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Seats of learning don't come any more stylish than Casa McQueens in
the idyllic ltalian countryside, where you can hone your floristry skills,
perfect your home-made pasta, or just sit back and enjoy the good life
rort CAROLINE ATKING Phatographs SIMON BROLM
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Learn a multitude of
skills from London
designers at the top

of their class
By Karen Smak

wiell
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= pypewriters. Uipstirs, che (magtly tein) bedraoms have
artique memdframed bach, wosden-shuttered windows,
bazhrooen with ool marble surfaces. and indvidual iouchas
such a3 washitands topped with antique mirreoes

But &'s all designed for praczicalicy, rot 34 3 maieum, 10
the uprtairs poest kitchen & equipbed with & dacreet
fiat-screen TV x5 well 213 buge rustic fireplace. The rmain
liwing roonm, corrmerted from the high-windowed 1abis
Btk bayored the main house, ha comfarable soft, 8 plano
=nd a football mble. and the centrepasces of the “ichool’
kitchen is o slesk top-ol-the-range steel cooker — becuuse
food is just &1 Impartant ad Bowers in che MeQuesns
mxpariance. This it a region of working farmland and
wonderful food [Wva never a2t 3 duck or chicien that k't
home-reared,’ ingists Ercole) and wine (the house has i
o small vineyard, and is stravegically potinoned bereesn
thees wine-grawing vilages), so pare of the joy of itaring
B i e chance o learn from e localy and take back a
real undersianding of i riches

In fact, you can leaen aa much, or as liode, as you wans =
sbown more or less anything you wart, because the idea of
tha henite is to provide mdor-mads helidays. 5o Fou can
build in & shopping crip oo cha mediseval coastal toem of
Senigaliia, oo a wisit 1o the mountaing o the 2szonishingly
beauaiful cryssaing caves at Frasassi, s well &y receive

you B ETFTIUEER A0

Lt vhe poed has Dertantic views af ife bill

willages .

Opposite frem top ledt Ercole serves the wine
wehile hin shiter Emanesis = Cann MoGusens’ (eok
and hoagskesper - prapures frach saglisteis, to
bt ierved in the convivial dising roam; you toa
coult ereEF U9 beastilul bouguern the

fedture sntiqus ghtsiron beds and
linens and Blankats

This page, chociwie rom top: & reem with & siew
of slfve groves knd vinepards 3 dewnatsles carrar
with writing desk snd old-Tashioned typewvites
ons of the elagant bathrooms sinsated off ssch
bedroam, faal rnarble sink unity and cag
metsl larches g ke doors; Brools makes &
sabeition from the wine ellar

expert witkon In sything from food and flestitry o
yatrening or yoga. But you woe't really want o tike mach
tirrms off when learning i a3 entertaicing a this, wanching
Ercode assemble perfect bouguets with a few deft ficky of
aiers. begonias and pee green hydrangeas from cha lecal
market (plus sunfiowers during jure and early uly, when the
figlcds are full &f thermn). And you 't watch his sister make
freth taglatefie from locul fowr snd crange-yollked sppt
withour wanting te bave 2 go yourself, or eat her brodetta
i pesce della cott fan amatingly rich soup made from

13 varietied of fish and seafocd) without finding out exactly
herw o rrake it or cste the lecal wines withaut askdeg
endless guestiora about the grapes and the scil and why

it Fas that wonderful peach Bavour,

50 you might as well resign yourself to going back 1o
#chael, 30d just malke the most ol your surroundings. Here,
the vegetable garden slopea dovn inco the valley, thae e
trees are laden with peary, pluma. daces and cherried. and
the view from tha pacd it 2 horizon topped with church
i, while mufticoloursd falds wmble down from the
ridge and fiald inco ane anather like ingrediancs in 3 mixing
bowl. This is a5 desirable as school can ger
@ Cova MoCueens i 0 F0uminute drive frem Anscong aicport
For mane information, viit www.cosamegueent. com or
cell 020 7251 5505
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TheObserver |

