
 A year with olives                 By Erik O H Johansson

Olive tree cultivation and olive oil production has been with humankind since time immemorial,
according to evidence that provide the artefacts and archaeological remains of the most ancient
civilisations. The olive has been an integral part of life in the eastern Mediterranean from the first
stirrings of civilisation. There are stone mortars and presses used for olive oil extraction that date
back to 5000 BC.  Archaeological findings from the Minoan Palaces in Crete are fine examples of
olive oil’s role in the Cretan or Minoan civilisation, which reached its zenith between 2000 and
1450 BC.

Throughout the various civilisations, the olive tree and olive oil have occupied pivotal positions in
the agricultural economy of Mediterranean countries and in their commerce with neighbouring
populations. The Minoans of Crete were among the first cultures to achieve prosperity on olive oil,
and Crete continues to be an important olive production area to the present day.  So, it can be said
that I am a late learner.

We bought this olive grove shortly after we arrived in Portugal.  We had a few olive trees on our
land already and then Senhora Matilda approached us with the question if we would be interested in
buying her field with olive trees.  We would, not so much then for the olive trees, but to make sure
that no one else would buy the land and possibly put a house there.

Part of our olive grove and our house.

Senhor Matilda is old and widowed and the olive grove she offered us had not been looked after for
the last few years.  But, having enough olive trees now to make it worth our while to do something
with them, we started our careers as olive oil producers.  And we did this from scratch.

We had watched our neighbours pruning their olive trees at Spring time so we simply copied what



they did.  Except we did not have a clue how this was really supposed to be done.  I started pruning
my olive trees the way I had pruned apple and pear trees in Europe.  Wrong!  I noticed my
neighbour Senhor Germano shaking his head as he passed on the lane separating his and our land.
Senhor Germano is a very friendly and helpful man so he showed me how the job was to be done.
You want the tree to be flat, not tall, and you also want a lot of air to flow through the tree.  The rule
of thumb is that a bird is supposed to be able to fly through the tree.  This kind of pruning was much
against the way I used to prune trees so, I suppose that the first couple of years, my trees got pruned
in a way halfway between the way I used to prune fruit trees in Europe and olive trees in Portugal.
With time I could see the mistakes I had made and the Spring when Senhor Germano came walking
down the lane while I was doing the pruning and he complemented me a job well done I felt like a
seasoned olive farmer.

Pruned olive tree.

I have never really liked the look of a newly pruned olive tree.  They look so scrawny and bare but
they soon develop new branches and , those left after the pruning, benefit from getting all the more
strength to grow.  And that is the name of the game.  You have, for example, five young branches
appearing from last year's pruning and you now have to select the two that look the strongest.  The
other three will have to go.

Sometimes heavy branches have to go too to give the younger ones a better chance.  And every five
or six years one has to prune the trees very hard leaving only five or six branches as thick as your
arm.  This is a necessary process as this hard pruning revitalises the trees.  Leave an olive tree alone
and the amount of olives it produces diminishes year after year until, after ten or so years or so, they
almost stop developing olives.



At the end of the job you are left with
a lot of branches, thick and thin.  The
thick ones make wonderful wood for
the open fire and the thinner ones
excellent mulch.  There is nothing
wasted.

Doing the pruning one goes back to be
a little boy climbing up the trees,
walking out on branches, and
exploring the world normally
inhabited only by our winged friends.
Every year you find abandoned nests.
I have saved a number of them as I
admire the wonderful constructions
these creatures have made.  And to
take these nests down is not an easy
task either.  It is impressive to see how
they have been anchored to the
branches they are built on. Removing
the nests must be done very carefully
in order not to damage them.  Bird
brains impress me.  Especially when
they are in a bird's head.

