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  Plant a vineyard for your children and an olive grove for your grandchildren.

  —An old Italian saying

  for Lucas, my one and only grandchild

  &

  for California’s olive oil and vinegar pioneers, especially Ridgely Evers & Colleen McGlynn of DaVero, the Sciabica Family, Bruce Cohn, Greg Hinson of O Olive Oil, and Yvonne & Jerg Hall of Terra Savia/Olivino
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  Foreword

  Comparisons are said to be odious, but I would not find it odious at all to have anything that I have written about either oil or vinegar compared with this book, In other words, Michele Jordan and I seem to agree and I am proud to admit it.

  Of course, I don’t recognize many of the private product names given and I admit to real ignorance about the uses of fruit or berry vinegars. I do know and love anything connected with aceto balsamico, which for some reason I have never thought of as being especially exotic.

  I also confess to a complete ignorance of using pure virgin olive oil for anything except lubricating the umbilical cords of new babies, until I was perhaps in my early teens and my mother had finally stopped reproducing. It was about then that my grandmother Holbrook died too, and the scrubby little two-ounce bottle of olive oil, which had stayed on a shelf in the medicine cabinet, was correctly moved to a shelf in the kitchen cooler. It automatically became a quart bottle or a two-quart tin. In other words, I am an addict but not a snob.

  I am very glad to be in the good company of Michele Jordan. I suppose we are both more addicts than snobs, but neither of us cares one whit. I think Michele uses both oil and vinegar more in cooking than I do, but that’s all right too since we both know what oil and vinegar are for: They are as necessary to us as water, or almost. And that is as it should be.

  M. F. K. Fisher

  Glen Ellen, 1991
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  Introduction to the Second Edition

  In a very specific way, the publication of the first edition of this book was a study in bad timing. I completed the manuscript in the fall of 1991 and as it wound its way through the editing and publication process, with printed galleys and such going back and forth via snail mail, the California olive oil renaissance was simmering just beneath the awareness of all but a very few people, specifically the late Lila Jaeger, software entrepreneur Ridgely Evers, and a few others. Email communication was still a couple of years in the future and the Web had opened to the public that summer, in August, 1991, and was still an electronic Wild West, sparsely populated and all but impossible to navigate. Websites? We don’t got no stinkin’ Website.

  The book, my second, hit the shelves of book stores—there was no amazon.com yet—in October. In November, everything in California changed, thanks, to a large degree, to Bruce Cohn of B. R. Cohn Winery.

  Bruce’s wife at the time was fed up with olive stains on her carpets, tracked in from ripe olives that fell from the ancient trees that came with the estate, Picholine trees planted sometime in the mid 1880s and left untended for decades. The green olives would hang until they turned black and fell to the ground, there to be trampled, crushed, and carried inside on the bottoms of everyone’s shoes.

  So Bruce decided to harvest the olives and have them pressed into oil, which he then bottled in beautifully etched bottles.

  It was a lovely oil, lean and bright on the palate, with a pleasing trail of pepper in the back of the throat. The race was on and California was poised to catch up with Italy, something I had not seen coming when I wrote that the oils of my home state were good but not great. When I was a speaker on the topic of olive oil at the Fancy Food Show in San Francisco, the large room was packed to capacity, and when it came time for comments and questions I might as well have been standing there naked, as I don’t think I could have felt any more humiliated than I did as one person after another took me to task for my comments about California’s nascent industry.

  At least the book isn’t about just olive oil, I thought to myself, and was pleased when the book went through several printings.

  And now, here we are, nearly twenty-five years later. The California industry has blossomed, established itself as a world class producer, and begun to struggle with some difficult realties that have nothing to do with the quality of its oil, which is as good as any produced anywhere.

  The other major change is the Internet itself and the ease with which we can find products that once required a major scavenger hunt. Looking for roasted pumpkin seed only? I found it only in France in 1990 but now there are several websites that sell it. On and on it goes, our changing world and its kaleidoscope of delicious inspiration, so close at hand.


  Introduction to the First Edition

  “Oil and vinegar?” said a friend who is a musician. “Is that a book about men and women?”

  I was astonished by her comment, probably the most interesting comment I heard when mentioning this book, but conceded that I could see her point. Opposites in nearly every way, oil and vinegar in one form or another have been companions since the beginning of our own history, a culinary parallel to that most pervasive of all unions of opposites, male and female. It was not a comparison that had ever occurred to me and I still laugh when I remember the sincerity and assuredness that accompanied her statement. But who is the vinegar, I wondered, and who, the oil? Regardless, look at this book as a celebration of their marriage.

