2

12 20.07.02

Sally Brown
and daughter
Elena are made
o feel like part
of the family In
‘an 18th-century
manor house

In Tuscany

ome

hesis et & H e b s
of grand oounkry hames

rmwited enteraining people
o stay for weekend parties
[Meose whio staped on, some-
tmes for wiatks at a thme,
wWere Known A8 “holse poeste” Food,
accommcdation, and entertalnment wene
all prowvided: all that was asked in retam
wits Teal the puest was pooad com peiny.

These days, most of us enjoy a bess
oommplex reElationship with our holidsy
providers — we pay for it, they supply
it. But, in a comer of rarsl Tuscany, a
British couple s giving the traditional
houge poest concept & successiil
mocer spin.

The house in question is Villa Pia, an
18th-century manos house sef in fve
acres of box-hedged gardens and vine-
varde near the village of Lippiann on
the Tescan T mbcian border, The villas
is home to Morag Cleland, her pariner
Eevin Begley and their thoee hilingual
children. In the summer months, Villa
Flacan accommodate up 1o 17 other
guest fumilics.

Wilks Pin gsests eat, aocinlize and relax
together and with the host family. They

alon &b v tavalinmer with #arh ather
every night. [1e & holiday kdea that either
fils wou with dread or delizhe.

As a lone porent, Villa Pia scemed 1o
offer my family the perieet combination
of inlependenos and company. [ had
visions of sifting with other adukts on the
terrace, qualing beer while Elena, 1E1y
34 vear old, ran wild with a pack of
other kids in the gardens. As pn insur-
ance policy, [ persuaded my (reml Kxbe
and ber too yearobd, Marika, to come
along, too

Wie mel wp wilh oar Bine cir at
Balogna Forli airport, for the 1%4-hoar
drive Lo Villa Pla, which turned eut
o e on the hair-radsing -85, a lormye-
lsden dual carrageway that cuts
thiough the mountain valleys, 506t ap
in the air on concrete pillars.

hMacag and Kevin never afverticos
Villa Pla, but it's 5o popular that [n
peak seazon only a thind of all holiday
requests can be fulfilled. It's easy (o see
why. Perched on a hillside beneath o
L year-nld castello, the villa has
views acroas the valley to church-
topped hillsides beyond. There are two
swimming pools, a log swing, trampo=

lime mnad twn children's nlay areas. Thnes
home-cooked meals a day are available
plus all the wine, beer, water, juice and
espresso oifloe you and vour offspring
cam drink, The beglrohmes are huge and
cool, with high, hand-painbed ceilings,
En-suite hathnooms Al §é-in inducing
woidlen shytters

Eest of all, in trae lRalian stvle,
evervihing amnd evervone at Villa Fia s
incredibly child friendly. [t's not just
all the play equipment, or the fact that
evervens elie there has kida. Its almiost
et B the ot of Ttadinn staff, who dote
dally on the resbident children, set a
precedent that results in e swdol lot of
IEB..IT“L-'C']'HI'I.! bonding in the guests.

Then there's that house party set-up
Lotee it or boath 18, it's certainky an expe-
rience. During the day, familics tend to
stick together and do thelr owm thing,
bt al dpim an ewrly meal is served
for all the children. Onee the kids are
asleen, the adults 4t down (ke goests
on 6 19308 ocean Hoer) to & full-blown
fovir=coairse dinnéer, This sounds ke a
good idea but in practice, it sometimes
g0l quite wearing. As someone who
doesn't get out a lot, 1 found three-

Wild in thi couniry
o « Villla Pia offors

rpur dinner parties every night quite
a chnllenges But | stsck to it, mot least,
Ispcause the fosd witss unibselicvalble.
Sourcsd locally and prepared by staff

from the village, exch of the enormdauns
and plentiful courses wns delicious
Highlsghts teendes] bnssal (raies,
unitranslatable Tascan fish and tradl-
tHonal sdeeia (ahoart for focaccia) bread
coakedd on a griddie on an open flre In

| the kitchen. Best of all was local cook

| Beppe's handmade pasta. Vegrtarians

Forsm = P
f——— [ i

I+ ¥ Gatting thore: Vila Pia's reares
airporis ane Flomncs [1he, Fori (1 Yhe]
Broiogna (Fhs), Pith and Roma (Zihrs)
Fyanair (0870 1569568, ryanair.com) flles
Cenraind to Foudl brom D54 rebam, Sutos
Abmoad (08T00 867 THE, car-hire-italy
Jcom) ofers a wesk's cal hir from £158
Fikgh seasaon, collected from Fodll srpot,
= Whare 1o sty Villa Pia,

