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Alison Carroll 
With a mantra to “always enjoy the ride,” Alison Carroll is one lady who’s 
not afraid of adventure. From her Philadelphia roots to the high desert of 
California, Alison’s culinary career is both enviable and varied. With her passion 
for food and bohemian spirit, it is no surprise Alison’s latest project, Wonder 
Valley, co-founded with her husband, Jay, defies definition. With the release 
of their first product, an exceptional extra virgin olive oil made from a special 
blend of Taggiasca, Ascolano and Arbequina olives, we chat with Alison about 
her love of food, all things olive oil and her favorite culinary discoveries.
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As someone with a clear and natural talent for cooking, 
can you tell us where your passion for food comes from?

I grew up around my Italian family in Philadelphia—big 
family dinners piled into way too small of kitchens, around 
Anisette-making uncles (Italian moonshine), and around 
people who sincerely applauded my ability to come back for 
second and third servings. Really, I got into food for the love 
of big, loud dinner parties. It’s the part of cooking I love the 
most—bringing people together. 

Having built an enviable and varied career in the 
culinary industry, can you tell us about the road you 
traveled to get to where you are now? 

I’ve worn a lot of hats, that’s for sure—from jam maker,  
food buyer, butcher’s apprentice, photographer and stylist to 
marketing director for the California Olive Oil Council. I gave 
myself the opportunity to explore and just trusted that if  
I followed my passions, it would lead somewhere. 

Your love for travel and adventure is evident. Can you 
share some of your favorite culinary discoveries?

When Jay and I first started dating, I was working in a 
kitchen in Barcelona and he was traveling the world creating 
brand concepts for Levis. Every date was a new country. It 
was an incredibly exciting and romantic time filled with 
amazing food. There was a bullfighter bar, Anca Curro, in 
the sleepy Spanish town of Tarifa, where we ate grilled pork 
and drank cold Andalusian sherry. There were the mint teas 
and lamb tagines at the Kasbah Bab Ourika, in Morocco’s 
snowcapped Atlas Mountains. When you’re traveling, food 
can be extraordinary and magical—even a popsicle can be 
unforgettable. Our summertime Carroll family tradition 
is grilled Maine lobsters and Cocchi Americanos on Bailey 
Island in the Casco Bay. 

With your experience working with the California Olive 
Oil Council, can you explain the difference between the 
classifications? 

“Extra virgin” is the highest qualification an olive oil can 
receive—it means that it is free of defects and made of fresh, 
undamaged fruit. There are 11 major defects an olive oil can 
have, from the time it is an olive on a tree to oil in a bottle. 
These defects each have a distinct aroma or taste that a 
trained taster can identify. 

“Virgin” olive oils have the presence of some defects, below 
that is ordinary olive oils, and below that “lampante” olive oils 
(Italian for “lamp oil”) and olive oil with a full spectrum of 
problems, unfit for consumption. 

You are particularly passionate about olive oils 
produced in California. Can you explain what is so 
unique about these varieties?

The history of olive oil production goes back thousands of 
years, but here in California, it’s a relatively young industry 
only about 20 years old. California growers are not confined 
by any old-world traditions, which allowed for a lot of 
experimentation in olive varieties planted, the methods for 
harvesting and milling, and how to blend the oil—resulting  
in some outstanding olive oils. 

Can you give us some tips for selecting a good olive oil?

Only buy oil in a non-transparent bottle or container, like a 
dark glass or tin; even the best olive oil will become rancid 
from exposure to light.

Look for a harvest or pressing date. Olive oil has roughly an 
18-month shelf life from the time it is made. An expiration 
date is arbitrary, as it doesn’t tell you how old the oil is.

Read the fine print on the bottle to find out its origins.  
If multiple countries are listed, it is a blend of multiple  
oils with no real traceability to its quality or age.

Buy in season. In California, the olives are harvested and 
milled from late October to December and that fresh olive  
oil is ready typically by January or February.
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Recently you and your husband, Jay, released your first 
product under the Wonder Valley brand—a beautiful 
extra virgin olive oil. Can you tell us about the process 
and how you selected the variety of olives you used for 
this first release?