  The need for a cookbook like this one becomes apparent every time I mention the topic. Except for the single exception above, people respond, “Oh, yes, a book on salad dressings.” That these wonderful and varied ingredients, a panorama of flavors and textures and aromas, are viewed in most people’s minds nearly exclusively as components of salad dressings is revealing. Chefs rely on the qualities and nuances of vinegars and oils to inform diverse cuisines, and yet there is a void in our culinary literature. The topic is not widely addressed. Certainly, salad dressings are one of the important and delicious results of mixing together an oil and a vinegar. These mixtures add spark not only to salads, but also to seafoods, meats, vegetables, pastas, and grains. There are other blends that are equally delicious and important: marinades, for example, and emulsified sauces such as mayonnaises and aïolis. As I have researched the topic, developed many recipes, and discovered others, I have realized just how diverse and delicious a subject this is.

  Both oil and vinegar are simple, essential foods that have been with us for thousands of years, ingredients many of us eat daily, that appear in a multitude of recipes in all cuisines the world around. There are technical journals that speak to the scientific and medical communities, and there are slim pamphlets put out by producers of various oils and vinegars. There are a few small booklets that contain a great deal of misinformation about vinegar. A slim volume, Oil, Vinegar, and Seasonings, appeared in early 1991 but again, with limited scope. Olive oil stands alone in its legacy of literary inspiration; there are three substantial works on the topic, including The Feast of the Olive by Maggie Klein, a lovely book that has influenced me greatly.

  I found no basic text that covered the broader subject of oils or vinegars in general, no cookbook that treated the ingredients comprehensively. I have attempted to make a start, offering here not only what I view as the essential information, the tools for navigating the vast pantry of oils and vinegars now readily available to the home cook, but also many of my favorite recipes, dishes that would either not exist or be drastically different were it not for a special quality contributed by a favorite vinegar or a distinctive oil.

  It is not possible to discuss specific foods without addressing the issue of personal biases. This book reflects mine in many ways. First and last, I write about the things I love, in this case the olive oils and the vinegars that do the right thing when they cross my lips. Yes, I am an addict when it comes to things culinary and I think that is as it should be. We have to eat, and I believe we might as well make it as much a thrill as possible. I love a good olive oil so much that I am not averse to taking a healthy swig directly from a bottle of the best. It is this enthusiasm—obsession, if you prefer—that shapes my approach.

  I do not expect everyone to respond as I do and you should keep my personal preferences in mind. When I tell you about my favorite olive oil or talk about my reasons for liking toasted sesame oil, I am in part revealing a purely subjective reaction. For flavor, I most often prefer unrefined olive oils from the heart of Tuscany, “big” oils with lots of peppery fire slipping down the back of my throat. When I can find it, I relish the intensity of the extra virgin olive from Poggio Lamentano, the only olive oil I have come across that dates its production. Ardoino offers several wonderful olive oils from the Italian Riviera, and I’m especially fond of the Biancardo, a late-harvest, light golden oil that is both intense and delicate, delicious drizzled on poached seafood or a baked potato. It is not made every year, but only when weather conditions have been such to allow it. I have had exquisite oils from Antinori, though I have also tasted oils of that brand that I have not cared for. When I must use an oil from a major producer, I favor Sasso or Monini extra virgin olive oils, which have a consistently pleasant taste at a reasonable price. Sasso or Ardoino pure olive oil is well suited to high-temperature cooking, when the flavors of more delicate oils would be compromised. I find the other major brands unacceptable. Although I feel disloyal saying so, I prefer European olive oils to those produced in California. Very good oils are produced from the olive groves of California, but not great oils. Nick Sciabica & Sons, in the Central Valley, produces consistently high-quality California olive oils, and their Sevillano Fall Harvest is lovely, but even at their best they do not compare with the finest Italian and French oils. As better and better oils begin to arrive from Spain, we will be offered a larger range of high-quality oils. My recent discovery of Spectrum Naturals’ unrefined corn oil was an exhilarating surprise: corn oil so full of the flavor of real corn! The increased availability of unrefined oils that retain their natural aromas and flavors is great news for cooks.

  I take a more subtle approach to my vinegars, preferring acidity no higher than 6 percent, or 6.5 percent if it is a particularly rich vinegar. I like a red wine vinegar in which the character of the wine still shines through, and prefer the clear, light Champagne vinegar to other white wine vinegars. With berry vinegars, the richer the better, and again, that frequently implies low acid. Kozlowski Farms berry vinegars, made near my home in Sonoma County, have only 4.5 percent acidity and allow the rich flavor of the berries to dominate. I find balsamic vinegar delightful, use it frequently, and hope someday to possess a little of the true aceto balsamico tradizionale, whose story I find so intriguing. Personal preferences do not, however, make it impossible to judge objectively. There are standards of quality, absolutes of freshness, and standards of production and storage that we can all use to ferret out our favorites in a vast and confusing marketplace. One can distinguish the quality of a food or a particular product while not necessarily favoring it for personal use. Thus, I present to you here, not only my own favorites, but also what I hope will be guidelines for finding your own.


