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Introduction

Most people tend to think of olive oil as something for drizzling over salad or serving as a dip with bread. But I like to think of it like this: poured over vanilla ice cream, dropped in a dirty martini, coating a good piece of fish and forming part of my skincare regime. I dream in liquid gold. That’s because I’m an olive oil sommelier – a professional trained to distinguish great products from the merely good or, it must be said, the fake.

I have the privilege of travelling the world and working directly with some of the best artisan producers to source the sort of extra virgin olive oils that really get people excited. And I’m here to make new converts. But I’m not alone in this – like wine, extra virgin olive oil (EVOO) attracts not only those who are into gastronomy, it also draws in those who like to understand the nuances of terroir, or the sense of place. It’s that whole connection with nature: how it has an impact on flavour and the ways in which those flavours change from harvest to harvest.

Beyond my sommelier studies, I’ve learned more about olive oil from taking part in its production and hearing first-hand from the award-winning makers who perfect this craft. My husband and I started Citizens of Soil in 2020 to bring the EVOO produced by our close family friends in Crete to the UK, but it quickly became much bigger than that. Our focus on small-batch producers who farm in harmony with nature, prioritizing the health of both people and planet, created a shift in us and the category.

The recipes we’ve collected for you here come from some of these very producers, educators and mentors who have helped me along the way. I hope you see this book as your jumping off point into all things *extra*. May it surprise you, delight you, change you and heal you.

Welcome to the wonderful world of olive oil.

Olive my best,

Sarah


The Olive Tree

What better way to come to an understanding of olive oil than to get, quite literally, to its roots? Olive trees have been cultivated for millennia by many civilizations. They are celebrated for their resilience, and their longevity has led to them being referred to as the ‘eternal tree’. I’ve put my arms around some of these ‘monument’ trees that are thousands of years old and still bearing fruit – and for all we know, they will live forever.

One ancient example, in the Palestinian village of Al-Walaja, near Bethlehem, is at least 4,000 years old, and said to be the oldest olive tree in the world. These trees are tough and able to survive harsh conditions, so it’s little wonder that their gnarled shapes are such a distinctive presence in Mediterranean landscapes.

Olive leaves and stones dating back to around 12,000 BC have been uncovered all around the Mediterranean basin. Cultivation of olive trees likely started with the Phoenicians in Asia Minor, but then flowed over to the Greek islands and beyond. The ancient Greeks played their part in continuing the spread, followed by the Romans. Then came the Spanish, who took their beloved trees to the New World, planting them across the Americas. Their ‘Mission’ cultivar, so called because it was originally planted by missionaries, is grown in California and Mexico to this day.

The olive tree we’re now familiar with, Olea Europaea, actually started out as a bush, but human intervention transformed it into a tree over time. Even today, when left to their own devices, olive trees will begin to turn themselves back into a bush, with shoots coming up from the base.

There’s a rich history intertwined with olive trees’ presence as pillars of the landscape, with a significance that goes far beyond the culinary. The olive tree has been a symbol of peace since antiquity, and its roots in some of the world’s most contested and war-torn regions is not lost on the communities that hold it dear.

In ancient times, the olive wreath was a part of the Olympic Games, serving as the winner’s crown. Today this symbol adorns currency, flags, government badges, buildings, statues and medals – a continuing sign of peace and reconciliation.

ATHENA’S TREE

The Greeks love to tell the story of how Athens got its name. According to Greek mythology, both Athena, the goddess of wisdom, and Poseidon, the god of the sea, wanted to be the patron deity of this flourishing new city. To settle the dispute, they were asked to offer a gift to the city, and its citizens would decide which was best.

For his gift, Poseidon struck the ground with his trident and a salt-water spring appeared – a symbol of his naval and military power. For her gift, Athena knelt on the ground and planted a seed, from which an olive tree emerged full of fruit.

The olive tree – which could provide everything from timber for construction and olives for food to oil for lighting lamps and healing – won out. Athena became the guardian of the city, which took her name, and the olive tree became its revered symbol.

You can find this legacy alive in the sacred olive tree planted on the Acropolis, the city’s ancient citadel. Said to be a descendant of Athena’s tree, it was burned when the Persians sacked the city in 480 BC, only to grow back from its charred roots. It was badly damaged during World War II, but fortunately, the American School of Archaeology rescued a branch. The tree at the Acropolis today comes from that cutting.
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Olive Oil
A Brief History

Some 8,000 years ago, oil pressed from olives first began to appear in the eastern Mediterranean and Levant region. Freshly picked olives are intensely bitter and it takes a lot of treatment – either curing, brining or crushing – to make them palatable. But some brave soul thought eating them was a good idea, and olive oil evenually became part of daily life.

