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For Nicoletta Gallo and her eternal friendship.
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You may have the universe if I may have Italy.

—GIUSEPPE VERDI, COMPOSER
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INTRODUCTION


True story. I live in a town that is made of the stuff of fairy tales. There are castles perched atop the hills, stone farmhouses with neat little gardens, carefully planted vineyards and orchards rolling through the valleys, all surrounded in the distance by snowy Alps. But this is not a town of fantasy. Quite the contrary. Honest, sensible, and industrious people live here. They are extraordinarily handsome and generous, but they are humble, hardworking, and just as real as you or I.

The town is Monforte, nestled among the ridges and valleys of Piemonte in Northern Italy, a couple of hours’ drive from the cities of Milan and Turin. Piemonte has begun to be discovered by Europeans as a food and wine destination in the last decade or two, but Americans are much less familiar with it, traveling instead to Tuscany and maybe Umbria, when seeking a holiday outside of Italy’s beautiful but bustling big cities. Monforte is still very much a small town, and the surrounding countryside feels absolutely pastoral and tranquil. I live with my husband a few miles from Monforte’s main piazza in the little commune of Roddino, in a centuries-old farmhouse that we are restoring. Taking this wonderful stone structure apart, virtually stone by stone, and putting it back together to transform it into a home for us, our family, and friends, has been our job, and our passion, for the last few years. And every step of the way, this community has sustained us. We began this adventure not knowing a word of Italian or having any idea of the various laws and protocols that we would encounter, yet the people of Monforte and Piemonte have supported and helped us, each in their own way.

Tucked up into the northwest corner of Italy, in the knee of the “boot,” Piemonte borders both France and Switzerland and is surrounded on three sides by the Alps; hence the name, Piemonte, or “foot of the mountains.”
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Monforte and neighboring Roddino are in an area of Piemonte called the Langhe. Its name means “tongues” and refers to the miles and miles of ridgelines that crisscross the landscape. The roads that run along the ridgelines make for sweepingly scenic driving, in every season. Piemonte stretches south to just a few miles north of the Ligurian Sea, which means the location does not only promise a lovely climate; it also means that on any given day we can visit the snowy mountains or the azure sea and sandy beaches, in just over an hour. Like Camelot, this land is abundant, welcoming, romantic, and beautiful beyond words.

Please come with me on my journey from a busy, modern American life, to an enchanted one in Italy, where every moment, every bite, and every relationship is meant to be enjoyed and dreams really do come true.
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CHAPTER ONE


It was Wednesday. Gemma Boeri, proprietor of Osteria Da Gemma, and a select cadre of neighbors were making the hundreds, maybe thousands, of ravioli needed for the restaurant that week, as they always do. At eight thirty on a frosty February morning, there was already a buzz of activity in the room set aside for pasta making. I stood in the doorway, hesitating, unsure of where to go.

Gemma was rolling out the eggy yellow pasta dough into sheets longer than her arm, feeding them back into the roller over and over until she was satisfied that the thickness was perfect for her ravioli del plin. A dozen women and two men were gathered around various tables, all deeply immersed in the business of plin making, taking the sheets from her and transforming them into perfect little morsels. The Michelin-recognized Osteria Da Gemma is the town of Roddino’s greatest treasure, and the pasta is one excellent reason why.

Gemma looked up, caught my eye, and smiled. She welcomed me, an interested observer, into her restaurant, wiping her hands on her apron and offering me a chair to sit and watch, although I was the youngest person in the room and the only one not standing. All the others were hard at work bent over the tables. In turn, each one smiled at me, but their chatter was in the Piemontese dialect, not the Dante’s Italian that I had been studying, so I was hopelessly lost trying to follow their conversations. From time to time, someone addressed me directly in traditional Italian, which I appreciated greatly. Gemma offered me a piece of apple torte, still warm from the oven. She always seems happiest when she is offering someone something delicious to eat.

