
 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
                                                                                               

THE HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF OLIVE OIL 

 The ancient olive tree takes us back in time. According to 
several authors, this tree came from Turkey where it grew spontaneously as it did in 
other lands around the Mediterranean Sea, including the North of Africa.  

 
 
 
 
 

Olive Oil or "az+zait", an Arab legacy which means olive juice  
 

Around 3000 before Christ, the olive tree was already cultivated all over the 
Middle East. The olive tree was then taken from Minor Asia and Egypt to Greece by 
Cécrope, the man who built Athens, in 1582 BC. People from Ancient Greece already 
knew the wild olive tree, but it was from Egypt that a special variety arrived and helped 
perfecting the process of olive oil extraction. At that time the olive tree was dedicated to 
the goddess Athena and was also seen as a symbol of wisdom, abundance and peace.  

 
Both Greeks and Romans were real enthusiasts in the production of olive oil and 

real experts when it came to discovering new applications. It was used as nourishment 
and a basic product in traditional medicine, as well as in hygiene and beauty. It also was 
used as fuel in illumination.  

The commercialisation of olive oil through the maritime paths assumed an 
important role in the development of the Mediterranean economy. As time went by, and 
thanks to the Portuguese and Spanish maritime expeditions that started in the 16th 
century, the olive tree culture arrived to the Americas and later to virtually every other 
land in the World where climatic conditions favoured its development. Nowadays we 
find it in South Africa, Australia, Japan, Russia, Iran, Afghanistan, Paquistan and Iraq. 



OLIVE TREE GROWING & OLIVE OIL IN PORTUGAL 

HISTORICAL ORIGINS & IMPORTANCE 

 Olive trees have been grown in Portugal from time 
immemorial. According to the chronicles the Visigoths inherited them from the 
Romans, who in turn possibly found them already growing in the Iberian Peninsula. The 
Arabs continued olive cultivation and made it prosper. 
 

The first signs of the importance of olive cultivation in Portugal appear in the 
provinces where the Christian reconquest took longer. The first charters mentioning 
olive production refer to the Portuguese provinces of Estremadura and the Alentejo. 
 

Later the religious orders reviving agriculture gave special attention to olive oil 
production. This sacred oil was to be of fundamental importance to the economy of 
Santa Cruz Convent in Coimbra, the Monastery of Alcobaça, the Order of the Friars of 
Jesus, the Order of the Temple and the Order of the Knights of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Nowadays olive trees are grown almost everywhere in Portugal and there are 
several special protected areas both in the northeast and southeast regions where 
internationally awarded extra-virgin olive oil is produced. In fact, Portuguese olive oil is 
recognisably among the best in the world. As any Mediterranean people, the Portuguese 
make extensive use of this precious liquid in their cuisine and basically all Portuguese 
traditional dishes are prepared with olive oil, namely our beloved codfish. 

 

 

 

  BACALHAU ASSADO COM BATATAS A MURRO  

(Roasted codfish with punched potatoes) 

 

 

 

 
 



TRADITIONAL OLIVE HARVESTING IN PORTUGAL 
 

 The olives grow mature only after the hot summer months. 
This process can be verified by the observation of the gradual changing of the olive 
colour - from green to violet and from dark violet to black. It’s harvest time then. 

  
Olive harvesting in Portugal has always been developed in an ambience of 

traditional singing and hard work and, as time went by, a considerable amount of verses, 
riddles and sayings was born from the hard but joyful days of olive harvesting.  

 

                    
 
Throughout the centuries, little changes have been introduced to the traditional 

harvesting process in Portugal. It mainly results from a hard handwork, usually 
developed during the cold season, between November and February. In fact, traditional 
harvesting is still hand made and during this Winter period men stand in ladders and 
women, near the olive trees, draw out their covers where olives then fall and are later 
picked up and put in baskets. 

 
 

 
 
 

      
 
 
 

 
 



There used to be another popular method of harvesting which is sometimes still 
in use and through which the olive tree was fustigated with long, flexible sticks which 
caused olives to fall over tight nets that where put on the ground near the tree. However, 
time has proved that this method harms both fruits and trees. Thus a mechanical system 
of harvesting through vibration has been replacing the old beating method. This option 
has proven to be adaptable to the characteristics of the trees and the land and, in fact, it 
seems to be the fastest and most modern method of olive harvesting.  

 

 
 
When harvesting is being conducted, the healthiest fruits must be separated. 

These are the ones that are directly harvested from the trees. Those which have fallen on 
the ground will originate olive oils of minor quality. After harvesting, it is also  
necessary to withdraw the branches and all sorts of impurities, to wash the olives and to 
take them immediately to the olive press, in order to prevent the subsequent oxidation 
process. This operation is essential to assure the final quality of the product.  

 

 
 



  
 
 

TRADITIONAL OLIVE OIL PRODUCTION 
IN PORTUGAL 

 
After the olive harvesting stage, olives are immediately brought to the lagar, the 

olive oil refinery where olive presses extract the oil of the freshly picked olives. 
Nowadays the process is almost entirely mechanical. 

