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This newsletter is dedicated to teaching you some things you 
may not know about olives and olive oil.

We harvested our olives on Sunday, November 12, and 
drove them to the mill the following morning. Wait a 
minute--that sounds easy, doesn't it? In reality, our crew 
worked from 6:30 am until after 4 pm, with a short  break 
for Jaime's delicious tacos and drinks. Our team of fifteen 
pickers and half a dozen sorters/inspectors/packers filled 
five large bins with over 3,000 lbs. of olives. They were the 
usual mix of green, pinky-brown, and black we shoot for, in 
hope of achieving an oil that is pungent--spicy, peppery, and 
full of fruity personality.

This is the fifth year we have used Il Fiorello in Fairfield for 
milling. We're happy with the quality of their mill and the 
friendliness of staff there. We spent the night in San 
Francisco and returned to the mill the following morning to 
retrieve our trailer, bins, and 56.6 gallons of “Olio Nuovo.” 
This is how Italians refer to hazy green, freshly-pressed 
olive oil. It is revered as a special gourmet treat, available 
for only a limited time after milling. The elixir is vibrant, 
rambunctious, and sassy, like an angry young goddess. This 
year's oil does not disappoint. After 6 or 8 weeks, the 
particulates will settle, and the oil will transform into a 
clearer green-gold olive oil that will be good to use in your 
favorite culinary dishes for a year or two, if stored properly 
(in a dark, cool place).  

Did you know? All olives go from green 
to black as they ripen. Sometimes people  
ask us questions like--"Which make the 
best table olives, green or black olives?" 
It is a common misconception that 
particular olives are either green or 
black. The truth is that every olive 
varietal produces fruit that is originally 
green, but changes color as it ripens. It 
may turn rosy or pale brown, then 
progress to dark brown, deep purple, or 
black. Green olives may make better 
martini olives, and most Kalamata table 
olives are cured when dark. But when to 
pick--to cure for table olives or press for 
oil--is a matter of personal preference, 
although weather is an important factor 
to consider, too. Olives are ruined when 
the temperature drops to 26 degrees F 
for twelve hours or more. In warmer 
places, like Spain, growers can let their 
fruit hang longer, worry free. This is why 
Spanish oils are more mellow and 
buttery than Tuscan oils (and ours), 
which have to be picked earlier to avoid 
freezing. This makes the oil taste more 
peppery.



Extra Virgin Bombshell

We love to read, both fiction and non-fiction. 
One of the most shocking exposés we've ever 
encountered is a book entitled Extra Virginity 
that was published in 2012. In it, the author 
presents evidence of a worldwide scandal 
originating in Italy that has resulted in grocery 
shelves filled with oil labelled as "Italian Extra 
Virgin Olive Oil" that is not Italian, not Extra 
Virgin, and in many cases not even olive oil. In 
the most egregious cases, producers will 
purchase olives from Spain that are graded as 
"lampante"--fit for burning in oil lamps but not 
for human consumption. This oil is shipped to 
Italy, refined to remove the nastier flavors, mixed 
with other oils (such as rapeseed oil from 

Tunisia) and olive flavoring. It is then packaged for sale as Italian Extra Virgin Olive Oil. Yikes! In recent 
years, the Italian authorities have attempted to crack down on perpetrators of these culinary crimes. The 
situation has improved somewhat, but the Mafia can be a formidable foe. The book suggests that olive oil 
bottles from California and Australia are most likely to contain what the label suggests is inside. 

Olive Oil Price Trends

An article appeared in USA Today on November 9, 2023 describing conditions in the global olive oil 
market. Prices have been on the rise for a variety of reasons, including increased consumer demand due to 
the perceived health benefits of olive oil consumption. Spain, which produces about 40% percent of the 
world supply of olive oil, has suffered two years of severe drought, wildfires, and flooding. Italy has also 
suffered unusual extreme weather events in recent years that have affected local production. According to 
the article, crop yields in the world’s seven largest olive oil-producing countries (Spain, Italy, Tunisia, 
Greece, Turkey, Morocco and Portugal) are expected to decrease 7 percent this year, making them 23 
percent below the average of the previous four crop years. Extra virgin olive oil prices in Jaén, Spain (the 
world’s largest olive oil-producing region) have reached the highest value ever recorded, nearly three times 
higher than the average of the past five years. 

