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Except for the vine, there is no plant which bears a fruit of as great importance as the olive.
Pliny the Elder, Roman naturalist and intellectual jack of all trades.

The olive oil industry is the first sector to be completely disrupted by climate change.
Eurof Uppington, olive oil importer.
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Chapter 1
Help, we’ve bought an olive garden!

How smart is it to buy an olive garden in Greece when you don’t know anything about olives or farming? And you don’t even know the answer to basic questions like:
Is the olive a fruit or a berry? If it’s a fruit, why doesn’t it get sweeter as it ripens and why does fat come out of it instead of sugar when you squeeze it?
What is actually the point of extra virgin? Either you’re a virgin or you’re not, surely?
	So many questions, so little knowledge …
	Add to this that you may have spent your holidays in Crete for many years, but you live in Norway and you don’t have any of the equipment needed for harvesting olives: picking machines, a generator, hessian sacks to collect the olives in, a trailer to take the sacks to the factory. Not to mention when the oil has been pressed and is delivered to you in big plastic containers, which you then need to pour over into a stainless steel barrel with a stopcock. 
	The short answer is that it’s not a very good idea to buy an olive garden in Crete. But – it’s probably more fun than playing golf, I figured. And, think about it: when everything’s sorted, Stian, and you’ve learnt all there is to learn, your family will have the world’s best olive oil for the rest of their lives. Yet the same family wondered why my wife Marit and I wanted to spend all our holidays in the years to come zapping olive fruit flies and weeding, when we have passed our prime and could just have surfed into the Cretan sunset. Pure madness, we kept hearing. But then I’d just grin and quote Søren Kierkegaard: ‘To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. Not to dare is to lose oneself.’
	Owning olive trees isn’t as unusual as it sounds. They’re actually one of the more usual things you can own. Every fourth tree planted around the world is an olive tree. Owning apple trees or plum trees is rare by comparison, not to mention owning a redcurrant bush. In Crete there are about 30 million olive trees and roughly 635,000 people living on the island. This means that the average Cretan owns 450 trees. Minus 50 trees, which now belong to a Norwegian.
	It should also be mentioned that Marit herself has for some time belonged to the sceptical side of the family. We’re not farmers, we’re a middle-aged couple from Oslo who make a living from writing. Our children are part of the elite that can boast of being fourth generation Oslo kids, with a father, three grandparents and several great-grandparents from the Norwegian capital. I grew up in a block of flats in the suburb of Groruddalen and have never been particularly good with my hands. According to my wife, who is more of a handywoman and has a better memory than me, our conversation one autumn day in 2019, just after the last of our three kids had moved out, went like this:
	‘We need a project,’ I said.
	‘We can do up the bathroom,’ answered Marit.
	‘Looking at olive trees makes me happy,’ I said.
	‘You don’t need to own them to look at them,’ she replied.
	‘Olive oil is very good for your health,’ I said.
	‘We can buy it in the supermarket,’ she replied.
	‘But I want to make my own,’ I said.
	‘We’re Norwegians,’ answered Marit.
	But when Father’s Day came round in the middle of November, I was given a scrawny little olive tree that had been reduced to half price. With the present came a promise: if I managed keep it alive until the summer, we could buy a small olive grove near her family’s holiday home in Crete. Of course she didn’t think I could do it. Nor did I.

The tree of knowledge
I’ve been attracted to olive trees as long as I can remember. Maybe it’s because I lived in Athens for long periods growing up and was surrounded by ancient olive trees there. I later became acquainted with the Ancient Greeks, Aristotle and the other bearded philosophers, who 2,500 years ago wandered around thinking clever thoughts in the shade of the Parthenon on the hill of the Acropolis, the temple dedicated to the goddess of wisdom, Athena. These ancient thinkers came up with answers to practically all life’s big issues: democracy, philosophy, geometry and other things ending in -y, like homosexuality. And words ending in -a, like drama, trauma and charisma.
	But the wise old Greeks mostly operated within the lofty realm of ideas, myths and tragedies, and it’s through art and literature that we come into contact with them. We find ourselves at the back of a cave, just able to glimpse the shadows of life going on outside in the light. You can visit Knossos in Crete or the Acropolis in Athens to follow in their footsteps, but it’s packed, hot and exhausting. And promoted in a rather Disney-like way.