06010, Lippiano, Itahy (el +075 850
2027 villapia com) Unkl AugusE 30, o
wank’s il board cosis 500 per adult
and £210 pﬂrﬂﬂﬂi“*ﬂ‘mlm
unclar-25 froa; mic-esason adults D450,
children £160; low season sdults T350,
chebdeen E106.

Sarmat, Londion W iH BAY (030-F4061254)
Coumdry coxde: 00 38

Filight e Stamited-Fadl 2 1 Smin
Tirna dSarance: + 1hr.

£1= 1.50 suroa.

wreren't beet catered for, but lockily

1 Tuadd jusst staried eating fish for the
| first timne in 18 years. On the other hand, |
everyihing was so pure that my long-
standing dodigy stomach cleared up
completely after just a fiew days. Aller-
gies have also boen known to disappear
on & Villa Pia diet.

As gucsts came and went during owr
stay, the dynarmies of our dinner tahle,
and of the wille as a wlsee, sulitly
changed. Eevin and Morag (who,
perhaps significantly, both wsed 1o Hve
in a therapeuthe community for young
peapbe] wers alwayd comaommate, if
| inguisitive, hosts who generally bowed
ot after the coffee. When a dry-witted
London doctor and his down-to-earth
narthermn wife arrived, comverzsation
really took off. But perhaps that was
partly the effect of the endless supply
of rosso and biares from the villas own
vineyards — the grapes for which are
handpicked each year by the same gest
family from Teesskde, apparently,

(One evening, Morag palled ot some
letters written by a spirilualist mediam
im 1905 that she'd found in the villa's
aftle when they moved in. The antic
turnedd aul to e full of virteally
untouched trunks, photos, skl
uniforms and love letters, all beElonging
tothe Andreind famiby who owned Villa
Pia for generations, Some of the people
in the old =epia photos that now grace
e walla of the dining room wen= gven
| recagmised by villagers as thelr long:
| diead relatives.
| This zort of layered history is typical
[ of Tuscany. Home in the 4+th century

BC to the mysterious Etruscans, in the

middle ages it became a baile ground

for the powerful hill-top city towns
that still typily the reglon. Cradle of the

| take back England while conducting a
| wery long, and largely incomprehensible
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Renaissance and birthplace of many of
its most important artists, Tuscany s
besen the essential stop on the Grand
Touwr from the 18th ceniury onwards.

Froa Vilia Pia, you can explore the cul-
twrel tressunes of Florence or Skena, But
with children, we decided smaller hops,
interspersed with for cream, were more
practical, Dur favourite day trip was 2
seenic, hakr-pin bend climb to 51 Francis
hilltop retreat of La Verna. Despite being
canght in our shorts by the mountalnoas
chill amd a downpoir, we all enjoyed
peering into 5t Prancis” cave and watch-
ing the chanting monks parcde past the
beautiful frescos while trying mol to
srrvibe &t the kKidls.

in pearby Arrezzo, we saaked up
spring sunshine In pavement cafies,
shopped for hcal cerambes and gaped at
local lsd Flero della Francesca’s frescoes
in echoing ancient churches. The high-
light of the holiday for me was a tradi-
tinnal ald bread shop on the main corse
wieere an ehierly lady with bottbe-end
glasees served Ebena with biscofti o

conversation with me.

Then there was the day we walked in
the hills, in geanch of the abandoned
village, taking the “white nodd ™ stome
tracks — perfect for pushing reluctant |
walkers in thedr buggies. We also fell in i
love with the *undiscovered™ fortified
town of Anghiar where we bought local |
alive ail and wing,

Theres no doad that Villa Fia s an
ilyllic spot and, if you get fucley with the
people, the ouse party set-up can b
a good laugh. By the end of our stay, |
the kids had definitely started to form |
themsebves into o pack. How, If we Just
could have stayed one more week | ..



