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If Puglia | S the ~
new Tuscany, .
where are all

the Brit

Ish?

| The threatened invasion from our shores hasn't
' materialised so far. Adrian Mourby visits a new
hotel that could persuade us to make the journey

omething happened in
Puglia. Or rather it didn't.
Six years ago, the advent of
cheap UK iights to Bari and
Brindisi generated head-
Imes. This remote southern cormer
of Ttaly was about tobecome the new
Chiantishire - or so we were told.
The large woman in the very small
| bikini resding her paperback below
the castle of Monogoli is unaware of |
this, for the beach is empty. The old
men who spend all morning talking
im the park cutside Locorotundo aren't
much aware of a British invasion
edther. The young men looking for
peirls and selling DVTs bedow the lghit-
hionzse in Torne Canne are walting oo,

Lifie has continwed in I"lEIl:I much
= it has for 2,000 years. The coast is
hot and flat and only good for olives.

| The higher grounc, abhove Fasawoand
Conversano, is lush and gently
undulating, its escarpments dotted
with small walled clties bulging with
owveraized basilicas, Everyone witha
fleet has invaded Pugha. Greeks,
Romans, Byzantines, NMormans, Span-
ish, Venetians, even the Enights of St
John and the Dukes of Athens. The
British invasion has proved quieter
than most, Planes towch down daily
at Brindisi and Bari but the barbar-
lan hordes have not materinlised,

Drjc welcome reaction to this

influix has been the ereation
of an upmarket gated resort near the
archeological nma.hu:nfuld Egnoeria
This Greco-Roman port on Puglia’s
Adriatic coast was destroyed and
abandoned in the 10th century as
everyone withdrew to the one ade-
quatu:]y fortified local settlement,
Monapoli. Last month, the Melpig-
rana family - owners of some of the
local masserias, or fortified block-
ke farmbwmmses - 1:]"1.“1.'{.deth
star hotel complex in Egnazia cater-
kng for up to 500 tourists in rooems,
villas and a self-contained village

| known as Borgo Egnazia.

Aldo Mc!pu'p,n;mu JL-le,I'!L'\d this
new gated community himself using
the masseria style to create a chic
resort that echoes the sturdy, huan-
kered-dimam architecture of the coastal
pl,ain'l'hix 15 a hotel that could with-
stand a giege of Goths or Ottomans.
Exterior walls are surmounted by
medieval boccas, traditional vents

EEEIIE_ could be poured on attackers. There

Borge Egnazia
Bari

PULLIA ey

HCTW T GET THIRD

are roped bells in courtyards, tether-

ings rings for your horse, and arrow |

lits cut into the main gatewy A mam-
ber of exterior windows have been-
st bericckeed wp s  crwenitieg the raiders
from the sea
I the whole project sounds ersatz,
it'sbeen carried off very well indeed
ingz thi: same limestone blocks with
which the nearly masserias have been
constructed for hundreds of years.
And this is a stone that ages well and
ickhy, Cmby four years sinee thie foun-
tions wenl in, the pitted roughness
of the limestone has filled up with
lichen. Even before it opened, the
[-hsrgn wis being booked for fashion

Adrian Mourty travelled to Bari with  sheots. It has the kind of look that

Rall Europe (0244 848 4070

| raileurope.coukl, which offers
| meturn fares frarm E210 per person.
| Double roems at Borgo Egnazia

{00 39 080 482 7o0T:
Jooam ) start at €210 (£173) per night,
including breakfast, & week’s car
hire from Holkday Autes in Bari

speaks o ant directors,

The interior by Pino Brescia uses
the odd Habitat technique of stacking
seores of plain identical objects In neat

ja  rows, urning clear empty boitles into

rosen dividers and tidy piles of mmssed-
up newspapers into objiels d'arts. The
entire place is lit by huge metal lanterns

(0871 472 5229 holidayautoscouk)  that hang from the ceiling. rise up from

starts at E358.

FURTHER INFORMATION
Halian State Tourist Board (italian
touristboard.co.ukl

the floor or just cluster in corners,
There are so many around, you expect
price tags and barcosdes and a Conran
cashier standing nsarby.

Ok i WA, OVErcast Mmorning my
wifie Kate and I drive out of Borgo
Egnazia. The grey electronlc gates
swing open after we've beeped the
horn to the tall, benign custodian in
his grey waistonat, W head oul past
massive gnarled olive trees that look
like something out of Tolkien. The
ecoastal plain abounds with olives,
muzserias and a few hali-hearted at-
tempts at Spanish-style beach resorts.