Flower power comes to Italy

A stylish new retreat in Le Marche is offering courses in floristry and a taste of traditional country life. Rupert Mellor report:

renle! Ercolel Ercolel” The
smile thar's usually o perma-
nent fixture an the face of
Frcobe Muroni alips slightly, as
1 wipes sweat from his forehead witha
iy bl ARl ey Bife, § oved my name.
tecently, | start to change my mind.
voroni catches his breath bebween
yatering the 284 plants he has bedded in

s weekend and briefing two electri-

dnns, ngardener and a pood man, “Eroole,
where does this goi™ “Ercobe, how do we
o thist™ Ercale this, Ercole that he sighs,
il rolls s eyes. *T adore this place, but 1
wan hordly remember o day when there
weren't a million decisions tomake, 1 ean't
walt fior it to be finished!”

Ercole’s usual job Is at McQuecns, the
+hic florist in Clerkenwell, Londan,
hich he and business partner Kally
illis estahlished in 1990, It has beoome
he de riguenr dresser of Vanity Fair's
ependary post-Cscars parties and regu-
ar supplier 1o luvvies inchuding
Jwyneth Pattrow and Graham Norton, [
niet i last autumn in the Le Marche
segion of eastern central aly where he
prew up, ba he was overseeing finishing
Epupches b his firm's Ingest venture, Casa
MeQueons. Three years ago he bought o
ruined 1th-century farmhouse 20 mibes
from Ancomea, and o painstaking, eovi-
renmenially-conscious transformation
begnn. Last week, itopened as a venue
for courses in florisry, cookery, art amd
yoga, or to be let a8 o holiday home to
gronsps of up to 15,

A plimpse of a sinpler, genitler way of
lific is the experience MeQueens sims o
offer, and from the mighty, recycled oak
beams to the suthentic coloars of the
gesso-finished walls, the casa is g serenc
celebration of regional trwditions. Iis
seven airy bedrooms have nrge, iron
beds, same with antigue bedlinen, the
unused wedding present of anold lady
from a neighbouring village. The large
livings space fentures cominrtable sofas,
card tables, an ol piano and o rore, arig-
inal table foothall sce won by a momnth-
T charm affensive from the owner of
a loeal bar, Concessions to Jlst-century
hizury include s modern therapy space,
ull cool, conerete lines and waterfall-
stybe shotwers, o jasmine-fringed, eight-
person lacuzzi and Ill-ﬁnhflm with
wviews over rolling furmiand w fields
change colour cach month with the
ripening of successive crops of arti-
chiskes, wild asparagus, tomatoes and
sunflowers. Apple, pens, olive, prine,
apricot ami cherry trees are planted in
thie casa’s grounds, [ragrant rosémary
bushes s bay trees line the stone foot-
patles, and among the vines growing here
s thve Frngudn, mamed for the strawberry
flavour af its grapes,

‘Everybody tobd us we were s, savs
Morani, "We made our lves extremely
difficult by inslsting on original every-
thing. Now they all come and see. My
mother and oy ot are here all the time.
They think it s paradise; just ns hinses
were when they were young jgirks”

‘Breale? In the doarwny, on apron-
glad Mamma Moroni and her sister-in-
Lirw Mz stund Eaden with bégs of fruit,
vegetables, egs and herbs harvested

My mother and
aunt think it is
paradise; it is just
as houses were
when they were

young girls

the way and swifily dominate the huge
kitchen, Flipping up the lid of o tradi-
tional pastn maker, Clauding gees o work
on wht, after hours of labour, will be
sheets af pastn so fine they're all but

From peasant classics such as
taglictelle af pisellito sensonal delicacios
like ralshit in porchetta, Clanding and
Marisa ane suthorithes on the wrea’s rus-
i culsine: terrain and sail here vary so
much that local specialities change every
10 e, Thie finest ingreglients are guar-
ke by thiir fifelong lmowdedjee of the
shops ond markets, and the same
twinkly-eyed flirtations with supplicrs
which secure access to reserved stock
andd the add courtesy it

