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HAVING EXPLORED ITALY’S

FAMOUS CITIES, PENELOPE
GREEN EMBARKS ON A RURAL
RETREAT TO DISCOVER THE
APPEAL OF A FARM HOLIDAY

i if
." }’
/ /

_‘ . { —_— ',1 / / = .‘I 3 l,,.__A ‘_-'; ' g "r } ‘\‘ — ‘\ |”.

p f / ) J ) o \

/ / \ / / / / J I, / / / J \ /
/ J f f f J J L f I 4 |
/ / | l / / / / / / / / / / [/ \ /

f / I / / / ,” / ',/‘ / / / / / / J ,‘
| / /.‘ [ [/ / -y /A o / / \
\ | / /| { / / /../ 7/ f [ /71 [ / / / \
4 \ J/ / S S / Vd ey, | |
TS AT v /(S \
X ~ . g g™ \ N\ > | / \ - - L J \ /
— - - - - R — - ‘_l
/ \'- Ao

Country comfo ~— —

/ [\ J / /

- — - — I“ Y" ’ — - - "/ \"’

> = - - o e > - R o~ \ o 1 ~ T ’ N\ £ y
) F 5 N o T J - ” \ — ’ J
4 /| | / ."( 1/ - f / / \ / - ,/ /
/ J \ J / J J I / 4 | ] “' 'v / /
I' ',: - f / / ‘/ / | ," | | | / / /
[ ] | / / | | f / / / [ | A
\ \ >\ /‘ / [ \ / /" / / f [ //
\ AN / / [ \ \ / A | f [ S/
g | J \ < : / J
. ' AL / N / / \
/
/
/
/
/

t’s a personal touch that no hotel could equal. Owner
Lucia Pinclli has insisted on meeting us at one of
Paciano's two cafes to steer us to our final destination,
She leads us along dirt roads, past fush hills and rows
of olive trees, and through wooden security gates,
Our next greeting comes from Hector, a chocolate
labrador, closely tailed by Lucia’s husband Sandro.
So begins our short break at 11 Fontanaro, an organic farm and
boutique agriturismo in Umbria, located on the outskirts of
Paciano, a pretty 13th-century village perched on the gentle slopes
overlooking Lake Trasimeno. “There are few places where you
find serenity, explore medieval hill towns, Etruscan art, artefacts
and historic cities and enjoy great food and extraordinarily
welcoming hosts,” promises 1l Fontanaro's website.

Italy boastsso many cities heaving with culture that sometimes,
despite best intentions, it’s casy to forget what draws many of
us here in the first place: a slower-paced, hedonistic lifestyle
featuring fabulous food and inimitable hospitality. Agricultural

tourism — in essence, farm holidays - is a concept that sprouted

here in the late 1960s and became part of national legislation in
1985. While similar schemes exist in the US and Spain, no other
country has pieneered it like Italy. Scattered across the country

there are about 17,000 agriturismi,
Not to be confused with a bed and breakfast, an agriturismo
is @ licensed farm that draws its main income from agriculture.
By letting farmers offer hospitality, however, it is hoped regional
products will be promoted, abandoned rural buildings reused
and, with a bit of luck, farmers’ incomes beefed up,
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Naturally, the type of operation varies depending on region
and farming practices, but many agriturismi offer recreational
and cultural pursuits, from horse riding and fruit picking to wine
tasting and cooking classes. An agriturismo must adhere 1o strict
legislation; for example, if it purveys food and drink it must offer
products largely made from home-grown produce.

To find out what all the fuss is about Voi Tuti leapt at an
invitation from the Pinellis to try life on the farm. Shortly after
we've parked the car, our bags are carried to Leccino, the name
of both an olive varicty typical to Umbria and our cottage for
two. The décor is rustic but elegant, with touches of impeccable
personal taste (antique furniture, Persian rugs, a log furnace,
Bavarian china and beautiful linen) and all the mod cons (wi-fi,
cable television, CD player, dishwasher). There is a small library of
English literature and guidebooks, while on the wooden kitchen
table is a bowl of orchard fruit and a basket of goodies including,
a bottle of 1l Fontanaro's organic extra-virgin olive oil (L'Olio,
the national olive-oil guide, gives it four out of five olive drops), i
jar of the farm’s honey and Lucia’s quince jam. All the products
are organically grown, with the Pinellis committed to doing their
part for the environment: they compost and recycle all organic
materials for fertiliser without using chemicals, use rainwater for
irrigation and get most of their electricity from solar power.