  PART 1

  All About Oils

  Rarely a day goes by that a home cook doesn’t reach for some sort of oil, for sautéing, for frying, for lubricating sliced eggplant or steak before tossing it on the grill, for dressing a salad. We shake toasted sesame oil over rice, dip bread in olive oil, add a little walnut oil to wild rice salad. Some of us rub coconut oil into our hair to condition it and slather olive oil on our skin for the softness it conveys.

  But, what, exactly, is oil?

  The answer is simple: Oil is a fat. The distinction that places oil in its own category is its melting point. In both common and scientific usage, almost all fats that are solid at room temperature are considered fats, and those that are liquid at room temperature, oils. This distinction generally follows the divisions between animal and vegetable, too. Animal fats, such as butter, lard, beef suet, and duck fat, remain firm at room temperature; most of the familiar vegetable fats—fruit oils, seed oils, nut oils—are easily poured. A few vegetable fats—coconut, palm, and dendê—remain solid at room temperature.

  In cooking, a fat has two primary functions: to lubricate and to transfer heat. Some specialty oils, notably olive oil, toasted sesame oil, and some of the nut oils, have a third function: They impart flavor. With so many oils available on the market these days, each subject to a wide range of nutritional and culinary claims, it is important to develop a basic understanding of them.

  Fats and oils, members of a group of biological compounds called lipids, are triglycerides. They are composed primarily of glycerol and hydrocarbon chains called fatty acids. Saturated fats have mostly short and medium hydrocarbon chains; fats are composed mostly of long ones. Detailed knowledge of the chemistry of fat is not essential to the understanding of its nutritional and culinary functions, but it can be helpful.

  Fat, carbohydrates, and protein are the three macronutrients in the human diet, each one with specific functions. The primary functions of fat are the storage of energy and the distribution of nutrients. Fats contain more than twice as much energy as carbohydrates and thus are an efficient way for an animal to carry along an extra source of fuel. A good example of this can be found in birds, especially geese, that migrate a great distance. In anticipation of their long flight, geese overfeed, which in turn enlarges their livers, where the extra fat is stored, and allows them to fly great distances without stopping to graze. More than two thousand years ago, ancient Egyptians discovered that the liver of these geese was delicious: Foie gras, fattened liver, was found before it was farmed.

  Fats contribute a pleasing richness to the foods we eat and give us a feeling of satisfaction, of being full, thus preventing the quick return of hunger. The body assimilates fat more slowly than other nutrients and this accounts for both our feelings of satisfaction and our sustained energy. It was not easy for early humans to acquire necessary fat and those who craved it and were successful at finding it passed on their hardwiring to their offspring. As with salt, we need fat and so we crave it.

  Today, our cravings can work against us, leaving us, in part, vulnerable to producers of packaged foods and fast foods who understand these truths. Add fat and salt—sugar, too, but that’s another topic—and we’ll come back for more. This reality is one of the best arguments for cooking from scratch, at home, with whole and wholesome ingredients.

  
    Fats & Nutrition

    Very little is known about the health effects of transforming millions of confident, healthy people into cholesterol neurotics. And there is even evidence to suggest that stress and worry about anything—including fats in the diet—can itself raise blood cholesterol levels.

    Robert Ornstein and David Sobel,

    Healthy Pleasures, Addison-Wesley, 1989

  

  Because fats are abundant in the modern world, we now either take them for granted or eschew them. The 1980s and 1990s were filled with hysteria about fat, and zero-fat diets became distressingly trendy. If we were nutritionally correct, we were told, if we had will-power, we would avoid the oh-so-attractive culinary bad boy. Enjoying fats, even enjoying one’s food, was viewed as a sign of weakness, and “if it tastes good, it’s bad for you” became, once again, a popular slogan. As I was promoting the first edition of this book at specialty food shows, I was frequently attacked for my “dangerous” stance that fat is not our enemy and was told more than once that I was both causing and promoting cancer. When I gave a restaurant specializing in no-fat cooking a less-than-positive review, I was reprimanded by the owner, who declared, in a letter to the editor, that “this food is not supposed to taste good, it’s supposed to be healthy.”