	Olive trees, on the other hand, are most certainly alive, and many of them were at their most fruitful when Plato wrote the Symposium. I’m filled with awe when I stand before an olive tree. The tree the great master Plato taught by allegedly still exists. Olive trees can be thousands of years old and survive even a forest fire. Whenever I touch the bark of an ancient, wrinkled olive tree, I feel like I’m in the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican, starring as Adam in Michelangelo’s version of the story of creation. The two fingers that almost meet are among art history’s most iconic. I am Adam, the olive tree is God. We don’t meet in a chapel but in nature.
	There is no other fruit with such broad and deep significance as the olive and everything that is associated with the tree. Just think how many countries, institutions and organisations adorn their flags, logos or emblems with the olive, olive leaves or olive trees. The emblem used by the World Health Organisation features two olive branches on either side of a snake (a medical symbol) in front of a map of the world, so a kind of extension of the United Nations logo. UN Peacekeeping’s logo is an olive branch with a military helmet. The flag of Cyprus is decorated with an olive branch. Israel’s coat of arms depicts a seven-branched menorah flanked by two olive branches. To name but a few.
	Buying an olive garden is not a shortcut to gaining insight or growing old and wise, but I seek comfort in knowing that great philosophers have made the connection before me: before meeting his disciples and pupils, Aristotle would rub olive oil over his entire body because he believed it would give him more knowledge and greater self-confidence in debates. If it worked for Aristotle, it will probably work for me too.

Trees and faith
The olive tree is known as ‘the tree of eternity’. The tree, and the oil produced by its fruit, has a spiritual and cultural dimension that distinguishes it from wheat and other agricultural products. Legend has it that there were olive trees in the Garden of Eden and that an olive tree grew on top of Adam’s grave. This is plausible, given the logic of the story of creation. Greater miracles have taken place. After all, the word paradise means orchard, etymologically speaking. In Genesis it says nothing about what kind of fruit Adam ate from the tree of knowledge – the apple came later. It probably wasn’t the olive that was the fruit of the forbidden tree – or else he would no doubt have spat it out again, as the black fruit can be quite bitter. At least there must have been figs in the Garden of Eden, since fig leaves were used as underwear.
	Leaving the Garden of Eden aside, the olive tree and the cultured human have always gone hand in hand. All three major religions credit olive oil with having sacred qualities. ‘Tree’ and ‘faith’ (or ‘trust’) share the same linguistic root in Germanic languages, but you don’t need to be religious to feel devout in the presence of an old tree. Author and philosopher Roman Krznaric writes about so-called deep time in his book The Good Ancestor: How to Think Long Term in a Short-Term World. It means acknowledging how insignificant our own short existence is compared with the long history of the universe. If you imagine a walk of 4.6 kilometres, humanity has only existed for the last 20 centimetres of the stroll. About as much as a footprint. Humans come and go, trees remain. Tangible examples of deep time exist everywhere, like fossils and the stars in the sky. You just need to stop and let eternity sink in. One of the concrete examples Krznaric mentions is the feeling you get when you stand in front of ancient trees. He writes about the cross section of a gigantic sequoia that visitors can study at the American Museum of Natural History. The tree comes from California. It was 100 metres high when it was chopped down in 1891 and had a circumference of 30 metres. Its growth rings suggest that the tree dates back to the sixth century. I understand that people can feel small and humble in the presence of such miracles of nature. And even more so when the tree may even be much older, like a couple of thousand years, which some of the world’s oldest olive trees are. Touching a tree like that provides a lesson in the art of thinking long term, at least from the age of antiquity to the Anthropocene of today. Having your own ancient tree feels less like ownership and more like temporary parenthood.  
	Trees embody our symbiotic relationship to nature, says Krznaric. Planting a tree, which might still be there many hundreds of years after our own death, reminds us that there is something bigger than our own ego. If you want to train yourself to think long term, Krznaric recommends that once a month you visit an old tree, put away your mobile phone and just sit quietly under its branches, philosophising over the meaning of life. Just sit there, don’t do anything. Breathe in what the trees breathe out.
