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Many years ago, I read a New Yorker magazine article about the crooked 
olive oil industry. I never forgot about this article because it reminded 
me of a family story I heard as a child. My 

grandma, living in North Dakota, started hearing 
rumblings about World War II and contacted a cousin 
in Greece who agreed to provide olive oil and food for 
her mother and family in Sparta, if there became a 
need. This cousin, grateful for the olive groves given 
to her family to farm, rode a donkey with her young 
daughter in tow into Sparta every week from her 
village, helping my grandma’s family survive starvation. 
Thanks to the internet, I again could re-live a family 
story when I found the author of the 2007 New Yorker 
article, Tom Mueller, who subsequently published a 
book in 2012 entitled Extra Virginity: The Sublime and 
Scandalous World of Olive Oil.

Mueller’s investigative reporting is very informative and 
thorough. It’s difficult to believe the level of corruption the “oil 
bosses” sunk to: making adulterated olive oil, the lifeblood of 
the Mediterranean diet since the days of ancient Greece and 
Rome. Today, most of us are aware of the health benefits of 
olive oil, which enhances the flavors of the vegetable-based 
Mediterranean diet. Being the nerdy pharmacist that I am, I 
loved reading the section about how olive oil was discovered to 
inhibit Cox-1 and Cox-2, similar to ibuprofen, but by a different 
substance known as oleocanthal. 

I learned that “extra virgin” means that the olive oil has to pass a certain chemical test 
established by the International Olive Council (IOC) and a panel taste test demonstrating 
that the oil tastes of olive fruitiness free of sixteen official taste flaws such as “fusty”, 
“cucumber,” and “grubby.” The best olive oil is made using a simple hydraulic press or 

centrifuge—like a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice. The best time 
to harvest olives is right when they go from green to black (known as 
invaiatura, or onset of ripening). I can emphatically tell you to never 
eat a black olive right off the tree—I know from personal experience 
that they are very bitter and must be cured in brine water and then 
seasoned before eating. Once cured, they are so good to eat.  

Extra Virginity: The Sublime and Scandalous World of Olive Oil gave 
me an in-depth understanding of the olive oil industry. Since 
Greece has the highest consumption of olive oil per person, Tom 
Mueller’s booked piqued my interest to include a chapter on olive 
oil in a revised edition of the Long Beach Greek Orthodox Church’s 
cookbook. I am not sure if olive oil is still a “buyer beware” situation, 
but I plan to continue to buy the Kirkland brand of extra virgin olive 
oil.  I may venture out for taste testing of California brands of olive 
oil. 

On a personal note, I really can’t believe many of our family stories, 
but I can tell you the olive oil story is true because I met the 
daughter of the cousin who rode on the back of the donkey into 
Sparta loaded with olive oil, the substance of life.
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