest-quality olive oil on the shelf. If you’re going to specifically use olive oil on your face, go for a very high-quality extra-virgin olive oil. Purchase a small bottle (think 250 milliliters) and just keep it in your bathroom. If you compare the price of skincare products to the price of a small bottle of EVOO that will likely last for months with daily use, the price is extremely justified.
Use Olive Oil as a Makeup Remover and Oil Cleanser
Olive oil truly does make a fabulous makeup remover because it’s hydrating and gentle. The oil helps lift and break down heavy makeup and products that are waterproof because, well, it’s literally just oil. Most important, since olive oil has no artificial scents and is quite gentle, it’s a really great option for those with sensitive skin.
To use olive oil as a makeup remover or oil cleanser:
Run clean hands under warm water, then pour ¼ teaspoon of olive oil into the palm of your hand.
Rub your hands together, creating an emulsion with the water, then begin to rub the mixture over your entire face. Your makeup will begin to smear and then lift.
Repeat, if necessary, then rinse well with warm water. Proceed with face wash and your normal skincare routine.
It’s important to both mix the oil and rinse with warm water because olive oil begins to solidify at colder temperatures. It will not properly mix with cold water or be as effective if rinsed with cold water.
FUN FACT
You can add olive oil to almost any beauty routine. A few tablespoons in your bath will promote soft and moisturized skin. You can also add it to your everyday moisturizer for some extra hydration and shine.
Olive Oil & Your Diet
Extra-virgin olive oil is made of 98 to 99 percent triglycerides. It’s mostly monounsaturated fat with a small percentage of polyunsaturated fat, but absolutely no trans fats. Olive oil contains oleic acid, an element that captures a lot of interest and has a lot to say in terms of health benefits. Oleic acid, also known as an omega-9, is famous for regulating blood pressure and controlling levels of bad cholesterol. It’s good in your mouth, it’s good in your heart.
Olive oil is also a superfood, which is a food that has extraordinary health benefits due to its high nutrient density. Other superfoods include blueberries, kale, black beans, and broccoli.


OLIVE OIL AND YOUR HEALTH
There are many benefits in extra-virgin olive oil to support good health. Here are a few:
It’s good for your heart, reducing the risk of heart attack, blood clots, stroke, and tumors.
It controls and reduces blood sugar levels, which is beneficial for those with diabetes.
It has anti-inflammatory effects and can act as an analgesic, thanks to a compound called oleocanthal.
It helps regulate digestion with a moderate laxative effect.
It makes our skin more beautiful, thanks to the antioxidant vitamin E and squalene it contains, and can help slow the aging process and reduce the occurrence of skin cancer. An olive oil–rich diet also promotes healthier hair.
It contains vitamins A, B, E, K, and essential fat omegas 3, 6, and 9.
Last but not least, olive oil is the cornerstone of the Mediterranean diet—considered the reason for longer life.
FUN FACT
Taking shots of olive oil is becoming a trend, but it’s not necessary. You can receive the same health benefits by consuming the same amount of olive oil throughout the day by using it to cook and finish dishes.











Yes, You Can Cook with Extra-Virgin Olive Oil!
One of the biggest controversies surrounding olive oil is whether you can cook with extra-virgin olive oil. There are rumors that extra-virgin oil cannot be cooked at high temperatures, and we would very much like correct this.
Misinformation about olive oil has been repeatedly shared by self-proclaimed experts on the product, including influencers, health professionals, and even chefs. Unfortunately, these individuals are often quite charismatic and may have a large platform, making it easy for them to spread “facts” that simply aren’t true. This deception is extremely damaging to many people and businesses involved with the olive oil industry, including farmers, small producers, and boutique retailers. As we shared earlier, the industry is vulnerable because it does not have the resources or platforms to battle these allegations, so it is a very unfair fight. Fortunately, in the past few years, olive oil experts have begun to reach out to publications detailing why their articles are incorrect, and publications have issued corrections.
We prefer to turn to the true professionals and listen to what they have to say about cooking with olive oil. Human beings have been cooking with EVOO for more than six thousand years, and olive oil as a fat has been studied extensively over the past fifty years by universities all over the world in experiments conducted by scientists in controlled environments. These researchers have tested every parameter imaginable, including how all the different grades of oil react during heat tests. Food science has shown that cooking with olive oil helps limit nutrient loss in the cooking process. As foods cook, they lose some nutrients due to their exposure to heat. However, olive oil releases some of its antioxidants, which protect the food and its antioxidants and nutrients as it cooks.