Whille local people may tut good-
humouredly at recent media claims to

gweare pnd prowd of their culturad her-  number of picturesgue places within a
inajre, and grocious when visitors take  short drive have wisteris-shaded squares
interest. Tenditionally a hard-working,  unchinged for decades, plus priceless
Jeft-wing region, ita landscope punetu-  findssuch s the spit-and-sawdus back-

Ty monuments to those who died  room restaurant of the grocer on the
fighting Mussolini, Le Marche hes  road o ebedens Ostrense.

rumained grasifyingly un-nternational, | Theres o a chariing anoiialy or -
t it (i Chstrense's Mo

Yot there are world-class tourist
attractions - the spectacular, cathedral-
Tikis limestone cove network ot Frassssi, * chat, smoke and sip cappuccino as they
the pilgrimage sive of Loreto with s have for theres nooffee bar
Famous blavk Madonnn, and the seven- seralght out of London's too-coal-for-
miile Spingggia di Velluo (Velvet Beachiat  schioal Sharediteh district, staffed by a
Senignlbin, which adds & young, sexy  youngwoman in two-tone metallic eye-
edgpe to the town's mix of historic streels
iy bears il elegant boutigues.

Dt undique riches lie in the immasy
late, unspoilt angd arts-rich hill wwwna
The Rennkssance hub of Urbino and th
spectacularly fortified Corinaldo an
among the more Fimous names, batam

ESSENTIALS
Casa MeCuesns (000 7251 5505
Wi Casamnuesrt com) 5 avallable
1o hot all i from E?.C_ﬂ:l awidk (for

by (1 Belvedlere

and cookeny
17 june. ot £1.5002 e, whhikchyincludes

el

" pavesd town hall sguare, where old boys

shadow, clashing Eighties Day-Gilo
prints and three cohabiting hairstyles.
Back ot the casa, nombers for lunch
have swallen to 10 as friends and rela-
tives have dropped by, to muck in, or just
cinn As Moroni helps. the two
jirel to servd, he revenls thie mantra
kﬁlﬂﬁ_&qmmﬂmtwm
Harse's bzt days of preparations. ‘Tt's
inspired by alr sewardpsses. They can
smyibe through anything! As he helps me
1o o plate of fried courpette flowers, he
flashes udazeling Steplord Wike special.
“Chicken or beef! Tea or coffect”
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the no.1 magazine for lovers of all things italian

HEN AN 18-YEAR-OLD Ercole
Moroni kissed his family good-
bye in the tiny hilltown of
Castellaro with London in his sights, he
never imagined the droumstances in which
he would ane day be coming home. Yet 22
years later McCueens, the London-based
florist which he set up with business partner
Kally Ellis in 1991, has a client list including
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Gucci, Hamrods and  Knighesbriclge's
Berkeley Hotel, delivers 1o the homes
of Gwyneth Paltrow, Graham Morton
and Isabella Blow and has for the last
ten years dressed Vanity Fair's lege-
ndary post-Chscars parties at Morton’s
restaurant in Hollywood

From June 17th, Ercole will be
sharing his skills on his old stomping
grounds, at Casa MoQueens, an
impeccably restored  19th-century
farmhouse just outside the cute
medieval town of Belvedere Ostrenze,
whose launch this vear as a luxury
holiday home for hire marks a new
departure for his company. There, ably
supported by his mother Claudina
and aunt Marisa on gastronomic
duties, he will teach guests how 1o
bring a designer eye to armngements
for the huge communal dining table.
bouquets for thelr bedrooms and
posies using the freshest seasonal
goodies from local flower markets and the
casd’s own grounds,

Back 10 17°5 Former Gromry
Siting on s own hillock in the area of Le
Marche which the l4th-century poet Geooo
d'Ascoll described as 41 bel paese de N dole
colli* (the beautiful country of gentle hills),
the casa was a sorry sight when Ercole and

May 2006
Bd.63
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Kally, initially looking for 4 summer retreat
for Kally's family, first found it An 18-month,
painstaking restoration followed, wsing adi-
tional and where possible recycled materials,
The vast oak roof beams were stripped down
and put back in place. walls were finished
in old-fashioned gesso, and replacement
220-year-old pramelle tiles were sourced from
a defunct local disco. Discovering that
bullders relaying an old stone footpath had
repaired 4 hole where a rambling rose had
grown, Ercole ordered the offending slab be
rebroken, and jewel-red roses once again
climb the adjacent wall.

