Dream Trips

SCHOOL
IN ITALY

P

GETTING THERE Fly
nonstop from U.S.
hubs to Rome and
then take a 1.5-hour
rail trip on Trenitalia
to Santa Maria
Novella in Florence
(airfare from $669,
train from $127).
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WHEN TO GO
Toscana Mia offers
classes year-round,
except the week
before Christmas.
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BOOKING OPTIONS
Half-day courses
start at $202 per
person for a four-
hour session. If you
choose to stay at
the villa and take
classes for five
days, the cost (for
lodging, meals, five
classes, transfers,
two guided tours,
and more) adds up
to $447 per person
per night. welcome
tuscany.com.

BY SARA MORROW

A WEEK AFTER I finished college, I was seated
in the kitchen of a 13th-century villa in Chianti,
wearing a crisp white apron. I was with my
mother and three aunts, and we were learning
how to crank the handle on a pasta machine
just so to make perfect, thin sheets for ravioli.
An open window overlooked the Tuscan hills,
and we were sipping Chianti before noon.

For the five of us, getting here had been a
months-long quest. As a graduation gift, my
mom, Debi, and aunts Sally, Kathy, and Patti
chipped in for an all-girls trip to Italy. We're
Norwegian, and perhaps in a backlash against
smoked fish and boiled potatoes, we'd long
shared a love of nearly everything on the
Italian menu. The highlight of the stay was to
be two classes at Toscana Mia, a school run by
Paola and Simonetta de’Mari, sisters in their
50s, out of their family’s Florence apartment
and estate in the town of Gaiole in Chianti.
The de’Maris offer a number of options—
from joining a one-day class in Florence to
staying in the Tuscan villa, on four acres of
vineyards and olive groves, and cooking non-
stop. We signed up for two classes—one in
Florence, one in Chianti—that would book-
end our visit. We’d flown in from four states,
and finally, here we were, rocking a mezzaluna
over a pile of fresh basil. We had arrived.
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Podere le Rose, the Tuscan villa where Paola
and Simonetta de’'Mari host Toscana Mia

My contribution to planning the trip was a bit of
Florentine expertise (drawn from a few months spent
studying in the city). My companions had all been to
Florence before, and we longed to return—if for no other
reason than to eat. I'd searched hard for the best cooking
school around. The sisters and their setup at Toscana
Mia reminded me of Strega Nona, a beloved book from
my childhood about a grandmotherly sorceress who
conjures pasta from a magical pot by blowing three
kisses at it. Like Strega Nona, I envisioned Paola and
Simonetta creating stunning meals from the simplest
ingredients and dispensing Italian culinary secrets
straight from the source.

But before getting our hands dirty, we had to work
up an appetite. We'd rented a well-priced two-bedroom
apartment near Florence’s Duomo. The rooms facing
north had views of the massive cathedral. Our balcony,
facing south, overlooked terra-cotta-tiled roofs fading
into the hillside beyond the Boboli Gardens. We ate our
way through the city—Caprese salads, wood-oven Mar-
gherita pizzas, scoop after scoop of gelato. We even tried
cold tripe salad—when in Rome, right?

Forthe first class, at our request, we were going to learn
to make gnocchi from scratch. That’s one of the great
things about Paola and Simonetta. You tell them what
you'd like to learn (within reason), and they’ll accommo-
date, mixing and matching recipes passed down through
their family. Their father, Luigi, an army general, hails
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