The issues consumers experience when cooking with olive oil often begin when a pan is heated over high heat and the oil added begins to smoke. This simply means the pan is too hot. Any oil (and butter, too) left in a pan over high heat will begin to smoke heavily and burn. As a general rule, don’t set a pan over a high flame and walk away. Unless you’re using a wok or boiling a pot of water, there’s usually no need to cook on high or maximum heat.
When cooking with olive oil, it’s essential to make sure the pan is heated properly before adding oil. A stainless-steel pan takes two to three minutes over low heat to heat through evenly. A cast-iron pan can take five to ten minutes over low heat. Warm smaller pans over low heat and larger pans over medium-low. It’s important to always stay in control of the heat and be ready to dial the temperature down or up. When your pan is evenly heated, add the oil, and when the oil begins to shimmer, you’re ready to cook. If the oil begins to smoke, the pan is too hot. Figuring out the right heat level might take some trial and error because all cookware and stovetops are different. But once you master this, you will be able to cook anything with extra-virgin olive oil in pots and pans made from stainless steel, cast iron, ceramic, and more.
FUN FACTS
The Italian island of Sardinia is a Blue Zone, a region where a higher number of people live much longer than usual. There are many centenarians in Sardinia (and an impressively high rate of elderly folks in Italy in general). Researchers have attributed their long lives to diet, which includes olive oil in plentiful amounts.
Once you start cooking with specific types of olive oil regularly, you’ll be able to taste the difference between the oils within the same dish.
Due to olive oil’s incredibly low water content, it’s great for keeping cakes, cookies, and breads moist for several days. Oil does not evaporate like water.
BAKING WITH OLIVE OIL
Cooking with olive oil is great, but baking with olive oil is sweet (pun intended). Olive oil lends a layer of flavor, moisture, and depth you simply cannot get from other cooking fats. Cookies, cakes, and bread come out of the oven moist and dense and stay that way for days. For example, olive oil cake can often be stored on the counter for several days and will taste almost exactly as it did on the first day (but if it has fruit in it, store it in the fridge).
This is because olive oil has an incredibly low water content. For comparison, butter in the United States usually contains 16 to 18 percent water, whereas extra-virgin olive oil usually contains just 0.3 to 0.4 percent. With less water and more concentrated fat, sweets and breads are going to stay incredibly dense and moist. This makes it really easy to achieve fudgy textures and rich flavor profiles. (Note, however, that olive oil might not be the best option for super fluffy cakes or baked goods that need to rise a great deal.)
If you love fudgy brownies, crunchy-edged chocolate chip cookies, banana bread, and olive oil cake, then baking with olive oil is definitely for you!
FRYING WITH EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
It’s time to bury the rumor that olive oil shouldn’t be used for frying. If you couldn’t fry with olive oil, there wouldn’t be any fried food in Italy. In southern Italy, most people fry in olive oil; this includes foods from potatoes to seafood to meatballs—they fry just about everything. (We like to say if Southern Italians could figure out how to fry air, they’d do it.)
The perfect temperature for frying is 350ºF to 360ºF (180ºC); once food is added to the hot oil, the oil temperature drops to 280ºF (140ºC). This is still quite far from the temperature of 350ºF to 410ºF (175ºC to 210ºC), the smoke point for extra-virgin olive oil.
Frying with olive oil is fantastic because the exterior stays crisp while the interior is moist. It adds unique flavors and scents to the food without adding any additional seasonings.
BUTTER IS NOT THE ENEMY
People often ask us if we ever eat butter. As our dear friend Elizabeth Minchilli says, “We are equal fat opportunists.” We use butter, ghee, lard, and, obviously, loads of olive oil. While we admit our preferred form of fat is EVOO, attempting to bake a piecrust without butter (or lard, if that’s your style) always seems to end in disappointment. Ever tried making pancakes with olive oil? RIP to our sad, soggy friends. While extra-virgin olive oil can easily be used as a substitute for butter in many dishes, it’s never going to completely replace it in our kitchen. And we wouldn’t want it to because we want to live in a culinary world with a variety of delicious cooking fats!
OLIVE OIL IS VEGETARIAN (AND VEGAN)
As more and more people have been making the transition to a vegan or vegetarian lifestyle, the need for an alternative to butter has increased. As a result, the world of olive oil has grown, allowing us to make improvements to this product in great part thanks to vegans and vegetarians.
To our vegan and vegetarian friends, we are so happy we’re able to create a product you can consume and enjoy! We hope extra-virgin olive oil will be your number one partner in the kitchen.
Pairing Olive Oil with Food
There are three different levels of intensity for olive oil: light, medium, and intense. Recognizing the intensity level of an oil is essential because you don’t want it to cover the taste of the food. By understanding what a food needs or is missing, you can figure out how to enhance it with the addition of olive oil. The goal is to seek the perfect synergy between the olive oil and the food. If you’re making a traditional dish, you might choose an oil from the region or territory where the dish originated. Alternatively, you might choose an oil with a nice flavor contrast to what you are cooking.
PAIR OLIVE OIL WITH SAVORY FOOD
Pairing olive oil with food, especially savory treats, is quite fun and makes for an interesting dinner party activity! Choose olive oils and foods that are either complementary or contrasting and see what you enjoy the most. Let’s start with steak. A medium-rare steak has a strong flavor, but it’s missing something. It’s enhanced, or rounded out, with an oil that’s savory and intensely fruity, with notes of aromatic herbs. For white meat, an olive oil of medium fruitiness pairs well. With fish—cod, for example—a light olive oil pairs best.
WHICH OLIVE OIL TO USE
INTENSE: Coratina, a local cultivar from Puglia, is a perfect match for a steak. Frantoio pairs well with beans. Nocellara del Belice is a match with roasted fish. Cerasuola is well suited for lamb.
MEDIUM: Carolea, a local cultivar from Calabria (which we grow and love), pairs exceptionally well with goat cheese and pasta with tomatoes. Grossa di Cassano is perfect for pasta with seafood. Ottobratica, another cultivar native to Calabria, pairs well with baccalà (salt cod).
LIGHT: Taggiasca, an olive that hails from the region of Genova, is perfect for pesto alla genovese. Leccino, a cultivar native to Tuscany, pairs well with cod.
PAIR OLIVE OIL WITH SWEETS
In the Mediterranean, it’s very common to find olive oil in sweets and desserts. This includes cakes, pastries, and gelato.
When making olive oil gelato from scratch, it’s easy to layer the complex combination of sweet, salty, herby, fruity, or herbaceous flavors often found in extra-virgin olive oil.
For chocolate or plain gelato, Roggianella, an olive oil with a medium-light intensity, pairs well. Cellina di Nardò from Puglia is a great fit with vanilla ice cream.
For savory breads or cakes, such as cornbread, most savory or bitter olive oils will be delicious. Leccino and Itrana are an especially good fit.
Sweet cakes, such as olive oil cake, chocolate cake, and fruit cake, pair nicely with Carolea. Take a bit more care when making olive oil cake, because an oil that’s too bitter might not pair well with chocolate, vanilla, or citrus.
FUN FACT
You can layer oils in a dish. For example, you can cook with one particular olive oil and finish with a different one.













PEPERONCINO OLIVE OIL
While this might be more of a technique than a recipe, this spicy olive oil is delicious and can be used in an array of dishes. We drizzle it on top of pizza, bruschetta, popcorn, eggs, and more. One downside of this flavored oil is that it can’t be stored for too long, so make sure you use it within three days of preparing it.
MAKES ½ CUP
½ cup / 112g extra-virgin olive oil
1 to 3 peperoncini calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy peppers; Fresno chiles or mild serrano also work)
Place the olive oil and peperoncini in a blender and blend until smooth. Store in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 3 days. Shake before using.
NOTE
The peperoncini used here are not the marinated or pickled kind from a jar. They are fresh Calabrian spicy peppers and are most like a Fresno chile or mild serrano pepper.



BRUSCHETTA
A dish that doesn’t require any cooking, bruschetta is one of the simplest of Italian cuisine. We make this when basil is at its peak in the summer. Use good-quality, fresh tomatoes; cherry tomatoes are our favorite.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
3 tablespoons / 42g extra-virgin olive oil
1 garlic clove, smashed and minced
1 peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano also work), chopped (optional)
Salt
6 basil leaves, finely chopped
¾ pound / 300g tomatoes, diced
8 slices fresh bread (sourdough or French batard)
In a medium bowl, combine the olive oil, garlic, peperoncino (if using), and a pinch of salt. Cover and let sit for 30 minutes.
Add the basil and tomatoes, then stir.
Toast the bread.
Serve the bruschetta on the warm toasts and eat immediately.



CURED ANCHOVIES
Anchovy season in southern Italy usually starts in the late spring and continues through summer. When you have an abundance of fresh anchovies, one of the best ways to prepare them is by curing, so you can enjoy the anchovies for a few days without worrying about cooking right away. Enjoy the fillets whole, break them up over bruschetta, or add to salads and sandwiches.
MAKES 15 TO 20 ANCHOVIES
1 pound / 450g small fresh anchovies
Salt
¾ cup / 175g lemon juice, from 4 lemons
¾ cup / 175g white wine vinegar
¾ cup / 160g extra-virgin olive oil
5 garlic cloves, finely chopped
4 sprigs of parsley, finely chopped
4 small or medium fresh peperoncini calabresi or 1 jalapeño
FILLET THE ANCHOVIES: Pinch the base of the head of an anchovy between your forefinger and your thumb. Tightly squeeze your fingers together to detach the head. Then pull the head down toward the tail in one cohesive motion, staying parallel to the stomach. This should split the fish open as well as pull out some of the interior. Open the anchovy more until it’s butterflied. Reach up to the top of the fish (where the head was) and gently lift and remove the spine. Some flesh may come off with the spine, and that’s okay. Rinse well with water, making sure there are no spine remnants. Set the fillet aside in a medium glass or nonporous ceramic container with high sides. Repeat with the remaining anchovies.
CURE THE ANCHOVIES: In a small bowl, combine 3 pinches of salt with the lemon juice and vinegar. Pour the mixture over the anchovies. They should be fully covered.
Cover and refrigerate for 1½ hours or until the anchovies turn white.
Drain the fillets, then pat them dry.
In an airtight glass container with sides that are at least 2 inches high, pour a thin layer of the oil, then place a layer of anchovies over top. Determine how many layers of anchovies you can make and divide the seasoning accordingly. We usually end up with six layers: three layers of anchovies and three layers of seasoning, including the top layer.
Drizzle the anchovies generously with the oil, then sprinkle some of the garlic, parsley, and peperoncini over top. Continue layering until all the anchovies are used. If you have extra seasoning, you can gently tuck it into the sides of the anchovies, using a spoon. Cover and refrigerate the prepared anchovies for at least 2 hours to let the flavors combine.
Remove from the refrigerator 30 minutes before serving to allow the oil to come back to room temperature. The anchovies will keep for up to 6 days in the refrigerator.