	 In that sense our olive grove isn’t a means of achieving something else, it’s a goal in itself. Like poetry and art. Having said that, it’s naturally not a problem that it also has a number of positive qualities, like the fact that trees help to capture the carbon dioxide we’re polluting our planet with. I also hope that the Nobel Prize-winning poet from Greece, Giorgos Seferis, is right when he draws parallels between the olive tree’s stoic, wrinkled appearance and wisdom, heritage, history, ancestors. Being surrounded by olive trees makes you old, wise and experienced, exactly what I have dreamt of being since I took an introductory course in philosophy at university: a wise old Greek.
	The philosopher Einar Duenger Bøhn says that the most important values in life, which we should all strive towards, are: kindness (ethics), beauty (aesthetics) and truth (epistemology). It’s quite possible to argue that growing olives ticks all three boxes: olive trees are incredibly lovely, they contribute in a positive way to both our and the planet’s health, and their cultivation encourages you to seek more knowledge – and thus truth.
	These vague thoughts, which are eternally valid through time and space, are easy to forget with all the distractions surrounding us. They concern the fundamentals of human existence – that the earth is what creates all life.

Pride and lack of prejudice
The other reason we bought an olive grove was more prosaic, but just as existential: owning an olive grove is the best way to make contact with the Greeks. It forces you to learn their language and culture. Next time you go to Crete or Lesbos, ask your taxi driver about his family’s olive trees. You’ll get a lecture that will last until the taxi ride is over: ‘Yes, we have many. 2,000 trees. Very hard work, but very good olive oil. The best,’ and so on. If you wonder what the Cretans do when the last charter flights have left Chania airport in the autumn, the answer is simple: they picks olives. From October to February. Then they paint chairs, patch curtains and mend the taverna roof for a few weeks until the first sun-starved tourists come back in April. Then it starts all over again.
	No nation in the world consumes more olive oil per inhabitant than Greece. The Greeks are miles ahead of the next ones on the list. As the Greek guru for the Mediterranean diet, Maria Loi, has put it: ‘If you cut open the veins in my arm, you’ll see that olive oil comes out.’ The figures vary slightly from year to year, but consumption lies roughly between 20 and 25 litres per inhabitant, and often nearer the latter than the former. Spain comes second with just under 14 litres, while the figure for Italy is 11 litres, Portugal 8 litres and Turkey just over 2 litres, to mention but a few. In the USA it’s a bit over 1 litre per inhabitant per year, Norway a bit under. Where in Greece do they consume the most olive oil? On the island in the middle of the Mediterranean that also produces most of the oil in the country: Crete.
	In the years following the Greek revolution in 1821, which was the start of the liberation from the Ottomans/Turks, the British adventurer Robert Pashley travelled around Crete. The food often differed from east to west, but everywhere they used vast amounts of olive oil. ‘It is the only thing they are not frugal with,’ he noted. He worked out that each family consumed an impressive 350 litres a year. That’s a lot. Yet there’s actually an area of Crete today that comes quite close to this. In Kritsa, which is in the east of the island, each inhabitant consumes about 50 litres of olive oil a year. Almost a litre a week! It’s hardly surprising that Kritsa has been called ‘the world capital of olive oil’.
	If you own an olive garden ten kilometres inland, in a village that Scandinavian tourists largely avoid because it doesn’t have hotels or menus in Swedish, there’s a greater chance that you will have to adapt to the local population and not the other way round. It might sound rather obvious, but it isn’t. It’s really no problem to live happily in Crete without having to deal with the Greek language or Greek everyday life. In the Mamma Mia-inspired idyll of the touristy villages along the coast, everything is English. People live their lives on tourism’s fickle, treacherous terms. It’s like sitting in a BMW and cruising along the autobahn at 150 kilometres an hour – you barely register your surroundings. Swap the car with a bicycle, the motorway with country roads, and you see and experience so much more. Everything comes closer and becomes clearer. You are part of the landscape. Part of history.