Gemma went back to rolling out the dough, while the women took the sheets of pasta and placed them on lightly floured wooden tables. Using a large spoon and small knife, they expertly scooped out tiny mounds of filling and placed them on the dough in rows, folding the pasta over like a blanket to seal them. Then they cut them into long, thin strips that looked like bumpy snakes and set them aside. Finally, the two men cut the strips apart into individual ravioli. I thought it was unfair that only the men got to do all the cutting. The women told me it was the only task they allowed the men to do.

Plin actually means “pinch” in the Piemontese dialect, and it is in fact that characteristic little pinch that separates these raviolis from all others on Earth. It is also what makes them so incredibly delicious, because in addition to holding in the filling nice and snug, the pinch forms little pockets all around the outside that cradle the ragu or melted butter with sage and Parmesan. The filling is a satisfying combination of cooked greens and vegetables, some roasted veal, maybe rabbit and pork, and a bit of Parmesan. The pasta dough that wraps around the filling is the kind you will find only in Piemonte, a lovely deep yellow that comes from the abundance of egg yolks in the recipe. The eggs here have nut-colored shells and are often harvested just days before they are used, but it is their bright reddish yolk that gives them such a decadently rich flavor.

What struck me most this morning was the lively energy in the room emanating from a group of mostly gray-haired, retired folks. There was talking, teasing, and joking, but they were also appropriately serious about the work at hand. One of the older ladies was at a table at the back of the room by herself, and I was told she was La Maestra, the best of all of them. Her plin were indeed little works of art, perfectly formed and symmetrical, and she moved swiftly. She blushed when she was proclaimed La Maestra, but she did not deny it.

Another one of the women, in pearls and a leopard print sweater, told me she was the oldest one here. When I told her I didn’t believe her, she said, yes, in fact she had just turned eighty-eight three days ago. I am pretty sure she was not the only octogenarian in the group. And every one of them was so kind to me. As busy as they were, each was happy to explain something, or show me their technique, and all were pleased to pose for any picture I wanted.

One of the ladies, around my age, asked me if I wanted to try my hand at it. I was honored to be asked, so of course I accepted, then painfully, slowly proceeded to make a few dozen frumpy, awkward little pouches. They had all made it look so easy. It wasn’t.

As the morning progressed, with the laughter, the goodwill, and the warmth, I grew to realize that what makes Gemma so special isn’t just the magic she forges from some flour, eggs (as extraordinary as they were), bits of meat, and vegetables. Her osteria is held together by love and pride and caring. She and her restaurant keep the little commune of Roddino thriving. On any given night, you will find one or two people, often alone, perhaps elderly, eating dinner at Da Gemma with her compliments, as her guest, completely free of charge. It may be the only hot meal they have all day.

Then, toward the end of my visit, I discovered something more, something that I had never known. As we were enjoying a coffee, Gemma told me how fortunate she felt to have friends like these, who come every Wednesday and work for hours to make the pasta for her osteria. In fact, she confided, these people do not work for money. They work here for the joy of it, for the pride they take in the finished product, and for the camaraderie. “They work here because they love me,” she admitted. And none of them seemed to think this was out of the ordinary. It is what friends do. It is what builds a community, and in the end, a culture, one that sets Roddino, Monforte. and the Langhe apart from any place else that I have ever been. It is hard to imagine, in these divisive times, such pure kindness and generosity being the norm. While Americans are quick to help others in times of crisis, I feel like business as usual is often self-centered, focused on profit. I know that in my career I had been guilty of putting most of my energy into my company’s accomplishments and the rewards that they brought. And I do not think I was alone. It is only very recently that American companies and individuals have begun to recognize the power of simply helping one another, with no quid pro quo. The business model of Osteria Da Gemma has always been like this.
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It is what I truly love about this region, this town.

That and, well, the pasta.
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CHAPTER TWO


Like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole, I chanced upon this land at the end of March, five years ago. My husband, Kim, and I were on vacation, our honeymoon, actually, and spring in Europe was not yet fully awake. We had spent one idyllic week drinking in the beauty and grandeur of Beaune, in Southern France, resplendent with wines and the opulence of French food. Now it was time to set off on the second half of our trip and head to the little town of Monforte in Italy’s Piemonte region.

