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irE, WHEN experienced from the
top of an olive tree, is rather beau-
tiful. When you are on the sixth

rung of a ladder, and surrounded by the

y-green branches of an Italian grove,
the grim concerns of the future seem
rather distant compared to the ravishing
presence of the present. The autumnal
Tuscan sky 1s turquoise and cloudless,
the atmosphere fresh rather than searing
hot, and the plump olives are there —in
their thousands — for the picking,

In these frugal times, olive picking on
an [talian farm might be the perfect holi-
1[.’!_‘.': there is a sort of honest virtue about

it, but you don’t have to travel down some

damp, agrarian polytunnel in a hair shirt
in order to get it done. And olive oil is far
healthier than sun-tan oil, anyway.
Alloral’ says Bandino lo Franco, the
youngest of the three brothers who run
La Vialla farm in Tuscany, ‘who wants to
]'-i:'h ze olives?' ‘Me! Me! Mel’ _'\'F.‘” my
four children, aged five to 13, who are
B hardly ever allowed up ladders at home, |8
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a Vialla. Left: Rosie
gith the fruits of her
hours. Right: Rosie’s

son gets to work
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and, below, traditiona
olive pressing in
- pro_gresgr'ati_l._a Vialla
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Produce of the sun,
from top: bruschetta
made with La Vialla’s
own olive oil; local
aged pecorino cheese
and tomatoes grown
on the farm .
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let alone when armed with giant plastic
orange combs. They can hardly believe
their luck. They each grab a comb, ladders
are leant against the trees, and up they
swarm, combing out olives as they go,
They (the olives, that is, not the children)
plop down on to netting beneath the trees,

hen the tree is considered

enpty, which takes a pro

about 80 minutes, but a five-
year-old about two hours, the netting is
lifted up and fruit ]mul‘m[ into a crate.
There is no tiresome picking, pulling, or
indeed carrying. Of anything. There are
no nasty branches to cut, no thorns, or
back-breaking weights. Garnering olives
must be the easiest form of fruit picking
known to man, and makes the harvesting
of haps, apples or blackberries look posi-
tively torturous by contrast. Amazingly,
this enterprise keeps the children enter-
tained all morning, and the next day too.

‘I think it’s a bit like combing head lice
oft your head,” says Honey, eight, giggling
within her tree. The tree is your head,
Mummy. The olives are the lice! Off, off,
off they all gol’

Yes, well. Each tree provides about 24
kilos" worth of black and green olives,
which will }'iultf a hing]v bottle of extra
virgin olive oil, pressed in the ancient mill
at La Vialla. From October to December,
two giant circular stones press olives from
Gam until 10pm, every single day. As the
farm runs on biodynamic prine 1})1[*: there
is only one pr vwmg since a second would
involve solvents. The residual paste left
from this original pressing is recyveled and
used as fertiliser,

Olive picking jaunts have sprung up in
farms all over Ild]_\‘ and many people have

a small grove in their garden, but La Vi-
alla is the one of the 'i:-ll‘gL'Ht. Guests stay in
one of around 20 restored 1Sth-century
HL‘||L1':Itcl"EII_1E; cottages which are sur-
rounded by woodland on the tranquil
3,000-acre estate, The coltages are fur-
nished with vintage, country-style an-
tlillll.h and unlla“} heated  in \\I]]Il'!
while \\']10]1_\' shuttered in readiness tor the
blistering summer. They are also good

value at around 54 to 105 euros a nigll(. oft’

peak, 60 to 120 euros a night, peak.
Generous welcome baskets of food, oil,
wine and eggs are provided free of charge

on ponies in the riding school and Mr
Millard (a sworn non-rider) takes No 4 for
a Juice in the tiny neighbouring village of
Castiglion Fibocei. And, discernible from
the steep groves, glowing in the Tuscan
light, is the bell tower of the Renaissance
gem of Arezzo, where you can visit the
monumental frescoes by Pierode la Franc-
esca in the town church, listen to musi-
cians playing historic trumpets and in-
dulge in... more delicious food.

The houses are all a good distance
away trom one another, so there is no
sense of being on a "holiday estate’ There

Three bourd of olive picking included games of
lying down and looking intelligently at the sky’

in the modernised kitchens. This means

vou can cook your own supper on arrival if

you w ish, or if you prefer, there is a formal
:inmm down at the main farmhouse, a
nightly extra if’ you choose. On our first
morning, after a monumental feast of rus-
tic Italian food and a perfect sleep under
crisp linen sheets, we are ready to give our
all to the hillside groves,

After about three hours of olive pick-
ing, which included (for the children)
games of putting olives down their necks,
and (for us) games of lying down on the
netting and looking intelligently at the
sky, it was time for lunch, which suddenly
appeared on trestle tables, al fresco, and
consisted of a
mouth-watering nosh entirely  sourced
from the farm.

If harvesting isn't your thing, you can
go tor long walks, or ride. I trot off into the
hills on a rather large Tuscan horse, while
the elder three learn how to do ["I.‘ﬂ'n;_l; trot
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La Vialla’s little farm shop

menu  of

1s no television or wi-fi.
caused one person such trauma they had
to check out Hli'iligh[ away, but |1 rcgeu'ii
this as a major attraction, since it allows
families to escape en masse from the
{Ii\'l-rling claims of Facebook and the rest,
and relax wholesale in the bosky bosom
of Tuscany.

.-\ppm'r.‘ntl}-‘ this

hat we want to do, says
hrother No 2, Antonio, over a
lunch of Chianti, garlic and
tomato bruschetta, Tuscan bread soup,
\xJ.I.J"u-i;_"l 5 4!]’1[! hl’, d1s, I\ (}H{_‘I IILHI“IIL‘ a \\‘i\
to understand Italian produce. Here, you
can sce it growing and witness it hr:]ll_g
pit'kud and pressed. It __u;]\‘vs people who
work all year in a big city the chance to
come and work with nature. Allora, let me
help you.” He slurps a giant green slug of
peppery, pungent olive oil on to my soup.
Our new oil. Pressed in the same way
since the 16th century,!

The brothers; Bandino, Antonio and
the eldest, ‘El Capo’, Gianni, are bursting
with pride about the viability of their
wholly eco-friendly enterprise. It was
hml!dn d by their father Piero lo Franco, a
textile businessman who sold up and in-
vested his money in the Tuscan country-
side around 30 years ago, just at the time
when the population was shifting towards
the towns. Their website gives you an idea
of the farm’s wine, o1l and tomato sauce;
you can order it online and relive the vivid
taste of the Tuscan countryside which is
La Vialla's speciality. As tor me, I'll cer-
tainly treat olive oil with more respect the
next time [ sling it in the frying pan.

LA VIALLA, wuww. fa-walla.com or call =
0039-0575 430020; fly to Pisa (2 hrs away) §
or Perugra (30 muns away). The farm will :
arrange transfers, or hire a car at the airport, =