CROCCHETTE DI PATATE
Potato Croquettes
My mother-in-law Lina’s crocchette di patate are well known in our family. These fried potato batons are crunchy on the exterior and soft on the interior. Lina makes them perfectly without measuring any ingredients, which, to us, is pure magic. She prefers to cook alone and in silence, in her state of flow. Over the years we have attempted to sneak glimpses of how she makes them, but without measurements we couldn’t re-create her recipe. Finally, she allowed us into the kitchen to attempt to properly document how the dish is made. Our result was exploding crocchette—twice. The third time was the charm, and we improved on the recipe to avoid explosions.
MAKES 12 CROCCHETTE
1 pound / 400g potatoes
⅓ ounce / 8g Parmigiano Reggiano
⅛ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg
4 sprigs of parsley, finely chopped
Salt
14 ounces / 400g water, at room temperature
7 ounces / 200g 00 flour
1½ cups / 350g breadcrumbs, plus more for lining a platter
Extra-virgin olive oil, for frying
Scrub the potatoes, then place them in a large pot and fill to cover by at least 1 inch of water. Bring to a boil and cook them until fork-tender, 40 to 50 minutes.
Drain the potatoes, then set them aside to cool for a few minutes. Carefully peel the potatoes.
Pass the potatoes through a ricer set over a large bowl. Let cool completely for a few hours, or store the riced potatoes in the refrigerator for up to 1 day before proceeding.
Add the Parmigiano Reggiano, nutmeg, and the parsley to the potatoes. Season with salt and mix with your hands for 1 minute.
Shape the potato mixture into logs that are 2 inches long and 1 inch wide, setting them on a sheet pan as you go.
Sprinkle a large platter with a very thin layer of the breadcrumbs. Place the remaining breadcrumbs into a shallow bowl or pie plate.
Line another large platter with paper towels or set a wire rack in a rimmed sheet pan. (This is where the crocchette will drain after cooking.)
In a medium bowl, combine the water, flour, and a few pinches of salt and whisk until smooth.
Using one hand for wet and one hand for dry, begin to dredge each log into the flour mixture for a few seconds, then roll them in the breadcrumbs, coating the sides and ends of the logs. Place them on the platter with the breadcrumbs.
Fill a medium pan with ½ inch of the oil and heat over medium until it reaches 350ºF /175°C, about 2 minutes. You can also check the oil temperature by dropping a pinch of breadcrumbs into the oil and seeing if they fervently sizzle.
Once the oil is hot, gently place the crocchette, one at a time, into the oil. Fry them, flipping only once, until golden or light brown, about 2 minutes per side. Remove the crocchette with a spider skimmer from the pan and place them on the prepared platter or sheet pan to drain before serving.





PASTA AL POMODORO 2.0
This recipe is for the folks who love super creamy pasta sauce. But it doesn’t actually have any cream, and if you ask us, that’s the way most pasta sauce should be. Pasta al pomodoro is always best in the summer when cherry tomatoes are at their peak. We created this recipe one summer when we were craving a tomato sauce with a smooth texture and decided to whir the sauce in the blender.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
4 tablespoons / 56g extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for finishing
3 garlic cloves, smashed or roughly chopped
1 peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano will work), roughly chopped (optional)
1¼ pounds / 566g cherry tomatoes (the sweeter the better), halved
6 basil leaves
¾ pound / 400g spaghetti
¼ cup / 20g finely grated Parmigiano Reggiano
Heat a large saucepan over medium-low heat for 20 seconds. Add 2 tablespoons of the oil, 2 of the garlic cloves, and the peperoncino (if using) and cook until the garlic turns slightly blond, about 3 to 4 minutes.
Increase the heat to high and immediately add the tomatoes. Decrease the heat to medium and cook, covered, for 15 to 20 minutes or until the tomatoes melt into a sauce, stirring every 5 minutes.
Off the heat, use an immersion blender or standard blender to puree the tomatoes into a smooth sauce. Return the pan to the stove, add the basil, and continue to cook the sauce over low heat for 15 minutes or until reduced by one-fourth.
Heat a large pan over low heat for 20 seconds. Add the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil and the remaining garlic clove and cook until the garlic turns slightly blond, about 3 to 4 minutes. Turn off the heat.
Meanwhile, bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty), then add the pasta and cook until 2 to 3 minutes before the pasta is al dente. When the pasta is almost ready, add a ladle of pasta water to the pan with the garlic and bring it to a boil.
Using tongs, transfer the pasta to the pan. Cook for 1 minute, adding more pasta water as needed. Add the tomato sauce and cook, stirring continuously and adding more pasta water as needed, for another 2 minutes or until the pasta reaches your desired texture. Turn off the heat and stir in the Parmigiano Reggiano. Immediately divide the pasta among four plates and serve with a teaspoon of oil drizzled over each portion.





FRITTATA
The traditional Italian frittata requires lots of monitoring and flipping halfway through the cooking process. It’s similar to making pancakes. We prefer baking the frittata in the oven until the center is cooked and the bottom is crispy.
In true Calabrian style, we make a version of fried Patate e Peperoni (potatoes and bell peppers) first, which coaxes the flavors out of both, creating a crust that allows even more flavor to build. Try not to flip the potatoes too much—if they begin to fall apart. Don’t worry, that’s just more surface area for developing a crust.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
1½ pounds / 700g russet or yellow potatoes
⅓ cup / 75g extra-virgin olive oil
1 medium bell pepper, seeded and finely chopped
1 small peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano pepper also work), finely sliced
½ medium red onion, finely chopped
6 eggs
¼ cup / 20g finely grated Parmigiano Reggiano, Grana Padano, or Pecorino Romano, or a fifty-fifty mixture, if desired
¼ cup / 15g finely chopped parsley
Freshly ground black pepper
Salt
Preheat the oven to 400ºF / 200°C.
Peel the potatoes, cut them in half lengthwise, and slice them into ⅛-inch-thick pieces (use a mandoline, if you have one).
Heat a cast-iron skillet over medium heat. Once hot, add enough of the oil to generously cover the bottom of the pot. Heat the oil for 2 minutes.
To test if the oil is thoroughly heated, add a slice of potato. The sides of the potato should sizzle intensely. Add one-third of the potatoes, then raise the heat to high. Add the remaining potatoes. After 1 minute, decrease the heat to medium and add the bell pepper and peperoncino. Do not stir.
Let the potatoes and peppers cook for 5 to 7 minutes on one side to create a light golden crust. Using a silicone spatula or wooden spoon (do not use stainless steel), flip the potatoes over section by section. It doesn’t have to be perfect—just get things flipped.
Cook the potatoes for 5 more minutes. Gently fold in the onion and cook for 5 minutes.
Crack the eggs into a large bowl and break all the yolks, then add the Parmigiano Reggiano, parsley, and a few turns of black pepper. Whisk a few times to incorporate. Do not overbeat.
Season the potato mixture with salt (there’s no salt in the eggs, so we prefer to add a little extra to the potatoes). Flip everything one more time.
Turn off the heat and pour the egg mixture over the potatoes.
Place the skillet in the oven and bake, uncovered, for 12 to 15 minutes or until the top is golden brown and fluffy. If your oven bakes unevenly, rotate the frittata halfway through the cooking process.
Remove from the oven, slice into wedges, and serve the frittata immediately. Store leftovers in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 6 days. Reheat in a preheated 350ºF / 175°C oven for about 15 minutes.
NOTE
The frittata is best made in a cast-iron skillet or Dutch oven with high sides (something tall enough to accommodate bread dough). Alternatively, you can use a large nonstick pan for the first part of the recipe and then transfer everything to a 9 by 9-inch ceramic or glass ovensafe pan lined with parchment paper before baking as directed.