The first olive oil I fell for is a type called Ascolano–it’s 
made with a gigantic Italian table olive traditionally grown 
to brine and cure. The size and water content make it 
rather tricky to extract the oil, but a handful of Californian 
producers experimented with it and pressed it for oil. The oil 
is incredibility unique, with notes of apricots and pine trees. 
When we started, we knew this would be the backbone of our 
Wonder Valley blend. 

Taggiasca is another olive we use which has hints of tomato 
leaf. Lastly, we blend in an Arbequina, which is very mild 
and buttery, and adds a great balance to the oil. The fruit is 
harvested on the greener side, not fully ripe, which creates 
an olive oil with a bit more kick to it. It was milled within 
hours of harvest to ensure the fruit is fresh and undamaged. 
That peppery feeling you get in the back of your throat 
marks the presence of polyphenols, the powerful fountain-of-
youth-like antioxidant that gives olive oil all of its incredible 
health benefits. 

Your packaging is so unique. Was it important for you 
to create something that was beautiful as well as 
functional?

The goal was to create something beautiful, simple and 
functional, and in a vessel that could be reused. We had a 
lot of fun putting this together, playing with different bottle 
shapes and working with our friends on components. The 
bottle is a matte black glass which blocks out the light and 
extends the shelf life of the oil. The labels are letterpressed 
with our siren and applied by hand. The tops are made of 
wood and natural cork. We kept the words “extra virgin”  
off the front, as those words aren’t regulated, and are often 
misused and misunderstood. We want to focus on the 
product: an exceptional California olive oil. 

Can you explain the significance of the name Wonder 
Valley?

Wonder Valley is a region of the California desert lying 30 
miles east of Joshua Tree. The landscape is beautiful and 
harsh; the homestead cabins are sparse and sun battered. 
It’s a place where diverse walks of life—artists and outsiders, 
recluses and rock climbers, marines and motorbikers—

converge to inhabit the uninhabitable and, in effect, create a 
place that is unlike any other. There’s room out here—to think, 
build, create. It’s the perfect blank canvas. For us, that feeling 
of the infinite space has allowed for infinite inspiration.  

You describe Wonder Valley as being “one person’s 
prison and another’s paradise.” Can you explain  
this to us?

In Wonder Valley, there are some people that are there 
because they love it and are drawn to its wild expansive 
beauty, and there are others there because that’s where they 
ended up and can’t escape it. There’s a fine line on one’s 
perspective of Wonder Valley. That tension and duality  
is interesting to us.

You recently held a supper in the high desert.  
Can you tell us about it? 

The inspiration for this supper came from a trip Jay and  
I took to Cuba once, eating most of our meals in paladares 
(the private restaurants operating out of family homes, living 
rooms, garages … usually with a grandma in the back doing 
all the cooking, while daughters and cousins ran the dishes 
out). It was an amazing way to eat. We took the improvised, 
casual way of dining in a home-turned-restaurant setting to 
the high desert to celebrate the launch of our olive oil.

Our supper was in the place that inspired the brand: the 
Wonder Valley compound of our friend, artist Jack Pierson. 
We had the supper in Jack’s studio—a stripped-down, 
plywood-clad cabin on the property, with nothing but 
electricity and running water. Zach Jarrett, the chef at Sqirl 
and a great mentor, came out to cook for our friends: a mix 
of high desert and LA-based artists, writers and creative 
types. We created a simple cinder-block fire pit to grill quails 
marinated in bay laurel, and ate Aleppo pepper and olive  
oil over salads of cucumber, celery leaf and date relish.  
The drinks were cold, and the olive oil abundant. 

What is next for Alison Carroll and Wonder Valley?

We’re packing for a ten-week cross-country road trip with  
our dog, Lefty. We’re looking for new inspiration and new 
people to work with on new ideas, all which place equal 
importance on the things we consume and the objects we 
surround ourselves with. I’ve always found the best way  
to stay inspired is to keep moving, say yes, and most  
importantly, enjoy the ride. N
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