
W e were in good company. Only the
week before, actors Goldie Hawn
and Kurt Russell had driven down
the long gravelly driveway, donned

a couple of pinnies, rolled up their sleeves and
gone to work kneading and rolling pasta at Villa
Delia, a hotel and cookery school just outside of
Pisa. In previous years, the Welsh singer Tom
Jones and the late Pavarotti had been known to
pop into the award-winning 75-acre estate,
owned by the Tuscan chef Umberto Menghi, and
whip up such cucina povera (local food) as
sage-butter ravioli, pesto, ragu, lasagna,
lemon-and-herb roasted chicken and biscotti.

Whether or not you normally excel at cooking,
nothing felt too ambitious in Menghi’s
high-octane, marble-and-stainless-steel kitchen; in
fact, our group, comprising three men and five
women, ranged from nascent – and reluctant –
cooks to a professional chef. Guidance for any
tricky bit, thankfully, was always close at hand.
“Obviously food is really important to Tuscans –
it’s who we are,” explains Menghi, 62, by way of
introduction. “When people are here, they get to
feel, see, touch the real Tuscany, and that’s what
they take away.”

What we also took away was a feeling that,
although the 17th-century villa has 24 rooms with
a potential for 50 guests (you don’t have to enrol
at the cookery school to stay here), it felt as if we
were very much hanging out with Tuscan relatives
who had opened up their family home to us.

Menghi, the author of seven cookery books on
Italian cuisine, runs the hotel with his sister,
Marietta, and brother-in-law, Silvano; the only
other house you can see on the horizon is the
home of another sister. The family has
authentically restored the ochre-coloured country
estate, named after Menghi’s late mother, over
the past 15 years.

Understandably, food dominated our five-day

stay. Our group luxuriated over long lunches and
dinners held around large round tables in one of
the many courtyards filled with an outside stove
for pizzas and bright ceramic plates on the walls.

We feasted on many of the foods we had
made, as well as veal, risotto, gnocchi with
gorgonzola sauce, and tiramisu, and breakfasted
at one long communal table on cakes, cereals,
eggs, toast, and what felt like the world’s largest
cappuccino. We took tours of the vineyard,
originally bought from an estate in Sicily, paid
homage to the vast wine barrels in the cavernous
cellars underneath the villa, and, at night,
glimpsed but mainly heard the odd wild boar
distantly grunting and roaming around the estate
that holds court on the brow of a hill.

The villa, however, also served up plenty of
ways to work off those calories. Past the gnarly
olive groves, lemon and persimmon or ‘fruit of
the gods’ trees, there’s a to-dive-for
swimming-pool surrounded by deck chairs and
marble statues. To the side of the villa, down old
cypress tree-lined steps, lies a tennis court, and
peppered all around the estate are tracks for
walking, jogging and mountain biking (the bikes
are also supplied).

Our day in the kitchen usually started at around
nine and lasted a few hours. Almost all of the
ingredients we were using so freely, of course,
had been freshly plucked seconds before straight
out of the villa’s garden cornucopia a few yards
away: from nepitella (a minty Tuscan herb) and
basilico ligure (basil) to cavolo verza (cabbage)
and pomodori (tomatoes – or ‘golden apples’).

“It’s a simple philosophy,” explains Menghi,
rubbing his stomach, “happy tummy, happy
mind. There is no need to reinvent food, you
prepare food in the season. The food gives you
happiness and energy.”

Many of the ingredients were enthusiastically –
and knowledgeably – dissected. Grabbing a

bunch of pepperocino (a type of Tuscan chilli), for
example, Menghi dramatically touched his chest
to explain how it warms us, awakes the glands
and sharpens our taste. The basil’s turn was next,
with the chef tearing it apart for us all to smell,
the sweet aroma filling the room. For the
pasta-making, Menghi urged us not to hurry
mixing the flour into the eggs (“you have to add
in the love”) or rolling it through the pasta
machine. For the Tuscan beans, he talked about
the necessity of a two-day commitment for
soaking them properly and cooking them
to perfection.

“What I want people to do is to really respect
the ingredients,” enthused Menghi with a slight
Cockney accent, a hangover of time in
restaurants in London, including The Savoy and
Hilton, and on the South Coast during the 60s.
“To bring out all the flavours rather than destroy
them by over-boiling or whatever.”

The afternoons were spent either dozing in
much-needed siestas or trips to local sites: within
easy reach of the villa are Volterra, an Etruscan
village, Florence, Siena and Pontedara, home to
the Vespa factory. With Giacomo Puccini’s
birthplace just miles away as well as the home of
Andrea Bocelli, opera is also at the heart of Villa

Delia. Fully expect to hear an uplifting Nessun
Dorma or a clip from La Boheme swirl in the
evening air around the estate; indeed, once a year
it ties in a special cookery course in harmony with
the Puccini festival held in an open-air theatre by
Lake Massaciuccoli nearby in Torre del Lago. This
year is the event’s 55th anniversary and the villa’s
special celebration will be held over the first 10
days of August.

With all the attention to detail and such
wonderful inspiration, do not be surprised if a stay
at Villa Delia shakes up your culinary habits: on
my return home, I went straight out and bought a
pasta machine, a sieve for making gnocchi – oh,
and a crate of Chianti!

Fancy a holiday that combines a
passion and relaxation? Then
pack your pinny and head to the
Villa Delia cookery school nestling
in the hills just outside of Pisa
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Travel facts
Lucy Hyslop was a guest of Umberto
Menghi’s at his Villa Delia cookery school
and hotel. Rooms cost from approx £175
(190 Euro) per night including breakfast.
Cooking school packages, which include
deluxe accommodation, all meals,
cooking classes, and excursions, cost
from approximately £2,094 (2270 Euro)
for four days.

The Annual Puccini Festival Celebration
at Villa Delia runs from August 4 - 13.

For more information on Villa Delia,
log on to www.hotelvilladelia.com

~ “It’s a simple philosophy,”
chef Umberto Menghi

explains to the class.
“Happy tummy,

happy mind”