The pruning takes place in or around
the month of March.  That job done and the grove cleared one only has to sit and wait and observe
the trees.  In about May the first flower buds
appear.  It is now that the trees have to be
sprayed for the first time.  We do not mind the
birds as our guests but we definitely dislike
those little spiders that appear at this time of
the year looking for a suitable place to lay
their eggs.  Unfortunately, one of its most
favoured places is in the bud of an olive
flower.  So, as soon as the buds have
developed, but before they burst open, the
trees have to be sprayed against this pest.
And, not only do you spray the tree, you also
spray the ground around the trees just in case
there is one there on its way up to the buds.

The farmers with large olive groves have a
tank and spray attachment they install on their
tractors.  That done they drive up and down
their groves with the hose in their hands and
spray the trees as they drive past them.  It
works like a one man fire engine in a way.
This method is very quick and very
comfortable.



We with smaller groves have to do the
job using a back-pack tank and pump.
This pump can be driven by a small two
stroke engine and sounds like a mad
wasp.  The poorest of us all have to do
with a hand operated pump.  That works
well too although it is a tough job to
walk around on uneven ground with a
seventeen litre tank on your back,
pumping with your right arm and
spraying with your left.

One has to pick a morning when there is
no wind and the job has to be finished
before the sun is too high as the sun will
burn the leaves when they are covered
with droplets.  Where we live we have
plenty of calm mornings but by eight we
can have a rather strong breeze blowing.
The rising sun is good because one can
then see in which direction the spray
drifts  But one can not trust the wind.
One minute it comes for the east and the
next from the west.  This results in the
mist of spray turning around and hitting
the sprayer instead of the tree which is
not the purpose of the exercise.  It takes

three refills of the tank to finish the trees.  By the time the job is finished the sun is high and warm
and one can enjoy a glass of red wine on the decking overlooking part of the olive grove.



Now it is again just a matter of waiting and watching your trees.

In June or thereabouts the flowers are out.  This turns
the trees from green to white.  An olive flower is very
small, not more than three to four millimetres in
diameter.  Dressed in white the olive grove looks
absolutely gorgeous.  Let each flower be an olive and
if so, we will have a bumper crop.

As soon as the olives start to develop it is again time to
give the trees a spray.  This time it is against a flying
insect that has the idea that my olives are perfect for
laying its eggs.  Perhaps they are, but they do not do
my olives much good.  We did not know about
spraying the olives the first year.  We had a good
enough harvest but having got the olives down a
million small, white larvei started to evacuate their
birth places.  But the really bad thing is that these
white little buggers eat the fruit from the inside and all
you are left with are dry, hollow olives that are hardly
worth taking to the press.

It is not possible to protect all the olives.  Even giving
the olives this second spray, one will end up with a
small number of olives with these white worm-like
olive juice suckers.

So, it is time to get the old back pack out again, hope
that the nozzle was cleaned properly after its last use,
and await a suitable morning and then give the olives a
good dose of the pesticide.

This time they need a good dousing and the liquid is supposed to drip off the leaves when the job



has been done.  I need to refill my tank four times this time and when the job is finished the sun is a
bit higher and the thirst a bit more severe.  The liquid you have lost through perspiration must be
replaced.

It is time to withdraw to the decking for glass of our splendid Portuguese red wine.

Over the next few weeks the olives turn from green,
bluish scarlet, and then with time turn almost black.  In
September they look like this.  Each branch has a
mixture of maturing olives and new, still green ones.
And it is now that we expect the rainy season to make
itself known to water the trees.  Portugal has a warm
and dry season and a wet and cold season.  Here in the
mountains south west of Coimbra  and some 650
metres about sea level a normal winter brings us plenty
of rain and three nights with light ground frost.
Basically I would like to suggest that we have three
seasons here only, Spring, Summer, and Autumn.  That
will do me very well.  The wet season should arrive
late September or early October and the olive trees
need that rain to be able to grow the olives big and
juicy.

The rain is good for the olives but it is a small bit
worrying as one already starts to think about the
harvesting.  Harvesting olives is best done in dry
weather.  I will come back to that a bit later.