PASTA AGLIO E OLIO E PEPERONCINO
Pasta with Garlic, Olive Oil, and Spicy Peppers
If Italian food had a dish like macaroni and cheese, it would be pasta aglio e olio. The simplicity of this dish reminds us of childhood. We make it when we’re in a pinch for time or craving something light. It’s also a popular dish for those feeling a bit under the weather.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
BREADCRUMBS
½ cup / 40g stale bread strips
1 garlic clove, finely chopped
3 tablespoons / 42g extra-virgin olive oil
3 springs of parsley, finely chopped
PASTA
½ cup / 112g extra-virgin olive oil
8 garlic cloves, smashed or roughly chopped
1 peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano also work), roughly chopped
Freshly ground black pepper
Salt
8 sprigs of parsley, finely chopped
¾ pound / 400g long pasta, preferably no. 8 spaghetti
Freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano, for serving (optional)
MAKE THE BREADCRUMBS: Place the bread and garlic in a blender and blend on medium for 30 seconds or until the bread looks like breadcrumbs (it should not be a powder). Heat a small pan over medium for 2 to 3 minutes (if cooking with stainless steel until a drop of water disperses into beads on the pan). Add the breadcrumbs to the pan and drizzle with the oil, stirring frequently, until they get crispy and lightly brown, about 5 minutes. Pay attention for overcooked parts (very dark parts), this can make the breadcrumbs bitter. Transfer to a plate. Stir in the parsley.
MAKE THE PASTA: Heat a large pan over medium heat for 20 seconds. Add the oil, garlic, peperoncino, a pinch of black pepper, 2 pinches of salt, and the parsley. Cook until the garlic starts to turn blond, about 3 to 4 minutes. Remove from the heat and set aside while the pasta cooks.
Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty), then add the pasta and cook until 2 to 3 minutes before the pasta is al dente. Reserve at least 1½ cups of pasta water before draining the pasta.
Add a ladle of pasta water to the olive oil mixture, then bring to a boil. Add the pasta to the pan, stirring constantly, and cook until the pasta becomes dry. Add more pasta water and cook for 2 to 3 minutes.
Pour the breadcrumbs over top and stir to combine. Add a little more pasta water if the pasta seems too dry; it should look loose and be easy to stir.
Finish with a sprinkle of Parmigiano Reggiano.





PASTA AL LIMONE
Pasta with Lemon
Light and refreshing, Pasta al Limone is originally from the region of Campania, but it’s enjoyed throughout Italy, especially during the summer. During the scorching Calabrian summers, we make and eat this dish on Giuseppe’s parents’ breezy second-floor balcony, which has beautiful views of the Ionian Sea. You can bring some of this Mediterranean magic into your home by using very fresh lemons and herbs.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
3 tablespoons / 42g butter
1 garlic clove, smashed
Zest and juice of 2 small or 1 large lemon
3 tablespoons / 42g extra-virgin olive oil
Salt
¾ pound / 400g spaghetto quadrato or no. 8 spaghetti
6 basil or mint leaves, chopped
¼ cup / 20g freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano
Heat a small saucepan over medium heat for 20 seconds. Add the butter and garlic. Cook until the garlic begins to gently turn brown, about 3 minutes, then remove and discard the garlic. Continue browning the butter until it is a very light golden brown, then add the lemon zest and cook for 30 seconds. Turn off the heat. Add the olive oil, stir, and set aside.
Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty). Cook the pasta until 2 or 3 minutes before al dente. Reserve at least 1½ cups of pasta water.
Add a ladle of pasta water to the brown butter mixture and set it over high heat.
Drain the pasta, then return it to the pot. Pour the sauce mixture over the pasta and cook on high heat for 2 to 3 minutes, stirring constantly and adding more pasta water as needed.
One minute before the pasta is done cooking, stir in the lemon juice.
Turn off the heat, add the basil and Parmigiano Reggiano, and stir. Serve immediately.



PASTA CON CARCIOFI E FUNGHI
Pasta with Artichokes and Mushroom
Artichoke season is one of the best times of year in Italy, and we make sure to stock up on and freeze them so we can enjoy this dish year-round. Artichokes can feel intimidating because they’re a bit awkward to trim and cut, but once armed with a reliable paring knife and a bit of practice you’ll be able to trim an artichoke with ease. Don’t worry about discarding too many of the exterior leaves; they are very bitter and fibrous and do not cook up well, even in a sauce. Either frozen or fresh artichokes will work well in this recipe.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
1 lemon
2 medium artichokes
3 tablespoons / 42g extra-virgin olive oil
1 garlic clove, smashed
14 ounces / 400g fresh champignon (button mushrooms), sliced
Freshly ground black pepper
Salt
¾ pound / 400g tagliatelle
¼ cup / 20g finely grated Parmigiano Reggiano
Finely chopped parsley, for serving
Cut the lemon into quarters, squeeze three of the four wedges into a medium bowl, and fill with water.
PREP THE ARTICHOKES: Cut off the bottom ½ to ¾ inch of each artichoke stem and discard. Each time you make a cut, rub the section with the remaining lemon wedge.
Remove the remaining stem just below the “flower.” Chop the stems into 1-inch pieces and in half lengthwise if the stem is thicker than ¾ inch. Place the stems in the lemon water.
Next, pull off the tough exterior artichoke leaves. Using the flat side of a small knife, pull the leaves down against your thumb in the direction of the stem. Repeat this action on all sides, taking off at least 3 to 4 layers of tough leaves. The interior leaves should start to feel soft. Rub any exposed edges with the lemon wedge. Don’t worry about cutting off too much; the exterior leaves are dense, chewy, and take a long time to cook.
Lay the artichokes on their side, chop off the top ½ inch with a large knife, and discard. The goal is to remove the top spikey portions of the artichokes. Cut off more if desired. Rub the cut side with the lemon wedge.
With the artichokes on their side, cut them in half lengthwise. Place each half on the cutting board cut side down and chop into quarters or thirds lengthwise. The pieces should be about ¾ inch thick and up to 2 inches in length (cut them in half if they’re too long). Remove and discard any extra undesirable tough leaves. Place the pieces in the lemon water immediately.
In a small saucepan set over medium-low heat, add the oil and garlic and cook until the garlic is lightly golden, 3 to 4 minutes.
While the garlic is infusing the oil, rinse the artichoke pieces. Once the garlic is cooked, add the artichokes and ¼ cup of water. Increase the heat to medium and cook, covered, for 15 to 20 minutes, stirring occasionally. Decrease the heat to low and add a bit of water if the artichokes get too dry. If there is still a lot of liquid in the pot, remove the lid for the last few minutes of cooking.
Once the artichokes are soft, add the mushrooms, season with pepper, and cook for 8 to 10 minutes. Remove from the heat and add a few pinches of salt.
Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty). Add the pasta and cook until 2 to 3 minutes before al dente.
Reheat the mushroom and artichoke mixture over medium-low. Reserve 1½ cups pasta water, then drain the pasta.
Return the pasta to the pot, set over high heat, and immediately add ¼ cup of the pasta water and the artichoke sauce. Stir continuously, adding more pasta water as needed.
Once the pasta is fully cooked, remove from the heat. Add the Parmigiano Reggiano and stir. Sprinkle with the parsley and serve immediately.