  Really? How long would any species last if eating, if sustaining one’s self, were unpleasant? Puritans not withstanding, we’d die out in a generation. We’d have never come so close to ruling the world.
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  Photo provided by Ridgely C. Evers

  But the pendulum always swings and swinging it is, in a good direction, back towards acknowledging the value of fats in human health, dispelling myths and reclaiming the best fats. The shift began years ago, first with scientific studies that contradicted the demonization of both fats and dietary cholesterol and soon with the work of such organizations as the Weston A. Price Foundation, founded by Sally Fallon and Mary G. Enig. Fallon’s book, Nourishing Traditions: The Cookbook that Challenges Politically Correct Nutrition and the Diet Dictocrats (New Trends Publishing, 1999, 2000), was followed soon by Politically Incorrect Nutrition: Finding Reality in the Mire of Food Industry Propaganda (Square On Publishers, 2004) by Michael Barbee and The Good Fat Cookbook (Scribner, 2003) by Fran McCullough. These books are well-researched, well-written, and informative resources, with detailed information about how fats function, why they are so important, how and why we have been mislead about cholesterol, and which fats are the best.

  There is now wide agreement that butter, whole milk, whole milk yogurt, real ice cream, eggs, chocolate, red meat, bacon, and lard are among the foods we should eat, not avoid. We can enjoy nuts and nut oils, avocado and avocado oil, olives and olive oils. Our concerns should shift away from mass-produced foods grown, raised, or produced with chemical additions and towards cleaner foods from natural sources, including grass-fed, pastured, and truly organic. How do you know? To whatever degree possible, eat as close to home as you can and when you can’t, know your farmers and ranchers. These days, with farmers, ranchers, and other producers a click of a mouse away, it’s easy.

  As I was completing this revised edition, new federal nutrition guidelines declared that dietary cholesterol—a component of saturated fats—so recently one of our scariest nutritional boogiemen, is no longer a concern. Even saturated fat itself is receiving a big national nod of approval. Bring on the butter, the lard, the bacon, the expeller-pressed organic coconut oil!

  Olive Oil—The Golden Glory of Civilization

  O Love! what hours were thine and mine,

  In lands of palm and southern pine,

  In lands of palm, of orange-blossom,

  Of olive, aloe, and maize and vine!

  —Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “The Daisy”

  Ahh, the beguiling little olive. No other fruit, not temptation’s famous apple, not even the beloved grape, has served humanity so well, for so long, and in so many ways. The olive tree, olea europaea, with its silvery halo of leaves and gnarled trunk, has been cultivated for at least five thousand years. A native of the Middle East, the long-lived olive tree spread throughout the Mediterranean and only climate stilled its reach; it can withstand a few days of freezing temperatures but it does not thrive in hard winters. There are trees today in southern Europe thought to be more than two thousand years old.

  In ancient times, the olive was valued primarily for the oil within it, which was used as fuel for light, as a lubricant, as a medicine and a tonic, to make soap, and to anoint humans at birth, at baptism, at death, and at ascension to the priesthood and the throne. Today, we press out the oil, of course, and use it in both cooking and ritual anointment and we also eat the olive itself, plunking it into Martinis, grinding it into tapenade, stuffing it into sausages, and enjoying it neat. But it is the juice of the olive, its oil, that most fascinates and inspires us.

  One of the most intriguing qualities of the olive is that the fruit is inedible without some sort of processing to tame its bitter glucosides—birds don’t eat olives for this reason—yet the oil needs only to be separated from the fruit to delight us. And delight us it does, in myriad ways.

  When I returned from my first trip to Italy in the spring of 1990, I was laden with several liters of golden-green olive oil from Tuscany. I hobbled onto the plane, trying to appear as if my carry-on luggage actually met the weight requirements. I am lucky that the overhead compartment did not collapse and drown me in a bath of oil. Those precious bottles made it back intact and were my balm and my solace in the days following my return when all I wanted to do was head back over the Atlantic. Instead, I ate grilled bread drizzled with the best of the olive oil, drank red wine, and longed for Tuscany, where olive trees anoint the countryside with their rustic, silvery beauty. I didn’t know then that before long, the place I call home, Sonoma County in Northern California, would mirror that landscape, though primarily with young trees, not yet twisted and gnarled as they are in so many of Van Gogh’s famous paintings.

  
    The First Olive Tree

    The first olive tree is said to have been planted during a dispute between Athena and Poseidon for the possession of the Acropolis. Athena claimed that she could give greater benefits to her people. Poseidon, when he struck a rock with his trident and a spring began to flow, hoped to prove her wrong. She planted an olive tree beside the spring, the gods acknowledged her gift, and she kept possession of the temple. Thus the first olive tree grew at the center of the Acropolis in the center of Athens, the very heart of Greek civilization.

  

  An olive branch placed above the door will drive away evil spirits and keep husbands faithful, the Spanish say.

  Olive oil is not the only oil in the world, of course, but it is the most versatile, the most varied, the most interesting and the best. No other oil has the range of flavor from dozens of varieties of olives, each with its own unique flavors and textures. Back in 1990 when I set out on my research, I was guided simply by curiosity and what I discovered affirmed my particular passion. No other oil engages the emotions, or evokes such reverence, as the oil, or juice, of the olive.