      

   Olives on the way to the olive press                  Olives ready to undergo through the olive press process 

      

The olive squeezing process 

 

The brand new olive oil 



 

TIBORNA,  

A PORTUGUESE TRADITION 

When the brand new olive oil comes out of the olive presses, it is traditional in 
Portugal to taste it together with a toasted slice of peasant bread. The following pictures 
illustrate this ancient Portuguese ritual. 

      

1. Toast a slice of bread in a traditional oven              2. Dip the slice of bread in brand new olive oil 

      

       3. Toast the slice of bread covered in olive oil again             4. Pour sugar and then some orange juice on the top  

                                                                                                   of the toasted slice of bread and enjoy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

GALLO,  

THE MOST FAMOUS  

PORTUGUESE OLIVE OIL  

(SINCE 1919) 

 

 

  With almost a century of history, Portuguese GALLO olive oil 
makes a difference in gastronomy. Traditional and genuine, it calls upon the secular 
Portuguese tradition and preserves in its brand the collective imagination the best of 
Portuguese culture and the people of our country. 

The memory of GALLO olive oil finds its origins at the end of the 19th century, 
starting in 1860 when an establishment belonging to the company "União Industrial, 
Lda." was founded in Abrantes (in the centre of Portugal). 

It is said that Mr Victor Guedes decided to name the olive oil GALLO a certain 
morning when, after waking up and opening his bedroom shutters, he heard a galo 
(Portuguese word for crow) singing. Since his origins were in Galiza, he registered the 
brand with double "l", a name that has been kept until today for its grace and originality. 
 

Later, in 1938, another warehouse and a shop are bought by Mr Victor Guedes 
in Lisbon. At the time the company already owned olive oil warehouses, a press, an 
olive oil refinery, a meat and sausage industry and a soap factory in Abrantes . Then 
"Victor Guedes & Cª" began to prepare extra-virgin olive oil to be transferred to the 
warehouse in Lisbon, where it was later packaged in tins for export as the overseas 
market became the main target of the Gallo olive oil business. 

 

TV advertisements for Gallo olive oil have been widely awarded because of the 
original way in which they make use of Portuguese culture and Portuguese popular 
traditions to sell their product. You can watch these interesting videos at 
www.youtube.com . 



 

 

OLIVE OIL 

& 

HEALTH BENEFITS 

 
Scientific investigation on olive oil has several years of history. In truth, both 

discoveries and scientific advances on this ground are unanimous - olive oil assumes a 
major role when it comes to good health. Its chemical and biological characteristics and 
its preventive and therapeutic properties make it a single fat, which is the reason why it 
assumes a very important role in our cuisine.  

 
Today, olive oil is faced as one of the causes of the low incidence rate of 

cardiovascular accidents among the populations of southern Europe, those who have 
always given preference to consuming what has already been baptized as the "liquid 
gold".   
 

Extra-virgin olive oil is a natural fruit juice that conserves the flavour, the 
bouquet, vitamins, antioxidants and all the olive properties, thus having an important 
position amongst fats in general. Its caloric value is of 9 calories per gram, the same 
proportion of any other animal or vegetal fat.  

 
Fats (lipids) are essential nutrients to the human organism. They assume an 

energetic function, allowing people to develop their physical and intellectual functions, 
and they are also responsible for protecting the body against cold. Besides giving food a 
tastier flavour, fats help human tissues developing their activities and assure the 
exclusive addition of some fat acids (like the precious oleic acid) which are essential to 
our body. In fact, some vitamins (A, D, E and K) are only solvable in the fats, 
necessarily depending on lipids to be absorbed.  

 

 
             

Olive oil or liquid gold 
 
 
 
 



What does olive oil do? 
 

It has been proven that olive oil has a beneficial action in several functions of the 
human body, revealing itself as essential to children and elder because…  
 
• olive oil includes a considerable amount of vitamins, with special emphasis on 
vitamins E and K; 
 
• olive oil favours minerals in bones and stimulates their growth, as well as calcium 
absorption; 
 
• olive oil protects the digestive system and facilitates its functions (it prevents the 
excess of acid in the stomach and it has a preventive action when it comes to ulcers); 
 
• olive oil enlarges the levels of the so-called "good cholesterol" (HDL) and it helps to 
reduce the rate of the "bad cholesterol" (LDL) in blood; 
 
• olive oil helps preventing the development of cardiovascular diseases (arteriosclerosis, 
thrombosis, heart attack and cerebral vascular accidents) and diabetes (because it 
favours the metabolism improving the blood assimilation and the tolerance to glucose); 
 
• olive oil can help in the prevention of several types of cancer (breast cancer, colon 
cancer and prostate cancer); 
 
• olive oil fights the aging of tissues and organs in general due to its antioxidant 
properties, which protect them from oxidation (due to the high level of vitamin E);  
 
• olive oil prevents diseases such as Alzheimer thanks to its action as an antioxidant; 
 
• olive oil benefits the nervous system as well as the brain; 
 
• olive oil hydrates and invigorates the skin (each day it is more and more used in 
cosmetic articles that are supposed to maintain the skin flexible and hydrated). 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 