For the first few hours, still driving through France, the weather was mild and the scenery calming. But as we crossed over into Italy, the roads became mostly frantic, confusing freeways, nondescript highways that could have existed anywhere. The sky dulled and developing clouds hung low, colorless against the flat landscape. An early spring storm was threatening, the hours dragged on, and I began to worry about what lay ahead.

Since I was the one who had lived and traveled in Europe for my job, it naturally fell to me to find the places for my new husband and me to stay. I had chosen the Hotel Villa Beccaris, based solely on the website of the travel writer Karen Brown, who has always managed to uncover for me little inns with charm, style, and character. Villa Beccaris looked to have all of those traits. There were not many photographs, but in the ones I did see, the property appeared splendid. Still, I knew nothing about the town, or much about the region; I picked it simply because visiting Italy sounded appealing, and this part of it was convenient to Geneva, where our trip began and would end. I could have just as easily thrown a dart at a map. Looking at our surroundings now, it occurred to me that I had not spent nearly enough time planning this part of our trip and a growing sense of dread began to gnaw at me. Perhaps I had made a big mistake; perhaps we would find ourselves in some dreary town with nothing to see or do. What an inauspicious end to our honeymoon that would be.

It was late afternoon and our GPS told us we were still an hour from Monforte when the gathering gloom turned to an icy rain. The unremarkable countryside on the outskirts of Turin looked monotonous, mostly industrial, and the silence in the car was broken only by the flip-flap of the windshield wipers. I began to notice a change in the terrain as we entered the area of Piemonte called the Langhe. Here, Italy became more agricultural. The factories and roadside bars were replaced by farms and stone houses; towns and church steeples began to crown the hilltops. But while the flat lands had become undulating and more interesting, the fog and rain obscured much of what we could see and, frankly, negotiating the winding roads required all of our attention.

Finally, with evening setting in, we left the main highway, made the turn up a long road, and saw the sign for Monforte. We climbed the twisting road for a few miles, ever upward. As soon as we leveled off and pulled into the town square, the GPS had us turn a sharp left up an impossibly narrow cobblestone street. This couldn’t be right, I was thinking. Barely able to maneuver the tight turns, we went forward and back, up the steep hill, around and behind the town, teetering along the slick, muddy road. I had visions of us stranded on this lonely roadside all night.

At last, we saw a faded sign pointing to Hotel Villa Beccaris. Pulling off the uneven road onto a paved driveway and twisting around another few turns, we found ourselves facing the hotel entrance. The hotel appeared deserted. I stepped carefully out of the car onto the slippery pavers, found my way through the rain to reception, and there, waiting behind the desk, was the loveliest young woman.

“Buongiorno?” I said timidly, using nearly all of my Italian, and using it, by the way, incorrectly.

“Signora Boyle?” she asked, smiling. “Buona sera. You are here! Welcome to Villa Beccaris. Your room is ready for you. We have upgraded you to our nicest one. I hope you like it.”

Even in English, I was speechless. How did she know my name? Why were we upgraded? And wow, was she pretty.

Her name was Monica, and I walked her outside to introduce her to my husband who had just managed to unfold his long body and climb out of the little rental car. As tired as he was, he looked down at Monica and smiled, and I could see he was as charmed as I was. Between the three of us, we assembled our suitcases, parked the car properly, and made our way through the courtyard and up the old, gracious, marble stairs to room 205.

The room had a high, domed ceiling painted with frescoes, two sets of French doors facing the gardens and pool, and two more windows facing south, each draped in rich blues and golds. There was a separate section in the back of the room to stash our luggage, clothes, and belongings. The room was furnished in Italian antiques, velvet chairs, and a wonderfully comfortable bed dressed in Frette linens. The bathroom was small, but chic, in white marble, and appointed with everything we could possibly need. I decided that even if the town proved to be uninspiring, I would be perfectly happy in this room for the next five days.