Lucia and Sandro offer all guests a welcome aperitivo but,
as Lucia explains, they often cook impromptu meals for those
whose company they enjoy most. It might be carly in the piece
but we're the only guests for the weekend and it’s lunchtime so
we are invited in for a meal. Over lunch Lucio and Sandro tell
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how they bought the run-down farm in the mid-70s, during the
so-called anni di plombe, or years of lead, when political turmoil
and terrorist attacks spread fear across the country,

“We had just got married and we wanted a tranquil place we
could go to if something happened - we were genuinely worried,”
says Lucia, a retired Alitalia flight attendant, who met Sandro,
then an executive of the airline, in Zambia.

“Land gives you security,” adds Sandro. “You can live in a
nice flat in Sydney or Rome but you still have o go out to the
shops for supplies. Here you have everything at your fingertips.”

At first, Lucia bought a small plot of land for her husband
near 11 Fontanaro, and they hired a man to harvest the olive
trees. But they soon decided to invest in the Tl Fontanaro site,
complete with a few run-down buildings, for €5000.

“I guess [ am returning to my family roots,” says Lucia, who
was raised in Rome but whose family has links to Paciano from
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1600 - her paternal grandfather was a doctor in the town but his
love for animals drove him to become the local vet, too.

The couple restored the main house — where a dozen cows
once roamed downstairs and a family slept upstairs - and at first
used it as a weekend retreat from their home base of Rome. But
when their two children, Alina and Giovanni, left home they
decided to develop 1l Fontanaro into a deluxe agriturismo.

Today, on the original property, the couple rent out two
restored cottages, while more recently they opened three
apartments at Tartagli, a second property just minutes away, All
have the same beautiful interiors as our own cottage and both
estates have infinity-edge swimming pools and lush gardens, The
absolute serenity that envelopes them is matched only by the
fresh country air 1 can’t help but stop and inhale deeply cvery
now and then, accustomed as I am to Vespa and traffic smog in
my own ltalian home town.

After lunch, we take a walk around the house. Lucia’s love
for the garden is evident in the landscaped greenery, brimming
with roses and herbs, even saffron (it features later at dinner in
a scrumptious risotto). In a small greenhouse there is everything
from a lime tree 10 a coffee plant, while beyond the farm’s

“THE GREAT RICHNESS FOR
US IS THAT WE GET TO MEET
VERY NICE PEOPLE,” SAYS
SANDRO. “IT’S LIKE TRAVELLING
WITHOUT LEAVING HOME”

boundaries all I can see are rows of olive trees, We follow Lucia
and Sandro down a slight incline to find beehives from which they
extract honey each August. Guests often give the couple a hand
to harvest the honey, while in November gloves are given out to
anyone who wishes to pick olives — the Pinellis own around 30
hectares, seven of which are planted with olive trees. The couple
maintain they make little if any profit: the costs of running the
farm are just covered by carnings from the sale of oil and honey
and the income from their cottage rentals (weekly fees range
from €960 1o €2400),

“In this industry one doesn’t become rich,” underfines Lucia,
a qualified oil sommelier who runs courses for her guests upon
request, “But the job satisfaction is huge, so too the quality of life.
And that’s & value that we transmitted to our Kids. It's important
to pass on love and respect for the carth.”

“The great richness for us is that we get to meet very nice
people,” adds Sandro, for his part a master wine sommelier,
who runs wine-tasting classes at the estate. “It's like travelling
without leaving home.”

While both continue to work in Rome from Tuesday to
Friday — Sandro is 4 media executive, and Lucia has various
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