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Dear Friend of Castello,

                          Greetings from ‘Valdottavo – Valle dell’Olio’! For so the little village in the valley below us must henceforth be known. A group of local olive growers and oil enthusiasts have got together and formed  ‘L’Associazione Valle dell’Olio’ of which I am proud to be one of the founder members – and the only ‘straniero’! Back in April this year we held the first ‘Festa dell’Olio’ at which the event of the most intense excitement was probably the awarding of the prize for ‘Best Zuppa di Verdure’ the recipe for which traditionally benefits from a large dollop of olive oil (none of that parsimonious “drizzling” around here…). For the record, the winners were the good ladies of Tempagnano, which is the village opposite Castello. We had the opportunity to sample their offering, and would say their prize was very well merited. The date of the second annual Festa next year is the subject of feverish speculation. We got into trouble with the local priest this April – for holding a ‘commercial’ event on Palm Sunday! But, for lack of palm branches, the church is filled with olive branches – so one might well ask why Don Marcello doesn’t join in with gusto and bless the olives, root and branch!

                           The aim of our Associazione is to try and bring together new methods of cultivation and techniques of oil production as well as the wealth of knowledge and experience gathered over many generations in the olive groves themselves. We will celebrate with pride the renowned exceptional quality of the oil from this particular valley, and there is much enthusiasm too for rebuilding one of the old frantoi (olive mills). The speed of progress on these projects is as yet uncertain, though I was rather startled when a fellow member told me in some frustration that “Italians do far too much talking and not enough action….”; but then again he may just have been trying to show me how very aware he is of the reputation of his countrymen!

                           Those of you who have had the happy fortune to have spent time at Castello will know that it faces south, and thus enjoys the most favoured aspect of the valley for the prosperity of the olive trees. The harvest this year will be one of the best in living memory, and begins in just a few days. Not only is every tree bowed beneath the weight of an abundant crop, but the feared mosca (olive fly) has not put in an appearance this season.  This means that the trees have not been treated with any chemical sprays so that the oil will be entirely organic. We ourselves expect to press about 150 litres of green-gold oil, which means we will certainly be able to provide all our guests at Castello next year with some oil with our compliments, as we have in the past.

                     The many little restaurants hereabouts, so much enjoyed by visitors to Castello, use olive oil as the very basis of their kitchen practices, and one of the attractions of autumn here is the arrival of the new oil. Tuscan oils tend to be pressed early and so retain a lot of their peppery notes, which soften over the year’s life of an oil (nobody would dream of using an oil more than a year old). In the coming weeks we will savour the best of Tuscan cooking. This Sunday, for example, ‘Le Castagne’ reopens with our good friend Daniella presiding in the kitchen. Her culinary skills are legendary – though we will personally miss Paolo and his pizza oven, who inexplicably ‘forgot’ to settle his bills for rather too long and had to leave in a bit of a hurry!

                     Our house at Castello is always busy with  guests from all over the world; so this year we felt fortunate indeed to have the pleasure of being able to offer you the ‘Villa Arialli’ too. Not far from here is the tiny village of Convalle, and Rita and Eugenio Arialli’s extraordinary classic merchant’s villa is the most prominent and attractive house in the village. All who stayed there were unanimous and loud in its praise, so we are absolutely delighted that we have been asked by the Arialli family to offer it to our guests again next year; its eccentric opulence can be your home for only £650 a week as last year, while Number 13 Castello remains unchanged too, at £490 a week.

                     A whole mass of photos and information can be found these days on our smart new website, www.tuscanycastello.com which was developed for us by a young computer adept. We are very taken by it, and many people have commented on how clear and informative it all is. From magazine articles and extracts from our Vistors Book to maps of how to get here and photos of the Villa Arialli: why not have a browse, and see if you can find time in 2005 to give yourself a restorative stay in this much blessed place?

Yours sincerely

Mike and Harriet Wilson