PASTA ALLA PUTTANESCA
Italians consume this dish mostly in the summer. However, since it uses such classic pantry staples, you can enjoy pasta alla puttanesca year-round. If you’re not into anchovies, you can skip them and go straight for the extra-virgin olive oil and garlic. And if you’re into extra-spicy pasta, add a few more peperoncini. As for the pasta, spaghetti is always a great choice, but paccheri catches the olives and capers perfectly.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
Salt
¼ cup plus 1 teaspoon / 60g extra-virgin olive oil
4 garlic cloves, smashed and chopped into 3 large pieces
1 scallion, thinly sliced
1 peperoncino calabrese, chopped
5 anchovies packed in oil
½ cup / 120g white wine
2 (14-ounce / 400g) cans peeled tomatoes or 28 ounces / 800g fresh Roma tomatoes, chopped
¾ cup / 200g black or green olives (preferably unpitted)
¼ cup / 3.5 ounces / 100g capers, drained
Leaves from 10 sprigs of parsley, finely chopped
¾ pound / 400g spaghetti, paccheri, or linguine
Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty).
In a medium pot over medium heat, add the oil, garlic, scallion, and peperoncino and cook until they start to change color, about 5 minutes. Add the anchovies and continue to cook until they melt and release a strong aroma, 2 to 3 minutes. Increase the heat to high, add the wine, and stir to combine. Once the wine evaporates, about 2 minutes, add the tomatoes. Cook until the tomatoes start to break down, about 10 to 15 minutes. Decrease the heat to medium-low.
Pit the olives, chop them, and add them to the sauce. Cook for 5 minutes, then add the capers and decrease the heat to low. Continue to cook for another 5 minutes, season with salt, then add the parsley. Turn off the heat.
Add the pasta to the boiling water and cook until 2 or 3 minutes before al dente. Reserve at least 1½ cups of the pasta water, then drain the pasta. Reheat the sauce over medium-high heat. Add the pasta to the sauce and cook until the pasta is al dente. Add a ladle of the pasta water to the sauce if it’s dry and give it more time to cook. Serve immediately.



PASTA VONGOLE E COZZE
Pasta with Mussels and Clams
Giuseppe’s mom, Lina, is an incredible cook. Her specialties include patate e peperoni, mushrooms, cannelloni, and seafood. She has a way of working with delicate flavors and food that we can be too heavy-handed with. From a tiny town along the Ionian coast, Lina grew up scouring the rocks for seafood, befriending fisherman who allowed her access to the freshest catch, and learning exactly how to clean all creatures of the Mediterranean. Going to a fish market with Lina is similar to visiting a museum with a curator: She knows exactly how old everything is and where it came from. This recipe is based on Lina’s classic linguine con cozze e vongole.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
Salt
1 pound / 450g fresh mussels
1 pound / 450g fresh clams
5½ tablespoons / 80g extra-virgin olive oil
3 garlic cloves, smashed
6 sprigs parsley, leaves finely chopped and stems left whole
1 peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano also work; optional)
Freshly ground black pepper
¾ pound / 400g linguine
In two large bowls, combine sea salt and cold tap water (2½ tablespoons / 35g per quart or liter of water). In one bowl, add the clams; in the other, add the mussels. Cover each bowl with a plate so they have a dark environment in which to purge. Set aside at room temperature for 3 hours. Check the water halfway through. If it’s very dirty, drain and repeat with the salt and water mixtures.
Next, clean the mussels. With a knife (don’t use a nice knife for this—an old, small kitchen knife is great!), scrape any algae and debris from the exterior of the mussel and remove the beard—the green stringy bit located on the side of the mussel. Grab it between your fingers and begin to pull it back and forth until it’s completely removed. Rinse and drain the mussels, then set aside.
Thoroughly rinse and drain the clams with fresh water.
Heat a large pan over medium heat for 20 seconds. Add 3½ tablespoons of the oil, 2 of the garlic cloves, parsley stems, and peperoncino to the pan. Once the garlic is blond, about 3 minutes, remove and discard the parsley stems. Add the mussels, clams, and several turns of black pepper and cook for 5 to 10 minutes, until the seafood has opened. Taste the broth for seasoning and add salt, if needed. Stir in the parsley leaves. Turn off the heat. Remove the top half of each mussel and clam shell.
Meanwhile, bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty). Add the pasta to the boiling water and cook until 2 or 3 minutes before al dente. Reserve at least 1½ cups of the pasta water, then drain the pasta.
While the pasta is cooking, heat a large pan over medium heat for 20 seconds. Add the remaining garlic clove and the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil and cook until the garlic turns blond, about 3 to 4 minutes, then turn off the heat.
Add the pasta to the pan with the garlic and set it over high heat. Stir in 1 cup of pasta water. Once it is almost ready, transfer the pasta to the pan with the seafood. Gently toss to combine and serve immediately.





RISOTTO AI FUNGHI
Mushroom Risotto
Until a few years ago, Giuseppe wasn’t very good at making risotto, but with practice he’s perfected this dish. Risotto can often seem intimidating, but it’s actually straightforward to make. The key is to keep stirring the rice in the same direction (clockwise or counterclockwise; you decide), allowing the water to be absorbed before adding more liquid, and letting it rest for a few minutes before serving so the rice can set. With practice, you’ll find your favorite texture or doneness for the rice.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
2 ounces / 60g dried porcini mushrooms
2 tablespoons / 30g extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for finishing
4 garlic cloves, smashed and chopped
4 tablespoons / ½ stick / 60g cold butter
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
A few pinches of freshly grated nutmeg
6 sprigs of parsley, leaves finely chopped and stems left whole
2 quarts / 2 liters vegetable broth or water
½ red onion, diced
¾ pound / 400g carnaroli rice
1 cup / 239g Prosecco
1.75 ounces / 50g Parmigiano Reggiano
Place the porcini in a medium bowl and cover with water by 1 to 2 inches. Set aside to rehydrate for 1 hour. After an hour, check them. If they’re completely soft, you can proceed. If they’re still tough, leave in the water for another 30 minutes.
Line a fine-mesh sieve with cheesecloth or a paper towel. Place the sieve over a bowl. Remove the mushrooms from the water, shaking off any debris, and set aside. Pour the mushroom water through the sieve. It may take several minutes for the mushroom water to pass through the cheesecloth. Use a spoon to push as much water through as possible.
Heat a small pot over medium-low heat for 15 seconds. Add 1 tablespoon of the oil and the garlic and cook until the garlic turns slightly blond, 3 to 4 minutes. Add the mushroom water and increase the heat to high. Once it’s boiling, allow the liquid to reduce for 5 minutes. Then add 2 tablespoons of the butter. Once melted, add the mushrooms and cook for 5 more minutes. Toward the end of the 5 minutes, season with salt and pepper and add the nutmeg. Turn off the heat and stir in the parsley.
For the risotto, in a medium saucepan, bring the broth to a boil. Salt to taste.
Heat a medium pot over medium heat. Add the remaining 1 tablespoon of oil and the onion. Cook until the onion is golden, about 7 minutes, then add the rice and stir continuously until the rice turns opaque, about 2 minutes. Increase the heat to high and pour in the Prosecco, stirring constantly, and cook until all the liquid is absorbed. Add a scant ladle of broth and continue stirring for another 2 to 4 minutes. Once the liquid is almost completely absorbed, add another ladle of broth and continue stirring for 2 to 4 minutes more, repeating two times. At this point, the rice should be very al dente.
Add the mushroom mixture and continue stirring for about 3 minutes or until the rice reaches your desired consistency.
When the rice is finished, immediately add the remaining 2 tablespoons of butter and stir it until it’s fully melted and incorporated into the rice. Let the risotto rest for a few minutes, then add the Parmigiano Reggiano and stir to combine.
Ladle each portion onto a plate, then, using your palm, firmly hit the underside of the plate to flatten out the risotto. Finish by drizzling 1 teaspoon of oil over each portion. Enjoy while hot.