	You would think that it goes without saying that travellers to Greece are interested in the country they are visiting, and not in their own culture and traditions. However, surprisingly many foreigners in Crete – even permanent residents – try their best to stick to their own ways and bad-mouth the locals if they don’t behave in a ‘civilised’ fashion, in other words, arrive on time, do their recycling and eat meatballs in gravy. From the amount they whine and moan, you would think they would want to pack their bags and go back where they came from. One of the most outrageous examples I have read about was in the spring of 2025. A British tourist on a package holiday complained that the all-inclusive hotel she was staying at only served Greek food, not full English breakfasts with bacon and sausages. Her stay in Corfu was ‘terrible’, ‘the worst holiday ever’, she told the papers. The tour company apologised profusely and offered her a gift voucher as compensation, but the 69-year-old turned it down because she was so livid. Tourists who don’t know the difference between hosts and servants should stay at home.

If you treat the inhabitants of Crete with respect and maybe a little curiosity, you will be richly rewarded. It’s hard to find more hospitable islanders. The word philotimo doesn’t translate well into English, but it’s maybe the most important virtue for a Greek. And even more so for Cretans. The direct translation is ‘love of honour’, but what does that really mean? It involves pride and a lack of prejudice. The German author Andreas Deffner has written a book about philotimo, from antiquity to present day, and defines the term as follows: ‘Two or three positive thoughts, one litre zest for life, 500 grams of hospitality, 10 drops of sympathy, an ounce of pride, dignity and your inner guide.’ According to the ancient philosopher Thales of Miletus, philotimo is as important to the Greeks as breathing.
	Another just as central Greek word is philoxenia. We recognise philo from philosophy and philology – it means ‘love of’ or ‘friend to’. Xenia means ‘foreign’ and is the root of our word xenophobia. Philoxenia means the opposite, a love of foreigners, yet in Greek the word xenos doesn’t just mean foreign, but also ‘guest’. A foreigner is a guest who should be treated well. In a survey ranking the friendliest and most generous peoples in the world, the Greeks come seventh. This implies that their ideal of putting other people first is deeply rooted in reality.
	You will experience this courtesy if you take a short trip to Crete as a tourist. You’ll be treated like royalty. In restaurants you’ll be served raki and dessert on the house. But you won’t experience how fundamental this character trait is unless you return again and again. I once asked a rental car company if they had a van we could hire to transport sacks of olives to the factory. The owner said no but offered to come and get them for me from the olive grove and take them to the factory himself. Free of charge, of course. If you offer Cretans money they’ll be offended. That is philotimo and philoxenia. Pride and hospitality. When you own a small plot of land with olive trees in Crete, you’re considered fully assimilated almost overnight. One of us, not one of those pink tourists. Someone who is now in a position to give, not just receive. A Norwegian philotimo trainee. Each time you experience this it’s like you have overcome a new hurdle and crossed a magic line into a complex culture with links to the cradle of European culture. In the old days – antiquity, in other words – the Greeks would invoke the wrath of the gods if they didn’t treat guests like royalty.
	According to the historian Antony Beevor, who has written a book about the island, the Cretan character is ‘warlike, proud, compulsively generous to a friend or stranger in need, ferociously unforgiving to an enemy or traitor, frugal day-by-day but prodigal in celebration’. This isn’t very different from the Germans’ impression of Cretans before the invasion in the spring of 1941. Then the Cretans were considered ‘intelligent, hot-blooded, valorous, excitable as well as obstinate and difficult to govern’. 
	There must be something in the soil because many of the greatest icons in Greek culture and politics come from Crete. Prime minister and founding father Eleftherios Venzelos from Chania began his political career by leading the revolt against the Ottomans on the island in 1897. The country’s most famous novelist, Nikos Kazantzakis, was born in Heraklion in 1883. On his tombstone it says: ‘I hope for nothing. I fear nothing. I am free.’ The politician and composer of Zorba the Greek, Mikis Theodorakis, who was active in the resistance movement during the war, was actually born on the island of Chios in 1934, yet he lies buried on the family farm in Chania. Greece’s other Nobel Laureate in Literature, the poet Odysseas Elytis, was born in Heraklion in 1911. Singer and politician Nana Mouskouri, one of the world’s best-selling female recording artists of all time, was born in Chania in 1934. If we go back in time we find the painter El Greco, who was born in Crete. If we go forward in time, we find Konstantinos Mitsotakis, who was prime minister in the 1990s. He is the father of the current prime minister, Kyriakos Mitsotakis.
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