
n the old stone 18th-century granary,
we sat quietly in a semi-dark room
watching the tiny dust motes dance on

the streaks of golden sunlight streaming
through the open windows. Only 10 miles
across the Tuscan plain, I could see Siena
shimmering like a waving mirage in the
early morning haze. We had gathered at the
stunning 2,500-acre agricultural estate of
Montestigliano to learn about olive oil.

“Buying really fantastic olive oil
is equal to searching out a great wine. The
choices may seem overwhelming at first,
but if you take your time and do a little
basic research, you will soon be able to
understand the language of the
process, recognize quality by sight, taste
and feel and then be able to choose the oil
that satisfies your own taste,” explained our
host, Massimo Donati.

“Selecting an olive oil is personal,”
he continued. “Each one of us tastes,
smells and feels things slightly different.
Although friends and experts can get you
into a range you might like, you have to go
through the process of individual selection
until you find that oil which is right for
you.”

And he should know. The
Montestigliano extra-virgin olive oil he
produced last year was chosen the best
Protected Designation of Origin (PDO)
olive oil in the whole province of Siena. He
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handed out grading sheets to all of us. In
front of him were several bottles covered
with foil. We were about to start our first
lesson in evaluating the oil that has been a
Mediterranean mainstay for at least 6,000
years.

The taste, smell, color and
consistency of olive oil is affected by many
variables, the most important of which are
the variety of the tree from which the olives
come, the maturity of the fruit when picked
and the proper handling of the crop when it
is processed.

The olive tree is one of the oldest
known cultivated plants, with its roots
stretching back  to the land we now call Iran
and Syria. The Phoenicians and other
traders spread the tree out around the
Mediterranean. Over time, several thousand
varieties have been developed. The hilly
Montestigliano Estate has about 2,000
trees of several varieties. They were planted
more than 150 years ago on several hillside
terraces created to retain the natural run-off
of rain.

Three of the more popular trees —

the Frantoio, the Correggiolo, and the
Leccino — provide the base of many
Tuscan oils. Each of these varieties
produces ol ives with individual
characteristics ranging from fruity and

mild to pungent and bitter. And, depending
on taste, each has its fans. Many bottled oils
have a combination of different oils to
create a distinct flavor. For example,
the award-winning Montestigliano extra-
virgin olive oil is 46 percent Frantonio, 30
percent Correggiolo, 12 percent Leccino
and 12 percent Moraiolo.

The Frantonio is very fruity,
aromatic and herbaceous. It has medium
bitterness and stability, and is strongly
pungent. The Correggiolo, a variety very
close to the Frantonio, matures more slowly
and needs a tree like the Frantonio with
which to cross-pollinate. It produces a
greenish oil that is very spicy and fruity.
The Leccino adds a medium fruitiness but
is low in bitterness and pungency and is
very stable. Finally, the Moraiolo olive adds
a very strong fruity and herbaceous taste
with a medium bitterness and pungency
that is also very stable. It is important to
know the individual characteristics of each
oil to find the combination that pleases you.

The timing of the harvest is
critical. Harvested early (green fruit), theThe winner
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The morning sun creeps into the olive grove.



olive produces a more bitter and pungent oil
with a long shelf life. Late-harvested fruit is
often buttery and less fruity but does not
keep well. The content of the polyphenols,
the heart-healthy antioxidants,  reaches its
maximum level just as the skin color begins
to change; after that, most of the flavor
components decline rapidly. The change in
flavor and consistency happens in a period
of less than three weeks. Depending on
what the producer is trying to achieve, the
harvest timing has to be precise. In the
Siena area, November is the harvest month.

At harvest time, nets are laid
around the base of the trees to catch the
fruit that is combed out of the heavily laden
limbs. The olives are then taken to a loft
and laid on primitive bamboo-cane shelves
so that air circulates about them to prevent
mold. From there, they are taken to the
mills.

The processing of the fruit is the
third key factor in developing the extra-
virgin olive oil. By Italian convention, all
fruit harvested must be handled in the
following manner:
Any storage of olives must take place in
special rooms that are fresh and airy. To
avoid overheating and the start of
fermentation, they can be kept there for
no more than three days.
 It is forbidden to use bags or bales to
transport the olives to the mill. This
prevents overheating or fermentation.
 The olives must be washed with room-
temperature water and then processed
within 24 hours of delivery to the mill.
Only mechanical and physical processes
(no chemicals!) can be used to produce the oil.

After it is processed and stored in
tanks, the oil goes through one more step,
called racking. If there is any sediment or
water left in the oil it is either drained out of
the bottom of the tank (the oil is lighter than
both), or the oil is pumped out of the top of
the tank, leaving the water and sediment in
the bottom. It is an old wives’ tale that
sediment in the bottom of the bottle has any
health benefits.
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Even following all of these
carefully monitored steps does not
guarantee that the oil will be judged an
extra-virgin olive oil. It must also pass the
taste and smell test. The blind test is
carried out by at least eight experts. They
sample the oil in black glass cups at a
temperature of 28 degrees Centigrade. On a
scorecard, these experts list the negative
and positive attributes of each oil. To be

judged an extra-virgin olive oil. it must
have excellent flavor, a wonderful odor and
a fatty acid content of less than 0.8 grams
per 100 grams. The first two standards are a
matter of individual judgment.