Meanwhile, olive oil crop production in the U.S. is improving, 
after several difficult drought years. California produces more 
olives (both for eating and for oil) than any other state. 
Growers in some parts of California are experiencing higher 
yields now, though it is a bit tricky to track, because olives are 
biennial, meaning they typically produce heavier crops every 
other year, followed by a lighter crop the next year (as do 
many types of fruit trees). Iowa State University's Horticulture 
and Home Pest News explains this phenomenon: The flowers 
that produce next year’s crop are initiated during the 
development of the current season’s crop. When a fruit tree 
produces a large fruit crop, most of the tree’s energy is used 
for fruit development, so little energy remains for flower 
initiation. As a result, a fruit tree often produces a small 
number of flowers and fruits when preceded by a heavy crop 
the previous year. 

Our vines showing off their fall colors as 
they head into dormancy for the winter.



Olive Oil Cake

Olive Oil Cake is delicious anytime, but we now make it 
annually as a fun harvest tradition. Recipes abound, but it's 
typically a simple, one-bowl recipe using flour, sugar, eggs, a 
leavener, and olive oil. There is usually some citrus 
involvement, with the addition of orange or lemon zest and/or 
juice to the batter. This year, while I was looking for a new 
recipe to try, I came upon an olive oil cake recipe bakeoff on a 
food blog written by Erika K (at thepancakepricess.com). She 
rounded up six popular recipes and had a panel of fifteen 

tasters evaluate the results for flavor, texture, and overall deliciousness. Erika emphasized the importance 
of using god quality olive oil, as the batter never reaches an internal temperature high enough to degrade its 
aroma or flavors. This cake is typically served unfrosted, or with a dusting of icing sugar or another drizzle 
of extraordinary olive oil.

It was a tough competition, with the recipes from Cook's Illustrated and Maialino Restaurant in NYC 
running neck and neck for top honors. Maialino garnered highest points on flavor and texture, but Cook's 
Illustrated nudged ahead on the average overall rating. Here's the Cook's Illustrated recipe:

 Ingredients: 

 Instructions: 

Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat oven to 350 degrees. Grease 9-inch springform pan. Whisk 
flour, baking powder and salt together in bowl. Using a stand mixer fitted with whisk attachment, whip 
eggs on medium speed until foamy, about 1 minute. Add 1 1/4 c sugar and lemon zest, increase speed to 
high, and whip until mixture is fluffy and pale yellow, about 3 minutes. Reduce speed to medium and, with 
mixer running, slowly pour in oil. Mix until oil is fully incorporated, about 1 minute. Add half the flour 
mixture and mix on low speed until incorporated, about 1 minute, scraping down bowl as needed. Add milk 
and mix until combined, about 30 seconds. Add remaining flour mixture and mix until just incorporated, 
about 1 minute, scraping down bowl as needed. Transfer batter to prepared pan, sprinkle remaining 2 T 
sugar over entire surface. Bake until cake is deep golden brown and toothpick inserted in center comes out 
with few crumbs attached, 40-45 minutes. Transfer pan to wire rack and let cool for 15 minutes. Remove 
side of pan and let cake cool completely, about 1 1/2 hours. Cut into wedges and serve. Bon Appetit!

This special olive edition of our newsletter leaves no room for discussion of our wines! But most of you are 
very familiar with them by now. If you have any questions, shoot us an email: 
damasvineyards@gmail.com
Amador pickups and deliveries are always easy. We will be in San Francisco the week of December 18, so 
we can bring wine, olive oil, olives--or copies of Mara's book about how we got into farming in the Sierra 
foothills (stories spanning 3 decades).  Happy Holidays to All!

1 3/4 c all purpose flour
1 tsp baking powder
3/4 tsp salt
3 large eggs
1 1/4 c + 2 Tbsp sugar
1/4 tsp grated lemon zest
3/4 c extra virgin olive oil
3/4 c whole milk