FETTUCCINE AI PISELLI E PORCINI
Fettuccine with Peas and Porcini Mushrooms
This recipe is a happy accident. We started making this delicious dish in the winter when we ran out of fresh produce but had frozen peas and dried porcini. It has since turned into a recipe we make any time we don’t want to go to the grocery store…but, oddly, we never run out of frozen peas or porcini, so I guess you could say this is a recipe we now make regularly. It is especially good if you have kids and need help getting a few more veggies into their diet. The peas are sweet and creamy, while the mushrooms lend an earthiness and depth.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
1¾ ounces / 48g dried porcini mushrooms
5 tablespoons / 70g extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for finishing
1 scallion, finely chopped
8 ounces / 200g frozen peas
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
3 garlic cloves, smashed or roughly chopped
A pinch of freshly grated nutmeg
2 sprigs of parsley, finely chopped
¾ pound / 400g fettuccine
Parmigiano Reggiano (preferably aged 24 months or longer)
Place the porcini in a medium bowl and cover with water by 1 to 2 inches. Set aside to rehydrate for 1 hour. After an hour, check them. If they’re completely soft, you can proceed. If they’re still hard, leave in the water for another 30 minutes.
Heat a small pot over medium heat for 15 seconds. Add 2 tablespoons of the oil and the scallion and cook until the white parts of the scallion are translucent and slightly golden, about 5 minutes. Stir in the peas and cook for 1 minute. Season with a few grinds of pepper and 2 large pinches of salt. Stir in 1 cup of water and cook for about 10 minutes, until the peas soften. Turn off the heat.
Use an immersion blender or standard blender to puree the pea mixture until creamy and smooth.
Line a fine-mesh sieve with cheesecloth or a paper towel. Place the sieve over a bowl. Remove the mushrooms from the water, shaking off any debris, and drain them on paper towels. Pour the mushroom water through the sieve. It may take several minutes for the mushroom water to pass through the cheesecloth. Use a spoon to push as much water through as possible.
Heat another small pot over medium heat for 15 seconds. Add the remaining 3 tablespoons of oil and the garlic and cook until the garlic turns a light golden color, about 3 minutes. Decrease the heat to low and add the mushroom water. Increase the heat to medium and reduce the mushroom water by one-fourth.
Add the mushrooms, a few turns of pepper, a pinch or two of salt, and the nutmeg and cook, uncovered, on high heat for 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and stir in the parsley. Set aside while you cook the pasta.
Meanwhile, bring a large pot of water to a boil. Once the water is boiling, add salt (the water should taste salty). Add the pasta and cook until 2 to 3 minutes before al dente. Reserve 1½ cups of pasta water, then drain the pasta.
Return the pasta to the pot, set over high heat, and add a small ladle of pasta water. Add the pea mixture, stirring continuously while adding small ladles of pasta water as the liquid evaporates. Decrease the heat to medium-high if the pasta is bubbling too much. After 1 minute, add the mushroom mixture and continue cooking and adding pasta water as needed.
Once the sauce and pasta have completely mixed and the pasta is fully cooked, remove from the heat. Sprinkle in the Parmigiano Reggiano and stir well.
Serve immediately with 1 teaspoon of oil drizzled over each portion.



MELANZANE RIPIENE
Stuffed Eggplant
This recipe is inspired by Giuseppe’s zia, whose specialty is baked dishes like melanzane ripiene and pasta al forno. This is comfort food usually eaten at the peak of both eggplant and tomato season, making this dish a summer staple.
MAKES 6 SERVINGS
RAGÙ
1½ cups / 360g chicken stock (preferably homemade)
2 tablespoons / 30g extra-virgin olive oil
1 onion, finely diced
1 celery stalk, finely diced
1 carrot, finely diced
¾ pound / 400g ground beef
¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper
1 cup / 239g white wine
3 tablespoons tomato paste
EGGPLANT AND STUFFING
½ pound / 200g 3- or 4-day-old bread (it should be dry and tough), roughly chopped or torn into large chunks
2¼ pounds / 1kg eggplant
2 hard-boiled eggs, chopped
½ pound / 200g skim mozzarella, shredded
¾ cup / 60g finely grated Parmigiano Reggiano, plus more for sprinkling
15 basil leaves, roughly chopped
Salt and freshly ground pepper
TOMATO SAUCE
2 tablespoons / 30g extra-virgin olive oil
2 garlic cloves, smashed and chopped
2 (14-ounce / 400g) cans tomato sauce
Salt
5 basil leaves, roughly chopped
MAKE THE RAGÙ: Heat the chicken stock in a saucepan set over medium heat.
In a medium pot set over medium heat, add the oil, onion, celery, and carrot. Cook until the vegetables are golden, 5 to 7 minutes. Add the ground beef and pepper and stir to break up the beef and combine with the vegetables. Cook for 25 to 30 minutes, until the meat is lightly browned, then add the wine and increase the heat to high. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the wine evaporates. Decrease the heat to low and continue cooking until the meat caramelizes, about 5 minutes. Add the chicken broth and cook until the broth reduces by two-thirds, 20 to 50 minutes. Stir in the tomato paste, add 4 turns of black pepper, a generous pinch of salt, and cook for 10 more minutes, then remove it from the heat and set aside to cool.
MAKE THE EGGPLANT AND STUFFING: Preheat the oven to 350ºF / 175°C. Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Fill a large bowl with ice water.
Place the bread in a bowl and drizzle with a ¼ to ½ cup of water. The bread should rehydrate but not be sopping wet. Set aside.
Cut the eggplant in half. Using a small knife, carve out the interior pulp of the eggplant, leaving about ¾ inch of thickness at the edges with the skin. Place the pulp in the boiling water and cook for 10 minutes. Remove with a slotted spoon and place in the cold water. Squeeze out the pulp and place in a strainer. Put the eggplant shells in the water and boil for 5 minutes, then transfer to the cold water. Place them interior side down in a strainer.
Squeeze the water out of the bread and place it in a large bowl. Add the eggs, mozzarella, Parmigiano Reggiano, basil, 3 pinches of salt, a few turns of pepper, the pulp of the eggplants, and the cooled ragù. Mix everything together with your hands or a spoon until fully incorporated and until it sticks together slightly. Set aside.
MAKE THE SAUCE: Heat a pot over medium heat for 15 seconds. Add the oil and garlic and cook until the garlic is lightly golden, 3 minutes. Add the tomato sauce and stir to combine. Cook, covered, until the sauce is reduced by about a quarter, 15 to 20 minutes. Toward the end of cooking, add a pinch of salt and the basil. Stir to combine and turn off the heat.
ASSEMBLE: In a medium ovenproof pan with sides (so the eggplant won’t fall over), spread a ladle of tomato sauce over the bottom of the pan.
Hold an eggplant shell in your hand and fill it with the stuffing, creating a domelike shape. Place it in the pan, stuffing side up and repeat with the remaining eggplant shells.
Ladle tomato sauce over the top of the stuffed eggplant (you do not have to use all of the tomato sauce—the pan should not be full of tomato sauce on all sides). Sprinkle with Parmigiano Reggiano and bake for 20 to 25 minutes or until the tops have formed a crust.
Melanzane ripiene taste the best a few hours after baking. Serve them warm or at room temperature.