Ercole’s hands-on role in the house's
transformation offered him plenty of oppar-
tunity to rebond with his close, large family,
nearly all of whom still live locally. Cousins,
siblings, uncles and aunts wok on duthes
from wiring 1o painting to gardening while
Ercole’s mother Claudina and her sister-in-
law and constant companion Marisa bustled
into the kitchen most momings, laden with
bags of vegetables, egpes and herbs from their
own gardens to cook up nistic specialities for
the day's workforoe.

FineEsT Orcanic Propuce
Mow the two signore, who are absolute
authorities on Le Marche's rich culinary tradi
tions, from simple fried courgette flowers 1o
brovletto o lanconetana, a speciality made from

MALES COLTTELT OF CASA MCOURIR
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Shared delight of our ftalian second home

Business partners Kally Ellis and Ercole Moroni reveal how they managed to
stay friends during the trials of buying a joint property. Lesley Gillilan reports

hen Kally
Ellis frst set
on the
ﬂ-demﬂﬂ
Italian farm- |
howse she now knows as
Casza Mc(Queens, she knew it
wis the place for her. =1 had
seen several pro 5 OVer
one weekend.” she recalls. =1
didn't like any of them, and [
was getting despondent.™ |

Then, at the end of the last |
duy, she was guided downa |
dirt track a few miles from
Belvedere Dstrense, &
medieval hill-town in the Ls
Marche region, and saw on
the hillside below a barn-like |
stone house set in o
patchwark of rollk [
farmland dotted with fruit
and olive trees. “] took one
look at it and thougitt, yes, |
this is the one.”

Fortunately her partner |
Ercole Moroni agreed with
her, because this was a jolnt
purchaze, And alihough their
relationship is stricth
business (Ellis and
ure the two halves of
celebrated London florist |
MeQueens), the Italian house
had 1o be “the one” for both |
buyers. I

“Everything Ercole and |

jorond

For sale in le

g;}':s Lit mn thu.t;ﬂmiddln.
-fifty,” Eally explains,
“Mi t has the last say: we

have to agree on every deteil” | way of funding

The purchase of Casa
MeQueens was, in essence, a

kitchens, gardens and & pool.
And when you split the costs
in two, it could be the perfoct
a second
home. Whether in ltaly,
Francs, Cornwall or Daorset,

business venture. Completed | sharing the cast of a property
last year, it is marketed as a | with frends or family sounds
;lﬂ_u:;injrlilas[tgr]cét:lﬁg‘tr;; like good economie sense,
ering residentia try | especially at today’s prices.
and cookery courses hosted Buldnesltwﬁin
Ercole and his mother practice? How cloge
uding, and available as o | relationships w survive a
holiday let. It also provides co-operative cholee of colour
its pwners with a retreat of schemes and bed-linen - let
their nnnlim i
But ned partner i
harve 1nk;n on this large NDb‘Ody has
country house as a 3
of Toresi ey might not |
bave oot a ol | have to agree
Bought for €180,000 il"
(€130.000) m 3002, the hause | ON) EVEY dietall
itself wasn't expensive, but
Itz Imnsfonwgmmlfmm E]ﬁ;giminm abaut
MeQuesns b ir budget ot splitting tax and
sky-high. “We nalvely electricity bdlgs
thi t that if we spent Judging by the McCueens
another £120,000 we'd have a | experience, this journey
fantastic home," wouldnt suit everyone. The
In the end, the réne first hurdle, choosing the
cost nearly E500,000. location, was easy. Moroni
Nonetheless, Ellis and was born in Le Marche; by
Moroni have got & lot of caincidence, Kally used to
house for their money — holiday in the province as a
seven bedrooms, three child, “This part of Italy has