We unpacked, settled in, and started to unwind from the long drive. Soon feeling refreshed and somewhat cheered, we began to think about dinner. We dressed up a bit then went downstairs to reception to ask Monica if we could dine in the hotel. She explained that they serve breakfast and a light lunch, but unfortunately not dinner. We asked if she could then recommend somewhere nearby, a small restaurant where we could enjoy something simple and light.

“Actually, today is Tuesday so the town of Monforte is closed, which means most of the restaurants are closed, too. But there is one in town that is open, and I can reserve a table for you. Ristorante Da Felicin. It is down the hill, just a few kilometers away. You could walk.”

This answer was a little confusing. Do entire towns close here? On Tuesdays? Would someone really walk down, much less back up that steep hill, in this weather? I looked out the door at the freezing rain and the slippery cobblestone streets. “All right. Thank you. But with this rain and my shoes . . . is there a taxi?”

“Yes, there is,” she replied, “but he is in Milan.”

This answer also stopped me for a minute. There was just one taxi? And how did she know where he was? Then she smiled her amazing smile, and said, “It is OK. I have my car. I will take you.” She took her keys, locked up the hotel, brought her car around, and drove us to the restaurant.

When we arrived at Da Felicin, a sprawling, elegant albergo with white tablecloths, chandeliers, art, and flowers everywhere, we were the only ones in the restaurant. The chef and owner, Nino, came out to greet us in very good English, welcoming us as if we were old friends. He began by leading us down a marble stairway and gave us a tour of the wine cellar, which boasted an extensive collection of old Barolos and Barberas, as well as newer vintages, all from the Langhe region. Next, he led us up to the dining room, sat us at a table near the window, and asked us if we wanted a menu, or could he just bring us selections from the kitchen? If we like the dish, we eat it. If not, he would bring us something else, and so on until we were full. He asked us just to inform him of any food allergies or aversions, and he would do the rest.

Kim is a far bolder epicure than I am and readily agreed to try whatever Nino chose for him. I asked for something light, and the chef seemed pleased with both challenges. We ordered both a dry white wine and a delicious local red, and Nino brought us each different dishes and different courses for the next two hours. I had a beautiful salad with fresh, briny olive oil and a squirt of lemon, and a nicely roasted fish dressed with more olive oil, pine nuts, and a few briny olives. My husband devoured a series of antipasti and a plate of carne cruda, a kind of a veal carpaccio that we have since learned is a part of any proper Piemontese menu. When Kim finally announced that all he possibly still had room for was a small plate of pasta, the chef returned with a beautiful dish of tagliatelle, which he named “Pasta Frigorifero. Pasta . . . with everything from the refrigerator on top!” I can only imagine what his refrigerator looked like compared to mine, because it was superb. The pasta was a rich saffron color, and tossed with a deep red tomato sauce, mellowed with both ground veal and pork. Between the wine, the setting, the amazing food, and the ambience, it was one of the most pleasant dinners I have ever eaten, and certainly one I will remember for a lifetime.

Over coffee, just as we were wondering how we would possibly get back up the hill to the hotel, Nino appeared with his car keys and proclaimed that he would drive us back to Hotel Villa Beccaris. After all, he had promised Monica that he would. On the ride home, my husband asked Nino if he could recommend somewhere we could go to taste the local wines. He immediately gave us the name of his friend Silvano Bolmida, who has a winery on the outskirts of Monforte, so we thanked him for that and, of course, for such a memorable evening.

That night, the pillows and sheets were so perfect, I was so comfortably full, and the night was so completely quiet that I slept like I hadn’t slept since I was a young girl. In the early morning, still in a floating, dreamy state, I smelled the aroma of chocolate cake wafting up from the kitchen below us. It was enough to awaken some of my senses, but not enough to wake me, so I smiled and fell back to sleep for another hour. When I was finally ready to get out of bed, Kim remained curled up like a hibernating bear. I saw from our window that a light snow had fallen in the night, and was clinging to the grass and trees, but the streets were clear. In fact, the sky was a bright blue, so I quietly dressed in my walking shoes and down jacket and went downstairs for a cup of tea and my morning walk.