The issue of grade mislabeling is a
real problem in the olive oil industry. The
pressure is always there to label oil higher
than it should be because of the economic
considerations. Sadly, the United States
has been one of the biggest offenders. We
have only voluntary compliance with
standards and no significant penalties for
mislabeling. That is why it is important to
taste- test every oil. You can do that by
going to a store that specializes in olive oil
and attend a tasting class. This can help you
find the oil that intrigues your taste buds
and increase your knowledge of what’s
available.

Massimo led us through the whole
process step by step. We tasted, smelled,
visually inspected and graded the oils.
Some were bad, others were fine for
cooking, some were okay with certain
foods, but a few stood out as special. It was
abundantly clear to all of us at the end that
there is a wonderful array of different oils
out there that are a delight to the senses.
And, with just a little bit of work, you can
find yours.

Sometimes the most enjoyable
part of a vacation is ending your day feeling
right at home with friends. Over the last

few years, the Donati family has
painstakingly restored the 18th-century
patronal villa and the many farmworker
houses located on the estate. Several of the
ancient stone buildings have been beautifully
reconstructed to capture the spirit of the
past with the grace of the present. Tastefully
decorated and thoughtfully appointed, they
have all of the amenities you would expect
in a luxury resort offered in a way that pays
homage to the distant past. The individual
homes are perfect  for a family vacation or
a trip with friends.

Montestigliano has been owned by
the Donati family for more than 50 years.
They offer guests a delightful variety of
ways to enjoy a Tuscan day. A daybreak
walk through the olive groves as the sun
works its way through the early morning
fog, breakfast overlooking the infinity pool
that simply drops away into the distant
green hillside, or a mid-morning hike
through the forested glades that are filled
with ancient water courses, the ruins of
grist mills, stone bridges that have with-
stood the weather for hundreds of years and
stone walls that have been there for a
thousand.

The warm and welcoming
hospitality that is endemic to all of Italy is
unrivaled here with gracious staff members.
They have a tradition of making guests
feel like family.  Down to the smallest
detail on the most personal level, they are
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committed to giving you the ultimate travel
experience.

Dining here is unique and personal.
It is easy to let the spirit of the old country
come alive as you sample the locally
inspired cuisine, some of which is cooked
over the coals in the stone-lined ovens.
Great wine (get Massimo to share with you
his treasured walnut wine!), pork from hogs
raised nearby whose lineage goes back to
those owned by the early Romans, home-
made pasta, and desserts to make you cry
for more. The simple sensual pleasure of
savoring these local treats in this
serene setting combine to create a
sensation of carefree indulgence that is
totally relaxing and simply unforgettable.
You soon find yourself floating on a current
of chatter and laughter.

Located about 10 miles from
Siena, 50 miles from Florence and 70 miles
from Pisa, Montestigliano is an ideal place
from which to venture out into the Tuscan
countryside. You can drive on tiny two-lane
roads uncrowded by tourists and wander
through the villages where life is  lived
more slowly. Thoughtfully designed
itineraries allow many options for
entertainment, personal enrichment and
individual activities. 

For more information on this agricultural
estate, go to www.montestigliano.it  or

info@montestigliano.it.

Here are a few quality stops that might be
a great way to start your journey.

Oil & Vinegar
1033 Emmet St N
Charlottesville, VA 22903
(434) 975-5432
Or
Short Pump Town Center 
11800 West Broad St. 
Richmond VA 23233 
(804) 364-6365
oilandvinegarusa.com
The Olive Oil Taproom
200 Towne Center West Blvd.
Richmond, VA 23233
(804) 360-7929
theoliveoiltaproom.com
Olio Tasting Room
1223 King St.
Alexandria, VA 22314
(703) 299-3004
Or 
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17 E Washington St.
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20117
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17 E. Washington St. 
Middleburgh, VA 20117
(540) 687-3004
oliotastingroom.com
Olive Oil Company
152 E. Main Street
Abingdon, VA 24210
(276) 525-1524
abingdonoliveoilcompany.com

Dr. David and Mary Gayle Sartwell are an
award-winning writing and photography
team. Both love travel, bridge, good food
and wine, fly fishing and outdoor adventure
of any kind.
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Olive Oil Tasting
To appreciate the wide range of

tastes in extra-virgin olive oil, you have
to experience them. First, pour a small
amount of oil into a narrow glass and
swirl it around. This will release the
aroma. Now put your nostrils to the
glass and breathe in deeply. You will be
amazed at the different aromas that
come wafting forth. Have a pencil and
paper ready and just jot down descrip-
tions that mean something to you.

You will then want to taste the
oil. Tip the glass gently and “slurp” in a
tiny bit. That is, bring in air as you take
in the liquid. Don’t be afraid of the
noise you make as you do so. This
will emulsify the oil and give it a
fuller flavor throughout your mouth.
This action will allow you to determine
the bitterness. Finally, swallow the
small amount you have tasted. This will
help you experience the level of pun-
gency as it trickles down your throat.

Finding the oil that is pleasing
to you takes a little research.
Thankfully there are many places that
specialize in fine olive oil that allow
tasting and often offer cooking and tast-
ing classes as well.  A simple search on
the internet should get you started.