  
    Olive oil is sacred, infused with spiritual qualities by religions throughout the world. It is the ritual oil of the Catholic Church, where it is blessed in a special mass each year. Olive oil was used to anoint Queen Elizabeth II, the baptized infant nephew of Michael Corleone in The Godfather, and President John Kennedy as he lay stricken in Parkland Hospital in Dallas in 1963. It has been used throughout the ages in religious ceremonies and rituals and to provide illumination in the dark of night. It is the miracle of olive oil and how a day’s worth of it lasted eight days that is celebrated during Chanukah. No other oil has such a scope of meaning, or such a spectrum of flavor, which is influenced by variations in the variety, the soil in which it is grown, the climate, and, according to some, the temperament of the producer.

  

  “Olive oil is interesting because it is very special,” Darrell Corti told me when I visited him at Corti Brothers, his family’s market, in Sacramento in 1991.

  “In fact, it is sacred, probably more sacred than wine. It was used for anointing, for light, for flavoring,” he added.

  You Take Olives and You Press Them

  Part of the beauty of olive oil is its simplicity, its perfection in its natural state. As Darrell Corti says, you take olives and you press them, a fact that has led to the comment that olive oil is found, not made. It is a little more complex, but not much, for olive oil is simply the juice of the olive, at its best when it is first pressed out of the fruit.

  “Making good extra virgin olive oil is really easy,” Ridgely Evers, one of California’s contemporary olive oil pioneers, says as he looks back to the early days of the state’s renaissance.

  “We thought it would be really hard but it isn’t.”

  Olive oil, to a very large degree, is made in the grove, where things must go right, from early spring, when tiny flowers must be pollinated, through the fall, when a long moderate growing season will encourage the olives to develop full flavors before they ripen. When all the right conditions coalesce, a producer’s job is fairly simple: Pick the olives at the right moment, preferably when there is a blend of mostly green with some ripened fruit, get the fruit to the mill right away so that the olives do not heat up and begin to ferment, and get the oil out of the fruit by the best method available. Opinions vary, of course, as to what the best method is but no matter how it is done, the olives must be washed, crushed, and mixed and the oil must be separated from the vegetable matter and bitter juices.

  Of course, what, exactly, is planted is crucial to an oil’s character. Some regions make oil from a single variety. France, for example, is known for its Picholine olive and the suave oils it produces. In Tuscany, field blends are more common, with orchards containing a mix of four or five varieties, each selected for its unique qualities and all harvested together to create a full-flavored oil.

  The best oil olives are small. California’s signature olive, the Mission, planted by Spanish padres as they journeyed from San Diego north, is a multipurpose olive, best suited, perhaps, to the table but also a good late-harvest olive for oil that lends itself to crushing with a wide range of citrus. Europe’s enormous Cerignola, like the Mission, is best cured and enjoyed at the table, though it, too, is now grown for its oil in California, though not widely.

  The mix of green and black is crucial to an olive’s character. Green olives have less oil but lower acidity and better flavor, with that characteristic pepper-like heat at the back of the throat that aficionados love. Oil from green olives is less viscous, less “oily,” too. Ripe olives contain more oil but higher acid and less flavor. Understanding what balance of green and ripe olives will produce the most delicious oil is a crucial part of the art of making olive oil for flavor. Olive oil for cooking doesn’t need such careful orchestration; it makes sense to wait until the yield is as high as possible.

  The traditional method of harvesting is slow and expensive. Olives are simply picked by hand, each one pulled individually from its branch. Many large producers wait until olives are ripe before harvesting, not just because of the higher yield but also because the olives can be beaten and shaken down onto tarps or nets placed underneath the trees. Olives harvested in this way do not produce the finest of oils, as their taste is compromised by ripening and by bruising.

  The simplest method of crushing olives is with a granite stone and throughout the Mediterranean you can see ancient stones, blackened by centuries of use. Larger producers have their own mills and process their own olives as well as those of smaller farmers in the region. California producers function this way, too, with the established mills offering production services to nearby producers.

  After olives are crushed, the paste is mixed for upwards of an hour, a process that allows the oil to coalesce into larger and larger globules, which makes it easier to press. After malaxation, as the mixing is call, the pulp is spread onto mats—once made of straw, now typically made of nylon—stacked on top of one another with metal discs between the layers and pressed, with tons of pressure applied by a screw or hydraulic press. The oil must then be separated from the vegetable water, a process typically accomplished with a centrifuge.

  At this point, extra virgin olive oil is at its peak of flavor. It will never be better than at this moment. However, if bottled right away, the oil is quite unstable, with flavors that will deteriorate quickly, within a few months. The standard practice is to hold the olive oil in large tanks for a few months, a period of rest that results in a longer life for the olive, before bottling.