Marche

Gardeﬁinq

[ ything you could want,”

,?h:lgays. “'i:'.lhe food is

fantastic, the weather s

ﬁ::m, the countryside is
utiful. But more

im v, it meant

something o both of us”

It certainky helps if at least
one partnér is n local. Kally
wonders how they would
have managed without
Ercole's contacts, They
|| didn’t, for exarnple, need an
estate agent becruse his
family and friends just “put
E&hm;m her

i
pa:ﬁl'lier was better equipped
| to umraved his native
| pountry’s red tape and deal
|| with architects and builders.
Both partners, however,

had an equal share in the
|| poin of waiting (planning
|| permission for the
rencvation took a year) and
both had to shoulder the
worry of spiralling costs.

They discovered, for
example, thet the
foundations had to be
reinforced to comply with
legal requirements on
commerdeal properties. As
the costs rose, there were
moments, Kally admits,
when they had to =k each

other: “What have we done?™

The was
oL e
upstairs living space above &
vast barn, When Kally and
Ercole bought it, the living
quarters wepe basie but
hehitahle, but downstairs
was still only fit for animals.

It was a daunting project
but, once again, Ellis and
Morond were in complele
:ﬁrmem about how they

culd proceed. *We both
wanted to rve the
nature of the house, its spirit
and integrity,” says Kally.
“We bo on @ rustic
farmhouse style, with simple
antique furmiture and a few
modern comiors,”

The whole “labour of love®™
took nearly three years and,
e , Casa MeQueens®
joint owners agreed on nearly
every detail = *Though I'm
not keen on that plano,” Kally
admits, narrowing her eyes
at an upright in the corner,

For anyone thinking of
mizking a joint purchese like
Eally and Ercole, it i= vital 1o
draw up a contract stating

who owns I;hl:Th
pro , saiys Robin Thomas
of Sﬁurg& Planrkur. “It's
Importan! to treal it &5 a
business,” he wamns,

Experts also advise joint
second-home buyers to go

for a pro which is
a]rl:m?y mmed =th
avolding the renovation
blems which cavsed such
eartache ot Casa McQueens,
So would Kally consider a
| similar projeet with friends?
| ™A business partner, yes,”
| | she says, “but frends? A
¥ | recips for disaster i you
choze the wrong people.”

| CoasaMcCusens sieaps 18 and costs
frorm £2,450 e el Flower and
COOHBNY COLEREE coat 01,500 par
parson, Call (20 7251 5505 o vis
W CRBETICOr AW, DO,

L

Flower power Kally and Ercole gt Casa MoCusens, fog, whers theay run fladstry courssas or just




outdoor lifestyle with less effort ‘and more appeal. Whether

your lodgings are a yurt, tipi, VW or Cath Kidson tent, this

guide will tell you how to do it in e

style. With comments from Cool

Carnp-_er-s-smh--asziodiéﬁiﬂﬂdﬁhﬂ o ”’n‘,;“;;f:;*;-:;:m ot 1 Ky

Alice Temperley, a guide to the
most unusual camping sites and
music festivals, gorgeous
recipes, and the best campsite
playlists — this is one for the
shopping basket .

Renowned international florists
McQueens have opened a luxury
lifestyle retreat in the medieval hill-town
of Belvedere, in Le Marche, Italy. Casa
McQueens is where Ercole Moroni, the
creative director of the florists was
born and raised; and the former farm-
house has now been lovingly restored
to retain most of the original features.
Casa McQueens will be holding a
Flower & Cookery Course from 17 June to 24 June where partici-
pants will be thought to create authentic Italian dishes by the
women of Le Marche preparing recipes which have been handed
down from generation to generation using organic produce from
the gardens. While Ercole himself will be teaching participants
how to make stunning floral arrangements. Other activities include
sightseeing, tastings in local wineries and farms, and of course,
some obligatory sunning by the infinity pool with a chilled
Verdicchio! €1,500 per person includes all meals and excursions.
See www.casamcqueens.com for details.
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