So, again we are in waiting time and the olives are
carefully monitored from the decking.

When the olives turn dark blue or
almost black they are ready to be
harvested.  Olives mature at very
different paces and your trees will have
very dark blue olives, lighter blue, and
even green olives by the time you
decide to harvest them.  One has to
keep a very sharp eye on the weather
forecast to pick sunny and dry days for
the task.  I do not fancy harvesting
olives when it is raining,

And how are olives harvested?  Well,
the first thing you need is a net
anything from six metres square to ten
metres square.  These nets have a split
up the middle of one side so that you
can pull the middle of the net to the
base of the tree and so surround the tree
You then arm yourself with a long stick about four metres long.  These sticks are used to beat the



olives down to the ground.  We use
bamboo sticks as we grow bamboo in
our garden.  So, with the net under the
tree you attack the tree with your stick.
I feel sorry for the tree doing this
considering the wonderful fruits they
give you.  To make me feel a small bit
better I imagine that the tree is some
individual whom I do not like.
Brussels is full of them and they will
last throughout the harvesting.  Some
olives are very stubborn and they hang
there fat and shining but they will not
give up.  Give it another whack,
another, and finally they are gone.
Using this method your net will be full
of olives, leaves and small branches.
There is another way to harvest olives.
If there is a long string of olives
hanging down a branch you can simply
'milk' them off the branches using about
the same technique as when you milk a
cow.  This technique is very efficient.
The third way to get your olives down
is to climb up into the tree and cut

down branches.  This is, in effect, a pre-pruning.  With the branches down you beat them against the
ground until they give up those
precious olives.  No mercy shown
here.

The result, of course, whichever
method used, is that you get a good
mixture of olives, leaves, and small
branches in the net.  Having finished
the tree the net is pulled together
bringing the harvested mixture into a
big ball.  The branches can then be
discarded and some of the leaves.  It
is really a two man job to lift the net
with the olive and leaf mixture into
the 50 litre bucket and carefully
withdraw the net.  There you are, the
first olives harvested!

This way you go from tree to tree
repeating the operation until all the trees are harvested.  Harvested olives last well and there is no
real panic to finish the job in a day or even a week.  There is one important operation though that
has to be done urgently.  The olives have to be separated from the leaves as, if they are left together
for too long, the olives will develop an unfavourable flavour.  For this purpose I bought a machine
from one of my local friends.  It is built as it has been done for many years.



The machine is very simple.  You pour the olive / leaf mixture into the hopper.  At the bottom of the
hopper is a small gap that lets the olives and leaves fall down on a slide.  Inside the rounded part of
the machine is a big fan.  This was previously driven by a hand crank operated by the lady of the
house.  She has now been replaced by a retired washing machine motor.  As the leaves and olives
fall onto the slide the fan blows the leaves up and backwards while the olives roll down the slide.

And believe you me, this
method is very effective.
The olives are collected in a
deep tray and are then
deposited into plastic bags.
Add to each bag a couple of
handfuls of rough salt, close
the bags and seal them as
air proof as you can and that
way the olives will stay
good for weeks.  We placed
the empty buckets over the
bags for additional
protection from the rain the
meteorologists quite
incorrectly suggested that
we could expect.
Meteorologists, like
politicians, seem to have
licences to lie.



With all the olives bagged they are ready for the lagar or the olive press.  This time of the year the
lagars are booked solidly for almost twenty four hours per day so, with a bit of planning and good

luck with the weather, your olives
are harvested and bagged in good
time before your appointment.

The lagars are busy this time of the
year and the olive farmers arrive in
a steady stream.  There are those
who arrive with thousands of kilos
of olives and then the smaller ones,
like myself, who arrive with around
500 kilos.  A large percentage of all
olives grown in Portugal comes
from the region where I live and it

is also accepted that the best quality olive oil comes from here.  Much of this olive oil is exported to
China.  When it comes to good quality wine we are second only to the Duro region.