  
    An Olive Sampler

    There are hundreds of cultivars of the olive, some suited to the table, some to oil, a few to both. It can be challenging to sort them out not only because there are so many but also because the same cultivars sometimes have different names in different countries. This sample of olives from around the world focuses on those varieties with an established history in an area. In California, for example, there are now dozens of varieties, near groves planted by recent pioneers, and passionate farmers hoping to ride the wave of contemporary fascination with olive oil, yet just four varieties have a long history in the Golden State.

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	California:
        	Mission, Manzanilla, Sevillano, Picholine
      

      
        	Italy:
        	Frantoio, Leccino, Pendolino, Moraiolo, Agogia, Rosciolo, Raggia, Nicastrese, Biancolilla, Coratina, Taggiasca, Cerignola
      

      
        	Spain:
        	Arbequina, Manzanillo, Sevillano, Gordal, Picual, Racimal, Argudell, Verdillo, Nevadillo blanco, Blanqueta, Hojiblanca, Rojal
      

      
        	France:
        	Aglandau, Bouteillan, Olivière, Pigalle, Pendoulier, Cailletier, Moiral, Picholine, Lucques, Niçoise, La Tanche
      

      
        	Greece:
        	Caronaiki, Daphnoelia, Mouratolia, Carydolia, Stravolia, Kalamata, Koroneiki
      

      
        	Portugal:
        	Gallego, Verdeal, Cordovil, Carrasquenha, Redondil, Madurai
      

      
        	Libya:
        	Enduri, R’ghiani, Rasli
      

      
        	Tunisia:
        	Ouslati, Meski, Cornicabra
      

      
        	Turkey:
        	Sam, Girit, Hurma
      

    

  

  This traditional method of production is quickly being replaced by the new horizontal decanter method, a continuous system of production that some advocates—especially those who use it—claim results in a finer oil. Certainly, the possibility of contamination by odors in the air or by a worker’s unclean hands is eliminated. (Olive oil is unstable and will pick up scents in the room where it is made. This presented a problem in the days when the large stone presses were driven by horses. Today the entire process can take place away from such potential influences, away from light, away from any possible interference.) The process can and often does result in high-quality oils. Critics of the horizontal decanter method of production point out that, inevitably, pits and leaves are crushed in the process and contribute to the final taste of the oil. I wonder, too, how much character we can expect from all that stainless steel, from that clinically sterile room? What is the temperament of the machinery? What do we lose as we become more efficient?

  
    Grades of Olive Oil

    There was a scandal a few years ago when it was discovered that adulterated olive oils were being dumped on the American market, which did follow the International Olive Oil Council’s standards. A crisis in trust ensued and soon a book, Extra Virginity: The Sublime and Scandalous World of Olive Oil (W. W. Norton & Company, 2011) by Tom Mueller, exposed the corruption and fraud in the industry. Yet this exposé was nearly as poorly timed as the first edition of this book and its take on California olive oil, as California’s Department of Food and Agriculture adopted standards that were even more stringent than those of Europe.

    The new regulations serve the consumer well, as the category of “light” and “lite” oils has been eliminated, as has “pure,” as a designation. All California olive oils—with certain exemptions for very small producers—must now be tested to confirm it is what its label says, 100 percent extra virgin olive oil that has not been diluted with inferior oils or chemicals.

  

  Determining true quality among olive oils is difficult for the consumer. Because of the ambiguity in labeling requirements, ferreting out an authentic extra virgin oil from among the industrially produced oils is not a simple task, although there are a few guidelines that help. First of all, keep in mind that it is the smaller farmers who are making oil in the traditional manner of simply removing the juice from the fruit with a stone press. Because of the time-consuming process and limited production, these true extra virgin olive oils are expensive. That consideration immediately rules out, for authenticity, any inexpensive oil labeled as “extra virgin.” Price is, however, no longer a guarantee of quality in olive oil. Larger producers, cultivating the lucrative gourmet market, are selling inferior oils that have been refined and bolstered with the addition of some cold-pressed oil at high prices. Some of these oils are perfectly satisfactory; a few have a pleasing taste of olives and an acceptable texture; the best have their place in a pantry, where they should be used when the flavor of olive oil is necessary but will not be the dominant factor. Some are unpleasant, bland, oily, and occasionally even rancid.

  The true extra virgin olive oils—the specialty oils from Tuscany, Liguria, Provence, and California—should be used as condiments for the flavors they impart, not for the ability to lubricate or transfer heat. If you can buy directly from a small producer, which has become much easier in the age of the Internet, do so.

  
    Testing for Virginity

    Place a small amount of olive oil in a glass bowl and refrigerate it for a few days. If it becomes crystalline, the chances are good that it is a true extra virgin olive oil. If it forms a block, it is most likely chemically refined oil that has had some first-pressed oil added. A buttery consistency indicates pit, or sansa, oil.

