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‘Olive oil’, ‘Virgin’, ‘Extra Virgin’, ‘Light’, ‘Pure’ - Is there a difference? If so, does it matter? Which is better? Are all olive oils ‘extra virgin’? What is ‘extra virgin olive oil’? Are all products sold as ‘olive oil’ essentially the same thing? Here are some answers in plain English: 

What is ‘Olive Oil’ 

A. Olive oil is olive juice, plain and simple. 

What is ‘Virgin?’ 

A. Virgin means mechanical extraction. The oil or juice is extracted by machines with no chemicals used in the process. 

What is ‘Extra’? 

A. Mechanically extracted (virgin) olive oil is not all the same quality. 'Extra' is the highest quality and is thus classified because it goes through a battery of tests, both laboratory (analytical) as well as 'taste' (a cutting by an olive oil master similar to the way wines are taste tested). Virgin olive oil that is judged to have ‘no defects’ is classified as extra. So ‘extra virgin’ means – mechanically extracted olive juice that passes laboratory and taste testing with no defects. 

Olive oil with slight defects, but that is still good for human consumption is classified as ‘Fine’. Low quality oil with numerous defects is classified as either ‘Ordinary’ or ‘Lampante’ (lamp oil). This oil is either used for industrial purposes or is chemically refined. 

What is ‘refined’ oil? 

A. Olive oil that is not suitable for human consumption is refined by a heat and chemical process. Chemically refined oil is totally insipid (0% acidity) which means it is flavorless and no quality standards stated or implied. Refined oil is mixed with virgin for color and flavor. 

What is ‘pomace’ oil? 

A. Pomace is produced by a heat and chemical process from the waste of the 'virgin' olive oil after the virgin olive oil is extracted. It is also insipid (0% acidity) with no flavor and no quality standards stated or implied. Pomace is used as a cheap alternative to ‘refined’ oil in order to lower the product cost of the packers who mix it with virgin and refined oils. 

What is ‘pure’ olive oil? What is ‘light’ olive oil? What are ‘olive oil blends’? 

A. 'Pure', 'Light', 'Extra Light', etc. are not olive oil classifications. They are mixes of refined and/or pomace with virgin oil. Mixes (or blends as packers like to call them) are generally 90-95% pomace/refined with 5–10% virgin oil. Some packers mix in seed, soybean, hazelnut or other oils. 

Is there a difference between extra virgin olive oil and the refined oil mixes? 

A. Yes. They are two entirely different products. Refined mixes are cheap to produce. Because they are sold at a premium price the mixes benefit the seller more than the consumer. 

Extra virgin olive oil is an entirely natural product and is more expensive to produce. Extra virgin olive oil is much better tasting than the refined mixes and provides all of the health benefits that are associated with olive oil. 

Cooking with Olive Oil:
	Cooking with olive oil is like cooking with wine. Never use a wine or olive oil that does not taste good to you. An inferior one will leave an aftertaste. If you do the taste test and compare the "pure" to the "extra-virgin" and the you'll understand the difference. 

When cooking with olive oil, save your extra-virgin expensive oils for salads, dressings, and vinaigrettes. You can also drizzle it over slices of crusty bread or onto open-face sandwiches. Use it on a baked potato or add it to mashed potatoes instead of butter. Extra virgin olive oil tastes great on cooked vegetables or brushed onto fish or meat before serving. 

When sautéing or frying, use either a combination olive oil (one that is simply a blend of extra virgin and regular olive oil) or a straight olive oil. 

For deep frying, the olive oil grade "olive oil," is excellent because it has a higher smoke point (410º F) than virgin or extra virgin oils. 