SOFFRITTO
Soffritto is the base of nearly all Italian ragùs, stews, and soups. There are many different versions, however, the trio of onion, carrot, and celery is the most common. Traditionally, soffritto follows a ratio of 2-1-1, meaning 2 parts onion, 1 part carrot, and 1 part celery. We prefer our soffritto slightly on the sweet side, so we add a bit more carrot.
There’s also the option to make a soffritto with a fatty meat such as guanciale or bacon. This works exceptionally well for ragùs like Bolognese.
MAKES 2½ CUPS
¼ cup / 55g extra-virgin olive oil
2 thick-cut slices guanciale or bacon, chopped into ¼-inch pieces (optional; see variation)
1 medium onion, chopped into ¼-inch dice
4 carrots, chopped into ¼-inch dice
4 celery stalks, chopped into ¼-inch dice
1 peperoncino calabrese (fresh Calabrian spicy pepper; Fresno chile or mild serrano also work), roughly chopped (optional)
4 sprigs of rosemary
4 fresh sage leaves
1 teaspoon dried fennel
1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper
Heat a heavy-bottomed pan over medium heat for 15 seconds. Add the oil, onion, carrot, celery, and peperoncino (if using). Increase the heat to medium-high and cook, for 2 minutes, then decrease the heat to medium-low and continue to cook, covered, for 15 minutes. Stir in the rosemary, sage, fennel, and black pepper and cook for 5 to 10 minutes, or until the vegetables are golden and soft enough to form a paste if mashed.
Use immediately or store in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.
IF USING GUANCIALE OR BACON
Heat a heavy-bottomed pan over medium heat for 1 minute. Add the guanciale without the olive oil and decrease the heat to low. Render the fat and continue cooking until the meat is golden and crispy, 15 to 20 minutes. Add 1 or 2 tablespoons of oil, then proceed with the recipe.



WINTER BEANS
Eating a good bowl of beans when it’s cold outside is one of life’s greatest simple pleasures. And the best part is, they’re super easy to make, with endless flavor combinations. All you need is a good base like the soffritto (opposite). We make these beans a lot when we are busy working harvest because they can made ahead of time, store really well, and are quick and easy to heat up. They can also be partially blended and turned into a pasta sauce for a quick hot meal! For a vegetarian version, omit the chicken and begin by making a broth with the vegetables.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
1 pound / 450g cannellini or similar beans
1 chicken carcass with some meat still attached or ½ pound / 225g bone-in chicken pieces
3 celery stalks, roughly chopped
3 carrots, halved
1 tablespoon black peppercorns
6 sprigs of rosemary
2 star anise
2 fresh sage leaves
3 teaspoons dried fennel
Salt
2½ cups Soffritto (opposite)
4 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
Bread, for serving
Place the beans in a large bowl and cover with water by 2 inches. Soak the beans for 8 to 12 hours. Drain and rinse when ready to cook.
Place the chicken carcass or pieces in a large pot and cover with water by 3 inches. Bring to a boil, then decrease the heat to low and cook, uncovered, for 1 hour.
Add the celery, carrots, peppercorns, rosemary, star anise, sage, and fennel. Continue to cook, uncovered, for 1 to 1½ hours, depending on how much liquid you want to evaporate. Stir in a few pinches of salt.
Strain the broth and store or use immediately.
In a large pot set over high heat, combine the soffritto and the beans, stirring to incorporate. Pour about 6 cups of the broth over the beans. The broth should cover the beans by 2 inches. If you run out of broth, add a bit of water.
Bring to a boil, decrease the heat to medium-low, and continue to cook, covered, for 2 hours or until the beans have reached the desired consistency. Serve in bowls and finish each portion with 1 teaspoon of oil and a slice of soft bread.



SUMMER BEANS
Summer bean salad is perfect for those days when it’s too hot to cook. We take this to the beach during the summer, to picnics in the mountains, and for lunch when we are trimming the olive trees and can’t make it home for a hot meal. You can make this a few days ahead or batch cook it for the entire week. Making your own beans does make this salad tastier because you can use the broth, but there’s no shame in the canned bean game.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS
1 pound / 450g garbanzo or similar beans
½ red onion, chopped
2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar or rice vinegar
Salt
3 cups / 720g chicken or vegetable stock (preferably homemade)
2 Roma tomatoes, roughly chopped
2 sprigs of rosemary
2 fresh sage leaves
2 tablespoons / 30g extra-virgin olive oil
1 cucumber, thinly sliced
1 cup / 180g halved cherry tomatoes
Place the beans in a large bowl and cover with water by 2 inches. Soak the beans for 10 to 12 hours. Drain and rinse when ready to cook.
Two to 3 hours before cooking the beans, in a large bowl, combine the onion, vinegar, and a large pinch of salt. Set aside.
In a large pot, combine the beans and the stock. Add water to cover the beans by 1 inch. Add the Roma tomatoes, rosemary, and sage. Cook, partially covered, over medium-low for 1 to 2 hours or until the beans are soft.
Remove from the heat and let the beans cool in the broth.
With a slotted spoon, transfer the beans to the bowl with the onion mixture. Add 2 tablespoons of the bean broth (or more to taste) and the oil. Toss well and season with salt. If desired, store the beans in the refrigerator for a few days before serving (this helps the flavors meld).
Shortly before serving, add the cucumber and cherry tomatoes. Add more salt, if needed. Serve cold or at room temperature.



SEASONED POPCORN
Popcorn is one of our guilty pleasures, and this seasoned popcorn takes things to a whole new level. We enjoy a mix of butter and extra-virgin olive oil drizzled over top, a true sign that the two can deliciously coexist. This recipe can be made on your stovetop in a big pot or with an air popper. Make it for a movie night or as a snack for guests.
MAKES 1 LARGE BOWL OF POPCORN
1¾ tablespoons / 25g salted butter
2 tablespoons / 30g extra-virgin olive oil
Seasoning of your choice (it’s best to choose only one): 4 fresh sage leaves, finely chopped; 8 sprigs of cilantro, finely chopped; or 1 teaspoon sweet or smoked paprika
½ cup / 65g popcorn kernels
Salt
In a small pan set over medium-low heat, melt the butter. If using the sage, add it to the butter as it melts. Keep cooking the butter until the edges begin to brown, then remove from the heat and stir in the oil.
If adding cilantro, wait until the butter is just starting to turn brown, then add it before stirring in the oil. (Do not add paprika to the butter, as it will clump; sprinkle it over the popcorn as you stir it at the end.)
Pour the kernels into an air popper and pop the popcorn into a large bowl.
Alternatively, you can cook the popcorn on the stove in a nonstick pot with no oil or in a stainless steel pot with a generous layer of oil on the bottom. The heat should be on high until almost all the kernels are popped. You can tell the popcorn has finished popping when there are more than 3 seconds between each pop. Immediately pour the popcorn into a large bowl to avoid burning the popcorn.
Pour half of the butter mixture over the popcorn. Add a pinch of salt (and the paprika, if using), then mix with two large salad spoons. Repeat with the remaining butter mixture and add more salt, if needed.
Eat immediately!



OLIVE OIL WAFFLES
We absolutely love waffles. Especially when they’re light, slightly crunchy, and served up warm. One of the reasons we enjoy waffles so much is because we can use olive oil to make them, so the flavor becomes really intense when paired with a great maple syrup. This is easily one of our favorite meals. Using olive oil allows the waffles to develop a slightly crunchy crust while keeping the interior really soft, so it’s the best of both worlds. Make sure to brush the waffle maker with a bit of olive oil to avoid sticking. We also recommend using a butter knife to lift the edge of the waffle when removing it from the waffle maker.
MAKES 10 WAFFLES (OUR WAFFLE MAKER COOKS 4 AT A TIME)
2 cups / 240g all-purpose flour
1½ tablespoons sugar
4 teaspoons baking powder
¾ teaspoon sea salt
2 eggs, at room temperature
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 cup plus 2 tablespoons / 270g milk
¾ cup / 160g extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for greasing
Place a baking sheet in the oven (for keeping cooked waffles warm) and preheat the oven to 225°F / 110°C. Preheat a waffle maker.
In a medium bowl, combine the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt.
In a large bowl, whisk the eggs until fluffy. Add the vanilla, milk, and oil. Whisk well.
Add the dry ingredients to the wet ingredients. Whisk, making sure there are no lumps.
Use a pastry brush to dab a bit of oil onto the waffle maker. Using a ⅓-cup measure, ladle the batter into each section of the waffle maker.
Cook according to the instructions of your waffle maker, usually 3 to 5 minutes total. Gently remove the waffle and place on the baking sheet in the oven. Turn off the oven so the waffles do not dry out.
Repeat with the remaining waffle batter.