In ancient times, it was applied to the body, then scraped off with a special tool to ensure all dirt and impurities were removed. Olive oil went on to be used in soaps and beauty treatments, and is still used in skincare today. It also was burned as fuel in lamps – quite literally being a light in the darkness. Olive oil has also long been celebrated for its medicinal benefits – Hippocrates called it ‘the great healer’. This liquid gold soon became a valuable commodity that was traded to far-flung places. Olive oil helped feed and fuel the Greek and Roman empires as they expanded over time.

FAKES AND FRAUDS

Olive oil is prized for its many applications, but it’s likely that our obsession with it has made the industry around it ripe for exploitation and corruption. What’s sometimes sold as ‘olive oil’ can be low quality at best, or at worst a mixture of downright dubious origins. Some products sold as olive oil can consist largely of other, cheaper, types of oil, with a little extra virgin thrown in for aroma, colour and flavour.

This is not a recent phenomenon. Evidence of fraud dates back to the ancient Romans, who across their empire implemented anti-fraud and traceability measures to root out deception. In Rome today, you can visit Monte Testaccio, an enormous ancient man-made hill of broken olive oil pots. Stamped with their origin, they were broken to stop them being re-used for selling lower-quality oils at the original high price. This hill stands as a monument to the importance we have always placed on provenance.

The social impact of the industry on farmers and honest producers can’t be avoided either. They are squeezed out by middlemen, who fragment supply chains, flood the market with fake products or mixed bulk oils, and effectively steal any tangible profits. From a lack of clarity all the way to outright fraud, ambiguity lies at the heart of the issue. Transparency is the only solution. If a brand is not forthcoming with information, that’s a red flag. So before buying extra virgin olive oil, see my guide here.

PAST AND PRESENT

While small-scale artisans continue to do much of the farming and harvesting of olives by hand, the days of the donkey pulling the stone to crush the olives are (mostly) gone, as are the traditional presses. Being nearly impossible to keep clean, they were abandoned in favour of stainless-steel machines to ensure fresher, cleaner and defect-free oils. As a producer explained to me once: ‘It’s safe to say the ancient Greeks were not consuming extra virgin.’ The modern practices in place today have raised the bar substantially in most cases. And quality standards – however broad those of us in the speciality space might feel they are – mean we’re enjoying better olive oil than ever. Even if there’s still a way to go…


Our First Harvest Day

We drive down the rocky dirt road to a hillside with sweeping views over Crete. The Amargiotakis family calls this grove Stavros, which means ‘cross’ in Greek. There we have a handful of people to help us, a mixture of friends plus some workers hired from the village. Increasingly, finding labour is one of the biggest challenges for traditional groves. Harvesting olives is hard, physical work that not many people want to do – and as many of the harvest workers are locked into larger farm projects, finding labour is even harder for small producers.

As we unpack, everyone moves as if on autopilot. They’ve all done this before. On a traditional grove – particularly hillside or mountain groves – the work is mostly done by hand, as the larger machines can’t get in. It starts with setting out nets on the ground under the trees to catch the fruit. There is a particular strategy and order to setting them out, and one person takes the lead.

Once the nets are out, it’s time to harvest the fruit. How this is done depends on where you are and what quality the producer ultimately wants the oil to be. You want to be firm enough to get the olives, but gentle enough so as not to bruise them or step all over them. Sometimes picking is done exclusively by ‘milking’ the branches, which means pulling the olives off by hand or with small tools. This typically involves teams with ladders, but occasionally individuals crawl into the trees, something I love to do, though it’s slow going. At other times picking is done with long electric rakes (sometimes called ‘tree ticklers’), which brush or spin around to release the olives.

Of course, more mechanical processes can replace people power. Provided a grove is not on the side of a mountain and a grower has the means, it’s possible to bring in tractors with an upside-down umbrella attachment, which circle around the trees, shaking them and catching the olives, saving you all the fuss with the nets.

Once all the fruit is out of the trees, it is rolled across the nets and funnelled into piles, which are then sorted by hand to remove twigs and leaves. The olives are then transferred to baskets or small plastic crates and loaded onto the truck for the mill.

[image: Piles of freshly harvested dark purple olives mixed with green twigs and leaves, resting on a woven collection net laid on the ground.]
NOW TO THE MILL

Harvesting, of course, is only part one of the day. Now, as a producer, you say goodbye to your workers (or most of them), and drive your olives to the mill. If you have your own mill, you’re in luck. You can take the olives there for pressing in small batches right away, so you’re turning the fruit into fat as quickly as possible to maximize freshness.