When it is your turn you empty
your bags into a gigantic hopper in
the floor.  From there the olives go
through a wash and are then moved
on a conveyor belt to the crusher.
The resulting mash is then moved
in pipes in to a large tumbler where
the mash is turned and turned for an
hour while it is being heated to 30
degrees Centigrade.  The picture
shows the four tumblers in the lagar
we go to.

So, what do you do while this is
going on.  Our lagar is relatively
new and modern.  They even have a

bar-be-que area outside where you can make your own lunch or dinner while you wait.  Then, of
course, this is also a social gathering and the harvest and the year since the last olive press is

discussed at length.

When the mash is ready, and this is
decided on by the individual
responsible for the entire operation,
it is pumped into the centrifuge.
There the remains of the olives and
the water is separated from the
olive oil.  Again, the mash is kept
at around 30 degrees and the
centrifuging takes about twenty
minutes.  The solid stuff from the
mash is pumped out through the
hose you can see at the bottom left

hand side of the picture and is used as fertilizer.  At this stage the olive oil is dark brown in colour
and it has to be filtered twice.  After having been through the second filter the olive oil has



taken on a light golden colour as seen in this picture.
At this stage a finger is dipped in the olive oil and
tasted.  Is it as good as expected?  Has it got that
fruity flavour that is expected from a good cold
pressed virgin olive oil?  This is truly an exciting
moment.

The quality, the colour, and the aroma of the oil is
discussed at length.  Smiles and nodding heads
confirm that the quality is as good as ever before.

Now remains only one more transfer of the oil at the
lagar, from the vat to the measuring tank.  The
excitement is again very high because now we will
find out how much oil we have got.  So, from the
collecting vessel into which the oil is poured after
having been filtered, it is pumped into tall and graded
tanks.  There one can see the amount of oil you will
bring home.  20 litres?  40 litres? 50 litres?  Come
on! How much more?  This year I ended up with 56
litres which is not too bad but not very good either.  I

brought in 485 kilograms of olives and should have got more.  But 2011 was not the best year for
olives.  The last two and a half months before the olives were ready to be harvested we had an
exceptionally long, hot, and dry spell.  That caused the olives to hold less oil than they normally do.

Well, between the three of us we
will not go through 56 litres of
olive oil even if we are generous
with this very healthy liquid on
fish, boiled potatoes, and in salads.
Working in the kitchen I
sometimes drink a good gulp of it.
A good virgin cold pressed olive
oil is not greasy but almost like a
juice.

We give away a lot of the oil too.
They are welcome presents and it
gives a good feeling to be able to
give away something one has
produced at home.

Another very good thing about
olive oil is that it lasts very well.
As long as the oil is poured into
sterile glass, stainless steel, or
plastic containers it stays good for
years.  We have had olive oil for
three years and it is as good as it

was when we brought it home from the lagar.  It is interesting, though, to taste the difference in the
oil.  I can tell the year it was made from its taste.



Our oil is in the cellar which holds a very steady
temperature of about 18C all the year round.  The
oil has to settle for a couple of weeks or so to let
the remaining solids that are in the oil fall to the
bottom of the vessels.  We have installed taps near
the bottom of each container which makes it easy
for us to fill our oil bottles in the kitchen and on the
dining table.  All countries have their oil reserves
and we in Portugal have our personal oil reserves.

Having added the latest olive oil to your reserves
one forgets all the work that is behind us.  All we
have to do now is to enjoy the fruit of our labour.

Not quite, though.

The very last job to be done is to have a good look
at your nets and to mend the holes you invariably
make as you walk on them and stand your ladder on
them.  Like the old fishermen my industrious wife
does this job.  The nets mended and ready for use
they are folded together and stored for the

following year.  And so the olive saga has come to an end and we can relax in front of the fire place
enjoying the heat from the burning olive wood.