The warm chocolate torte had been placed on the table in the breakfast room, along with platters of other breakfast foods, but I decided to work up an appetite first. I finished my tea, then set out with great curiosity and a bounce to my step. The morning was new and freshly washed after the storm of the day before.

I went out through the old courtyard to the street and began walking down the hill. It was not nearly as foreboding as it had been the night before. I saw an ancient church and a lovely medieval town to the right, tumbling down the hill like stone and tile building blocks, a soft terra-cotta color in the morning light. Beyond the rooftops were rolling hills and fields of neat, snow-covered vineyards as far as the eye could see. Then something stopped me short. What was that in the distance? There were high craggy mountains piled with snow, just on the horizon. I was stunned. Could those be the Alps? I had no idea we were so near the Alps, much less surrounded by them. The vista in the crisp morning air literally took my breath away. I ran back into the hotel to wake up Kim and tell him. This morning was too beautiful to sleep through.

We made our way to the breakfast room, the Limonaia, a graceful structure made of iron and glass on all sides, including the roof. It is perched on a cliff on the far northern part of the hotel and looks out over the valleys from Monforte to Barolo and beyond. Little tables were placed all around the edges, so the effect was a bit like sitting in a bird’s nest overlooking the world. The view was spectacular, and as I stood looking out the windows at the little farms and homes and wineries in the distance, I thought about the people who lived there. What a wonderful morning they must be having. What wonderful mornings they must have every day, drinking their coffee surrounded by the vineyards and the Alps and beautiful hazelnut orchards, which to them must seem so familiar and normal, but to me seemed slightly ethereal. I let myself fantasize for a moment that I was waking up in a home like that, a home of my own, in this magical part of Italy. Having allowed that image to burn into my brain, it was not an easy one to forget.

Meanwhile, and more pressingly, the breakfast was before me in all its glory. Calling to me from a long table in the center of the room were platters of various cheeses of different shapes, sizes, and colors, along with prosciuttos and ham, bowls of fresh yogurts, jams, honey, and rolls and breads, both sweet and savory, all for guests to help themselves. There were piles of pink and green apples, a chopped fruit salad, dried figs and apricots, nuts, cornflakes and house-made granola, sugared croissants, biscotti, rustic crumbles, and fancy tortes, including the chocolate one whose aroma I had already enjoyed. There was a giant pitcher of blood orange juice, deep red and sweet, and apple and grapefruit juices, as well. On one end was a rolling toaster contraption and a giant steaming pot of water with a timer that let you boil your own egg to your exact liking, or the chef would make you any other egg dish you could think of. All of this was presented on a white tablecloth, with silver serving dishes and fresh flowers.

Overwhelmed, I carried my little plate back and forth browsing the temptations, until a waiter in a smart black-and-white uniform asked for my beverage order: coffee, espresso, or any other kind of beverage I might want. It wasn’t until I had finally filled my plate and sat down at our table that I realized we were the only guests in the hotel. This extravagant feast was just for the two of us.

And, as it turned out, the magnificent feast that is Monforte, the Langhe, and Piemonte was only beginning.
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***Torta al Cioccolato Villa Beccaris***

3 cups flour

2 cups sugar

3 tablespoons cocoa powder

1 teaspoon salt

1½ tablespoons “lievito” (dry yeast) or baking powder

3 eggs

⅔ cup plain yogurt, whole

1 cup milk, whole or 2 percent

½ cup sunflower oil

8 ounces semisweet or dark chocolate mini-chips

Grease two round 8” or 9” cake pans and line with parchment paper. Preheat oven to 325 degrees Fahrenheit.

Measure the flour, sugar, cocoa powder, salt, and dry yeast or baking powder into a large bowl, and stir with a fork to combine. In another bowl, add the eggs, yogurt, milk, and oil and beat well with a large whisk. Pour the liquid mixture gently into the dry ingredients and whisk well.