If, like Maria and Dimitris, you don’t have your own mill, you might have to wait your turn outside a commercial or cooperative mill. This can mean spending hours waiting well into the night, or even until the next day, for your slot. This is far from ideal. Milling on the same day as harvesting is essential for producing the best quality oil, as the olives start to ferment the moment they’re picked. Fortunately for us, Maria and Dimitris harvest earlier in the season than most in their area, so we can get a slot at the mill right away.

We pour our olives into a big sorting container, and they go up a conveyor belt, which has a fan to blow away the leaves. (These, by the way, make an excellent mulch.) The olives then go into what I call their spa: first, they are sprayed with water, then they are drained and finally they are air-dried.

Next, the olives are put into a machine – often a hammer mill – or passed through a series of rotating blades and crushed. Then they move on to the malaxer, which kneads and mixes the crushed olive paste. Once it looks like a tapenade and the first gloss of oil starts to show (usually after less than 30 minutes), it’s time to separate out the oil from the leftover mash. Depending on your kit here, the mixture now goes through one or sometimes two centrifuges to separate solids from liquids, but essentially we’re all trying to get it down to just the oil as quickly as possible. No water, no olive parts.

[image: Two people stand in an olive grove on a grassy hillside, looking out over a wide valley with agricultural fields toward distant mountains.]
Modern machines will let you control the temperature, to ensure the oil doesn’t get over 27°C (80°F). The whole process usually creates heat naturally, and some heat is necessary to enable the extraction to occur, but a good miller will watch the time, temperature and movements throughout this production, optimizing steps to ensure the highest quality while getting the optimal amount of oil.

What comes out of the spout here is olive oil obtained directly from olives and solely by mechanical means. No heat, no chemicals. Unless the olives were in terrible shape – or the mill was not clean – what you’ve likely just made is an unfiltered virgin oil. Now, to get the oil its ‘extra’ grade requires a lab and sensory analysis – which we’ll get into more later.


Checklist for a Stand-Out EVOO

Over the years, I’ve gone to many olive harvests across the Mediterranean and learned a huge amount from working alongside some of the world’s most talented producers. Here’s what the best oils have in common, according to the people who make them:

BEAUTIFUL FRUIT

Picture-perfect olives, without bruises, mould, fungus or spots from bugs. Most of the best producers pick out the best fruit, often by hand. Every olive can contribute to a better – or worse – final oil. Be selective here.

GOOD FARMING PRACTICES

The olives have not been over-watered for volume, but aren’t wrinkled up from drought. It’s tricky balance to strike, and increasingly hard for non-irrigated groves due to the climate. Also, biodiversity and healthy soils make for happy, more resilient, trees.

THE RIGHT TIMING

It’s both an art and a science to pick the best moment for harvest, depending on what flavour profile you’re after. For intensity, this typically means harvesting earlier in the season, around late September and October, and for more delicate oils, around December.

HARVESTING STYLE

Whatever way the producer chooses, it needs to cause as little damage to the fruit as possible. And the fruit need to be picked from the tree – olives that have already fallen on the ground days before are not harvested.

TIME TO MILL

One of the most crucial parts of this whole process. You want the shortest time between picking the fruit and putting it through the mill. Half an hour is the stuff of legends, but not always feasible. Within 2–5 hours is top tier, but same-day is also great if the olives are kept cool, out of the sun and stored in a way they can breathe.

IMMACULATE MILLING

‘Hygiene in the mill is fundamental, if not key,’ says Ana Cardoso, co-owner of Tratturo de Fronteira in Portugal. I don’t care how romantic the old-school presses are, you want a milling outfit that prioritizes sanitation and attention to detail. Decisions are made here to make sure that what comes out of the spout represents the whole year’s worth of effort.

FILTERING

All that vibrancy and sensation straight out of the spout is great, but it won’t last. You need to remove the sediment for the oil to have any meaningful shelf-life, because every tiny bit you leave in there causes the oil to degrade faster – even if it looks and tastes better in those first few weeks when it’s unfiltered.

PACKAGING

This must block out light and air. Certain plastics, such as PET (polyethylene terephthalate) and HDPE (high-density polyethylene), are permeable to air, so need an impermeable layer such as you find in a baby-food pouch or bag-in-box wine. At Citizens of Soil, we’ve done testing on packaging and quality over time. You need a robust material to hold up to EVOO.

STORING

The best producers don’t just stop when the oil is in bottle. They ensure it’s kept away from air, heat and light – even during transportation. Yes, it costs us more to ship oil in temperature-controlled containers, but letting it bake on a hot summer day in the back of a truck isn’t worth it if you’re ruthless on quality.
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