  

  Olive Oil & Health

  In the ancient world, olive oil was used on wounds to promote healing, for cleansing the skin, and for soothing it after the burning and drying effects of sun and wind. It was used on hair to make it shine and was taken as a tonic for many ills, including insomnia, nausea, and ulcers. Olive oil is said to prevent dandruff and wrinkles. There are even claims that olive oil slows the aging processes of both the brain and the body’s tissues and organs. Many of these ancient treatments have stayed with us, evolving into folk remedies that are still used in many parts of the world. The golden glory of civilization, olive oil has been used since earliest time to enhance life on all levels. Today, we know it best for its marvelous culinary properties and the current claims made about its health benefits.

  With growing concern over heart disease, scientists have examined those cultures where incidence is low. It is common knowledge now that the Mediterranean diet has produced an extremely low rate of coronary disease in that region, especially compared with rates in northern Europe and the United States of America. The areas with the lowest incidence of heart disease and cancer are those where the diet is closest to what it has been for millennia, when 80 percent of a day’s calories came from grains and olive oil.

  Health claims about particular foodstuffs can be both overwhelming and confusing, and it seems to be part of the American spirit to embrace fad after fad, abandoning one for the next to come along with its miraculous claims. Olive oil has the blessing of the ages.

  
    A California Olive Oil Sampler

    California has come of age when it comes to olive oil. It is now well established that it can and does produce world class olive oil. The finest are best purchased directly from their maker, easy to do in the Internet age, as many premium producers have no or limited distribution. There are many benefits of buying directly from a producer. First, you are guaranteed that the oils have been handled properly. Additionally, the full purchase prices goes to the producer, not to distributors and retailers. Given the grim economics of growing olives and making olive oil in Northern California, many of the best producers are shifting to direct-to-consumer marketing, with online sales and olive oil clubs, which function much as wine clubs do.

    Extra virgin olive oil should be stored away from heat and light. Although a well-made and properly stored oil may last for years without turning rancid, flavors are never better than when the oil is just pressed. Use new oils within a year of production; just when you are running low, the year’s first oils, Olio Nuovo, should appear.

    These oils represent the best of the best California has to offer. Contact information, including website addresses, are in Resources, pages 392 to 394.

    B. R. Cohn Olive Hill Estate Picholine Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    DaVero Dry Creek Estate Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    DaVero Dry Creek Estate Meyer Lemon Olive Oil

    DaVero Olio Nuovo

    Club Nuovo

    McEvoy Ranch Extra Virgin Olive Oil, Traditional Blend

    McEvoy Ranch Extra Virgin Olive Oil, Limited Edition

    The Olive Press Sonoma Valley Blend Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    The Olive Press Club

    O Ultra EVO Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    O Meyer Lemon Olive Oil

    O Organic Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    O Tahitian Lime Olive Oil

    (widely distributed)

    Round Pond Premium Italian Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    Round Pond Premium Spanish Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    Round Pond Meyer Lemon Olive Oil

    Terra Savia Classic Tuscan Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    Terra Savia Pure Moraiolo Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    Terra Savia Pure Leccino Extra Virgin Olive Oil

    Terra Savia Olio Nuovo

  

  The Fly in the Oil

  As the new edition of this book goes to press, new trouble is brewing in the world of olive. In 2014, Italy lost an enormous portion of its harvest to the Mediterrean olive fly. Recently, experts recommended that enormous orchards in Puglia in the south of Italy and in a few other regions be destroyed.

  The fly is now in California, too, arriving in Los Angeles a few years ago. It had a devastating impact on many groves in 2014, a year that was troublesome for other reasons, too. It was a hot summer and fall and the olives ripened early, before wine grapes were harvested. Most of the year’s crop of oil olives were harvested ripe, resulting in a softer, golden oil, rather than a peppery green oil.

  What impact will the olive fly have on California’s industry? It’s hard to say. The fly has no natural predators and environmentally friendly solutions have not proven particularly effective. The only approved treatment, spinosad, is toxic to pollinators and so is not a viable solution.

  The fly is tenacious and there are five generations during a single growing season. Females sting the olives and deposit an egg, which becomes a maggot that then eats its way out of the olive, rendering it unsuitable for production. A farmer cannot simply abandon a crop that has been infected with flies because unharvested olives make comfy omes for the flies, creating an enormous problem in the following year.

  The University of California Davis Olive Center is working on the problem of the fly but exactly what the solution will be or what its long-term impact on California and Italy’s olive oil industry will be, no one knows.

  There is another challenge to California’s producers of ultra-premium olive oils, the ones from groves in Marin, Sonoma, Napa, and Mendocino Counties, where a moderate climate produces the finest oil olives. It is not possible, given the cost of land and labor, to be a profitable venture. At the time the California renaissance began in the early 1990s, the price of premium Italian olive oils was at an all-time high. California’s pioneers based their financial projections, at least in part, on these figures.