OLIVE OIL BROWNIES
We (like everyone else) did a lot of baking during the COVID-19 pandemic. One of the recipes we made almost weekly was olive oil brownies. However, a lot of the recipes we tried produced brownies that were too dense or too cakey. We wanted brownies that embodied the essence of a blondie but with chocolate. So, we experimented.
These brownies are for those who lick the spatula and scrape their finger across the bottom of the bowl—for those who like batter just as much as baked brownies. Rich and extra chocolatey, they’re perfect for a kids’ birthday party, friendsgiving, or as a gift for a new neighbor. Olive oil makes a fantastic preservative, and the result is phenomenal. The oil will help keep these brownies soft for days.
MAKES 12 BROWNIES
¾ cup / 100g chopped dark semi-sweet chocolate
½ cup / 60g boiling water
⅓ cup / 35g Dutch process cocoa powder
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
½ cup / 100g firmly packed brown sugar
¼ cup / 50g granulated sugar
⅓ cup / 75g extra-virgin olive oil
3 eggs, at room temperature
1 cup / 120g all-purpose flour
⅛ teaspoon baking powder
¾ teaspoon sea salt
Preheat the oven to 325ºF / 160°C. Line an 8 by 8-inch or 9 by 9-inch baking dish with parchment paper.
Place half of the chocolate in a large bowl and pour the boiling water over top. Stir as the chocolate melts.
Once the chocolate is fully melted, add the cocoa powder and stir well. Add the vanilla and both sugars and stir until incorporated. Stir in the oil. Then add the eggs and stir to combine.
In a medium bowl, mix together the flour, baking powder, and salt.
Gently fold the dry ingredients into the wet ingredients. Fold in the remaining chocolate chunks.
Pour the mixture into the prepared pan.
Bake for 20 to 25 minutes or until a toothpick inserted into the center comes out with just a few crumbs. Let cool on a wire rack for 1 hour so the brownies can set before slicing.



SEMOLINA OLIVE OIL CAKE
We made this semolina olive oil cake a lot during the COVID-19 pandemic. We wanted a cake that was perfect for everyday snacking and included fruit. It was important to us to create a recipe that would allow any fruit that was in season to be subbed in—so that we could make it year-round. It’s delicious no matter the season, and we’ve made it with peaches, nectarines, berries, pears, and apples. This cake isn’t overly sweet, which is why it’s so great for snacking, but you can dust it with powdered sugar for a little extra sweetness or spread slices with jam.
MAKES ONE 9-INCH CAKE
2 eggs, room temperature
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
¾ cup / 150g sugar
¾ cup / 165g olive oil
1 teaspoon lemon zest
Juice of ½ lemon
½ cup / 120g water
2 cups / 350g semolina flour
2 teaspoons baking powder
¾ teaspoon salt
1¾ pounds / 750g nectarines/peaches/pears (or equivalent other fruit), cut into ¼-inch slices
Preheat the oven to 325ºF / 160°C. Line the bottom of a 9-inch round cake pan with parchment paper.
In a large bowl, whisk together the eggs, vanilla, and sugar until the eggs are slightly fluffy.
Add the oil, lemon zest, lemon juice, and water. Whisk until everything is incorporated.
In a medium bowl, combine the flour, baking powder, and salt.
Add the dry ingredients to the wet ingredients.
Place half of the fruit in a circular design on the bottom of the prepared pan.
Gently fold the rest of the fruit into the batter and pour the mixture over the arranged fruit.
Bake for 45 minutes or until the top is firm and slightly golden brown and a toothpick inserted into the center comes out almost clean.
Invert a cooling rack on top of the cake and then carefully flip over the pan. This part can be sort of messy so make sure there’s a baking sheet under the cooling rack to catch any drippings. Remove the cake pan and gently peel off the parchment paper.
Let the cake cool for at least 30 minutes if you want to eat it slightly warm or 2 hours if serving at room temperature.
If you’re making the cake with fresh fruit, it can be stored, wrapped in plastic, in the refrigerator for up to 4 days. If you’re baking the cake without fruit, it can be stored under a cake dome or wrapped in plastic on the counter for up to 6 days.
NOTES
Take care to not overbake the cake—it’ll be dry.
If the batter is looking extremely tacky (like you can barely mix it), add a bit more fresh fruit and a very small splash of water. The moisture in peaches, nectarines, and ripe pears adds a lot of liquid to this cake, whereas fruit like raspberries does not add as much moisture.













FROM GIUSEPPE:
The journey of our olive oil goes back to my grandfather. My nonno Francesco passed away shortly before I was born, but I can still somehow hear him telling me the story of his olive trees. When I visit the trees he planted—which I now care for—I can almost hear him; he’s there. But he’s not the only one I feel near the trees. My nonno passed away in his olive grove while working the soil. And while my grandfather may have died at an age considered young in Italy, he was doing the thing he loved most in life, taking care of his trees. His passion for Campania passed to my father, Salvatore, who, equally as devoted to the olive trees, planted more on another property. These were the trees that built the foundation for EXAU. Skyler and I have now taken stewardship of most of our families’ groves and planted hundreds of baby olive trees for the next generation of EXAU and for olive oil lovers. My grandfather and father will live on through the legacy of our trees.
FROM SKYLER:
When my grandmother migrated to the United States from Panama, she didn’t envision her granddaughter starting an Italian olive oil company. However, she always wanted me to “work hard and give thanks.” And I do both of those things daily. I’m so grateful for the risk she took moving to America for a new life, building a safe foundation for future generations.
FROM BOTH OF US:
Thank you, Jordan Samuel Pacitti from Jordan Samuel Skin, for contributing your knowledge of skincare and beauty so we could ensure all of our readers can have a mini glow-up at home.
Thank you, Joe Profaci and the NAOOA, for providing olive oil producers and consumers with an endless stream of resources and for always being available for olive oil questions.
Thank you to the farmers, chemists, biologists, agronomists, and sommeliers we’ve had the pleasure of working with over the years, not only to improve our own product but to help others better understand the product.
Thank you, Dara Avenius, for helping us navigate the sticky world of media and be better communicators.
Thank you to our incredible customers. Your curiosity built the pillars for EXAU, helping us better understand what people want to know about olive oil.
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SKYLER MAPES and GIUSEPPE MORISANI founded EXAU Olive Oil and oversee every aspect of the business. They harvest, mill, and bottle their olive oil in Calabria, Italy, before importing to the United States, where they sell direct to customers. They are dedicated to educating the public about high-quality olive oil and fair representation for women of color in the olive oil industry. Skyler has been included in Forbes's "30 Under 30," and EXAU has been featured on Oprah’s Favorite Things, Food52, Food & Wine, and more. Giuseppe was born and raised in Calabria, one of Italy’s most important olive oil regions. Giuseppe’s family has been producing high-quality olive oil for almost 100 years. Giuseppe and Skyler's passion for and dedication to olive oil have helped produce a sought-after product, found in some of the world’s top kitchens.
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