Spread the chocolate chips into a thin layer at the bottom of each baking pan. Then, using a measuring cup, pour equal amounts of the batter into each pan.
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Bake at 325° F for 40 to 45 minutes or until a toothpick inserted into the center of each cake comes out clean. Let cool in the pan for 10 to 15 minutes. Then, placing a cookie sheet on top of the cake, quickly and carefully invert the cake pan upside down, and tap it to ensure that the cake falls out in one piece. Peel off the parchment paper from the bottom of the cake, then carefully invert the cake again onto your serving platter so that the melted chocolate is once again at the bottom of the cake. Sprinkle the top with powdered sugar if desired. Excellent when served warm or at room temperature with a dollop of whipped cream.
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CHAPTER THREE


Sliding deeper and deeper into this wonderland, I gave myself over to the charms of this decidedly different world, and in the next few days, Monforte and the Langhe began to engulf me.

The cobblestones in the piazza were pleasantly rough underfoot as we strolled from the cafe to the market, and back to the cafe, studying the various pastas and pastries for sale, and marveling at the medieval architecture soaring above in the old town. There were few tourists and we heard almost no English, pantomiming our needs and wishes to the amusement of the locals as we shopped. Then, at lunch, we received a text message from our new friend Nino confirming that he had organized a tour and tasting for us at Silvano Bolmida’s vineyard for later that afternoon.

Maybe it was the weather, cool and romantic, maybe it was the gently rolling landscape filled with vineyards as far as the eye could see, or maybe it was the liquid ambrosia itself, but wine tasting here was unlike anything I had ever experienced before.

The tasting was to begin at three o’clock. We pulled into the driveway of the vineyard on time, but were greeted only by two growling, barking dogs. Everything felt off; perhaps we had the wrong address. There were no signs, no cellars or tasting rooms to be seen, no other cars and no reception at all. So we sat in the car, the German shepherd drooling hungrily at me through my car window, and wondered what to do.

Then, from out of the mist in the vineyard, appeared a handsome, curly-haired man, graying at the temples, in dark blue jeans and a thick fleece jacket, striding toward us. There were clumps of mud still clinging to his boots from the fields and he was smiling from ear to ear. At his whistle, the two dogs backed away and curled up peacefully on the lawn.

I rolled down my window as he leaned in and said, “Welcome! You are here to taste wine, yes?”

“Sì, per favore!” I answered, using the final three words I knew in Italian.

He shook my hand enthusiastically. “By the way, I am Silvano.”

He invited us into the old barn, which, as it turned out, housed a cozy tasting room and fronted his many barrels of freshly picked grape juice, happily fermenting its way to becoming wine.

“We will taste. But first, we relax. Would you like a coffee? A cigarette?” I politely declined, my husband took a coffee, and Silvano enjoyed both. He chatted amiably, in formidable English, asking about us, about where we were from, and how we were enjoying our visit. He then began to talk about his family, his vineyards, and his philosophy on making wine. There were no other tourists; it was just the three of us.

After a very agreeable half an hour, he said, “And now, let’s taste!”

He led us up some narrow, wooden stairs into what had been the hayloft, and showed us his many barrels of wine. He told us he had studied nearby at the renowned Alba wine school, Scuola Enologica di Alba, even later teaching there, and had learned much about the science of winemaking. He explained how, through his own experimentation, he was discovering how to age his wine in oak long enough to get the rich flavor, but not so long that the tannins overwhelm the fruit.

Next, he brought out a wine thief, a long tube that allows him to reach into the various barrels and to taste the fermenting juices. Then he climbed up a ladder and opened the cap on the top of one of the casks. He slid the probe into the wine, siphoned it up, and poured each of us a taste of last year’s vintage, right from the cask. It was intensely sweet and not yet wine-like, but far more interesting than grape juice. This was the juice of the famed Nebbiolo grapes that were growing right on the hillside above his farm, and all around the Langhe. As we sipped, Silvano explained what made Nebbiolo grapes so special. Nebbiolo grapes, if grown in precisely the right region, then aged for at least thirty-six months, twenty-four months of that in wood, and if their juice then passes a myriad of tests by officials representing the Denominazione di Origine Controllata e Garantita (DOCG), can earn the right to become a Barolo wine. And once the
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