At Monopoll, we park close to the
castle to take on supplics several bot-
tles of local wine, a bag of taralling
{small curled breadsticks) and yet
more olives, The castle is emipty apart
from some people: ingy up from
a opening t, Bt & emadl,
polygonal structure bullt by the
Atagonese who, like the Normans,
Venetians, Swabkans and Angevines,
hield this tiny city in the past

The Baroque cathedral is more
impressive, its interior a dazzling
patchwuork of polychrome marble,

Worshippers are kissing the hems of

life-size statues of the twin doctor

Polignans i Mane
Sl RPN REDIESEL
FOTOTECAENT
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saints, Cosmas and Damien. My wife
finds a sequence of paintings depict-
ing the miracubous arrival of a raft of
huge timbers on the coast just as
Maonopoli was ready to raise the pool
ofits first cathedral, one of those very
prll.‘tu'ln'rn'l:ln:l that the early Church
wenl in for. The detail of medieval
constructien is fascinating, Never
before have 1 seen how you winched
rafters up in the days before cranes
or reliable sc i

It's too windy to stay on the coast
oy, 50 we drive up through Fasano
iothe la.nl.hl_:&].'l! wehere trulli are foumd.
These conical-roofed stone houses
are to Puglia what windmills are to
Amsterdam and skyscrapers to Mew
York. Thl.'yclus‘l.u.'t' like hobbit houses
In the bollows of this landscape and
have tarned the village of Alberobelln
into a slightly twee tourist trap. As
we've already done a circuit round
this trullopolis and sampled its over-
priced coffee, we head for Locoroston-
do instead.

‘Thie is anoither tiny fortified city, like
Monopoli, and a recent member of the
Borghi piti belli  Tralia (Most Beauti-
Ful ilkagpess in Baby). In 1307, It came into
the: prssession of the Knights of St
who then spent a lot of time fighting
Duke Gualtieri VT of Athens. We
notice a plague to Aldo Moro, Italy's
6lst premier, who was born in Puglia
and kilbed in Foame by the Baed Brigade.
There's another to Fra Giuseppe
Andrea Rodio, the hermit monk who
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was bomn in Puglia in 1743 and ks sl
walting to be canonised.

The streets of Locorobondo are cir
cular, a5 its name suggests. Every-
where we go, we keep coming back
to the Palazeo Morelli, a very low but
ormate Rococo structure that in I780
was given its over-the-top makeover
by the local mayor, Its walls are over-
whelmed by elaborate “poosebreast™
balconies, classical gargoyles, a cox
of arms displaying the elephant and
castle and a ot of washing hung out
o dry, Puglia may be making inroads
into mass tourism but its streets are
still elosed afby lines of outsized un-
derpants strung window to window.

We'd thowght of plenicking in the
memorial park outside the city gate.
This is a fine belvedere with a statue

o 4= e Sy wtoren)
‘The streets are still
closed off by lines of
outsized underpants’

‘The hedgerows are
wild with poppies,
incandescent red’

o thee dead of both world wars and a
Ereat view east to Clsterning and south
o Marting Franca, but the weather
iEn't on our side. The old men who
hawe smoked here since they were
hoys, and Mussolind built the town
hall, are turning up their collars and
blaming Berlusconi.

T historic clties in one morning
is prohably enough, Wi cut our bosses
and drive back towards Fasano. The
hedgerows are wild with poppies,
incandesoent ned agsinst the hush green
vines. Following a sign for Selva di
Fasang, we descend to the cnast down
aseries of habrpin bends so steep that
Incal drivers are actually putting down
thesir maobile phones to negotiate them.

Back at the Borgo we wait for the
amiable gatekeeper to realise we're
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outside. The wine is put on loe, the
ollves are put in a dish and we et
ancther p:l-;'kl:l of prosciulio out af
the fridge, There's a sheltered lime-
stoine babeony outside our room which
would be an ideal p|.:h:\e for lunch if it
weren'tsocold. Maybe the wind will
drop and we can go for a swim in one
of the complex's large empty pools,
By Gipm, we put down our books
and decide it's just not going to hap-
pen. There's nothing between Borgo
Egnazia and the chill Adriate, apart
froen anew golf oourse. Dinner tonight
isin Polignano a Mare, sowe head ot
there early. I've no idea what to
expect. The town was once Greek and
then traded suecessfully under the
Venetians, The map shows it as located
on a line of limestone cliffs and our
restawrant, Grotta Palazzese, comes
highly recommended. Diriving into
Polignann isn't encouraging. It's grown
suddenly dark and the entire popula-
thoar off thees o seems to have decided
to beawe. They are streaming in the
opposite direction, clogging up the
narrow streets, We turn down a side
road almost solid with parked vehi-
cles and end up outside Hotel Grotta
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Palazzese, the wind from the sea blast-
ing at us nowe

The hu.‘ildi.m‘.b unremarkable and
its reception desk recalls everything
that was unlovely about the Seven-
ties, However, what makes Grotta
Palazzese special is what happens
downstairs. The hotel is built over a
great sea-washied cave which was cone
verted into a festive hall by the Dukes
of Leto inthe 18th century,

Several flights down, a wide plat-
form, 30 feet above the churning sea,
= get out with tables and sofas and
standard lamps that rock in the wind.
Presiding over this most unusual
restarant is Sgr Mimmo, who exudes
the authority of someone who knows
his premises are much in demand. We
are escorted to the hack of the cove-
restaerant out of the wind. The waves
im the grotto below crash dramati-
calbywhile, out tosea, a storm is gath
ering. We order wine from Locoro-
tomdo and a lot of seafood. T no longer
mind about the weather, In fact, 'm
enjoying it.

As for Puglia it seems this undis-
coverad reglon b5 still keeping its best
attractions well hidden.
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