  But the high prices were an anomaly, based on a hard frost that was thought to have killed thousands of the best olive trees in Tuscany. There was not a lot of premium Italian extra virgin olive oil in the wake of the killing frost. Italian producers began planting enormous groves and by the time they matured—it takes fifteen years for an olive tree to hit its stride—the ancient trees had come back. Prices plummeted, which had an impact on California’s producers who needed to compete with Italian oils, hard to do if they priced themselves out of the market.

  Many of California’s best olive oil producers—DaVero, McEvoy, and Terra Savia, for example—have planted vineyards, which are much more profitable than olive groves.

  
    WHAT IS MARGARINE?

    Why does margarine exist? A French invention of the early 1800s, margarine was being produced in large quantities in the United States by 1880. For decades, there was great resistance to its use, especially by the dairy industry, and it was not until 1950 that government restrictions and heavy taxes were lifted. Until 1967, it was illegal in Wisconsin to sell margarine, which is naturally white, that had been dyed yellow.

    Ostensibly a substitute for butter and relied upon during dairy shortages during World War II, margarine is made of vegetable oil that has been artificially saturated through a process of hydrogenation to make it stable at room temperature. The process is similar to the method used for making plastics, and, as we now know, artificially hydrogenated foods function in our bodies like plastics. Margarine and other artificially saturated fats are trans-fats and it has long been understood that they are quire harmful to human health. There is no safe amount.

    Today, most margarine brands have eliminated trans-fats. That said, they are still a substitute for butter, which is one of the best fats there is, especially when it is made using milk from cows that graze on organic grass. Ain’t nothing like the real thing.

  

  What will become of the scores of new groves, many still immature, that punctuate the back roads of Northern California? In early 2015, many are for sale and the future of California’s olive oil industry is in question.

  Still, California olive oils offer something to Americans that European oils don’t: freshness. Because olive oil does not benefit from aging, the sooner it is enjoyed, the better it is.

  Perhaps no greater change has taken place since I wrote the first edition of this book than how we think of fat and dietary cholesterol.

  [image: image]
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    Storage of Oils

    All oils should be kept away from heat and light. A cool, dark cupboard is the best environment for oils when they are not sitting on your work counter. Tinted glass, porcelain, or stainless steel are the best materials for containers; oils should never be stored in plastic or in reactive metals. Extra-virign olive oil must be protected from light and is typically packaged in dark glass; if it is in clear glass, be suspicious of it unless it is further packaged in a box, as several ultra-premium olives oils are. Certain oils—walnut and hazelnut oils, for example—are unstable with delicate flavors that deteriorate quickly and should be refrigerated.

  

  Manufacturing of Oils

  Many plants contain oil, some in the seeds, some in the nuts, and others—olive oil, avocado oil, coconut oil—in fruit. For the oil to be made available for cooking and other uses, it must be extracted either by a mechanical process or with the use of chemicals. Oils that are extracted mechanically and go through no further processing are typically called unrefined oils; oils that are extracted with chemical solvents are known as refined oils. Unrefined oils provide the highest overall quality and the fullest, most complex taste, but both can have a place in our pantries.

  Unrefined Oils

  The function of unrefined processing is to expel the oil from its raw material by mechanical means with minimal heat. “Cold-pressed,” a term once common on oil labels, is misleading and rarely used today. The only oil that is actually pressed cold is olive oil and then only by smaller producers. Other sources of oils—nuts, seeds, and grains—are cleaned mechanically and then heated. The oil may be warmed as high as 160 degrees and then pressed out mechanically. These oils can be labeled “100 percent expeller pressed.” Olive oil, once the pulp has been crushed and the oil pressed out, may be centrifuged to separate it from the juices it releases or it may be left to settle, the olive rising above the liquid.

  Unrefined oils typically have a richer appearance than their refined cousins, as well as more flavor and aroma. They also contain essential nutrients and vitamins that are removed in refining.

  Although not all unrefined oils are used for their taste, all oils that are valued for their flavors are unrefined.

  Unrefined oils typically have a lower smoke point than refined oils and are not suitable for high-temperature cooking. They should be stored away from heat and light.
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  Refined Oils

  Most oils, especially those from large producers, are chemically extracted by a process that uses solvents made from petroleum. After the raw material is cleaned and crushed, a solvent is applied to draw out the oil. Once the solvent has extracted the oil from the raw material, the fluid is boiled to evaporate the solvent. The oil then must be refined. Many expeller-pressed oils are also later refined. Oils produced by both methods of extraction—expeller and solvent—are subjected to identical methods of refining. An oil’s label is not required to identify the type of extraction.
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