FLORENCE &
THE CUCINA

Hunting, horticulture - and Hix: at an idyllic Florentine garden supper the
acclaimed chef prepares a feast for an evening orchestrated by an expat
fixer who’s both a crack shot and a champion of sustainability. Bill Knott
reports on a new, intimate, tailormade Tuscan trip

t is the quintessential English garden, an
Arcadian idyll of gently landscaped lawns,
straggling paths, venerable cedar trees,
statuary and even a 21m-high folly. On a
pleasantly mild evening in late summer,
the doors to one of the garden’s many
greenhouses are flung open; just inside, the table is set
elegantly for dinner.
Outside, as the sun starts to set, the barbecue’s coals
smoulder more brightly. Tending the makeshift outdoor
stove is Mark Hix (pictured below), the Dorset-born
champion of regional British cuisine, with several
cookery books and a clutch of restaurants to his name:
nothing unusual about that, you might think – Hix is a
veteran of food festivals from Aldeburgh to Abergavenny
– but we are neither in England nor the countryside. We
are in the middle of Florence.
When the French writer Stendhal visited Florence
in 1817, he was famously so overcome by the beauty

of the city’s art treasures – especially those at the Basilica
di Santa Croce – that he collapsed from dizziness and
heart palpitations. “Stendhal syndrome”, as it is now
known, is said to affect hundreds of visitors to the city
each year.
Had he only managed to struggle over the Ponte Vecchio
and through one of the gates that lead to the Giardino
Torrigiani, he would have found himself in a serene sanctuary, its high walls shielding his eyes from Florence’s
unsettling beauty. At nearly 17 acres, it is the largest
privately owned garden within city boundaries in Europe;
laid out in its present form by the Marquis Pietro Torrigiani
a few years before Stendhal’s visit, it is a glittering emerald in Florence’s opulent crown.
And it is still a family affair. The Marquis Vanni Torrigiani
Malaspina and his wife, Marchesa Susanna, live in a part
of the premises, Serre Torrigiani, that is not normally open