Marcella Hazan who wrote the cookbook called Marcella Cucina, wrote the following: 

"The taste of a dish for which you need olive oil will be as good or as ordinary as the oil you use. A sublime one can lift even modest ingredients to eminent heights of flavor; a dreary oil will pull the best ingredients down to its own level. Partial clues to the quality of the olive oil you are buying are supplied by the label and the price, but ultimately, the only way to determine which one, among those available, is right for you is to taste and compare." 
	Use this chart to convert the quantity of butter called for in a recipe to the required quantity of olive oil.
Butter
Olive Oil
1 teaspoon
3/4 teaspoon
2 teaspoons
1-1/2 teaspoons
1 tablespoon
2-1/4 teaspoons
2 tablespoons
1-1/2 tablespoons
1/4 cup
3 tablespoons
1/3 cup
1/4 cup
1/2 cup
1/4 cup and 2 tablespoons
2/3 cup
1/2 cup
3/4 cup
1/2 cup and 1 tablespoon
1 cup
3/4 cup



Most Americans are familiar with olive oil purchased at supermarkets and other mass outlets. For the most part there is very little difference in these oils from year to year. Why? For starters these oils are blended. What does that mean? Essentially olive oils from different regions and even countries are carefully blended to produce a consistent taste profile. Year to year there is very little difference in these oils because producers know that the average consumer expects the olive oils they purchase to have the same taste profile. On the other hand extra virgin olive oils from different estates and regions have their own distinctive taste profiles. Some might be buttery, others grassy or fruity, while others are very light and delicate (no not ‘light’ as labels on some supermarket olive oils suggest.) These oils are generally much more expensive, but well worth the price since only a small amount is necessary for your favorite vinaigrette or drizzling on meat and seafood. Of course these extra virgin olive oils are never used for frying or sauteeing

Grimmy asks: I make large batches of pesto and was wondering if I could freeze it and have it return to its original consistency.
OOS responds: Freezing pesto is the best way to preserve it. Freezing olive oil will not harm it; it will actually prolong it's nutritional benefits and its flavor.
Frying temperatures 

When heated, olive oil is the most stable fat, which means it stands up well to high frying temperatures. Its high smoking point (210º C) is well above the ideal temperature for frying food (180º C). The digestibility of olive oil is not affected when it is heated, even when it is re-used several times for frying.
	TEMPERATURE
	TYPE OF FOOD

	Medium (130–145º C)
	 High water content: vegetables, potatoes, fruit… 

	Hot (155– 170º C)
	Coated in batter,flour or breadcrumbs, forming a crust 

	Very hot (175–190º C) 
	Small, quickly fried: small fish, croquettes 


An excellent resource with voluminous bibliography is a monograph entitled "Frying Food in Olive oil" by Gregorio Varela, Professor of Nutrition, Madrid University. It is available from the International Olive Council (IOC)
There are actually four types of olive oil you need to know in food and cooking. Extra virgin olive oil is typically produced from the first pressing of olives—making it the most pure and least acidic (less than .8 percent), and the best tasting. Because EVOO is expensive, heavier and more flavorful than other types of olive oil, it’s best used as an accent to dishes (drizzled over bruschetta, or this Minty qunioa tabouleh ), or in dressings and vinaigrettes, like this Tomato-Basil Vinaigrette. Hint: look for bottles that say “cold press” on the label. If it’s not cold-pressed, the heat from the extraction process changes the chemistry and quality of the olive oil. 

Virgin olive oil is, like EVOO, not blended with other oils, but has a higher acidity—up to 2 percent. It's perfect for garnshing this Crema di Pomodoro (that's fancy Italian for "tomato soup"--and it's awesome hot or cold).  

Pure olive oil or olive oil is a blend of refined pomace oil and virgin olive oil. Pomace is produced by processing the leftovers of the virgin olive oil extraction. The blend (which usually contains as little as 5 to 10 percent virgin olive oil) is cheaper to produce. It doesn’t have as strong a flavor as virgin olive oils, and is best suited for frying and cooking, or even as a less expensive substitute, as in this Orange/Olive Oil Cake. Light olive oil is not lower in fat—it simply means the oil is made from refined olive oil. Bottles labeled “100 percent pure olive oil” are often the lowest quality.

