
Atop one of the highest hills  
between florence And sienA lies A restored  

fArmhouse where cAnAdiAn susAn mcKennA grAnt  
treAts trAvellers to homegrown flAvour 

by K. Jill Rigby
photography by Michael Grant

La Petraia’s newly planted vines 
can be seen from the first-floor 
loggia. Beyond is a forest that for 
centuries has attracted chestnut 
enthusiasts from as far away as 
Florence. Facing Page: La Petraia’s 
southwest vista takes in the 
medieval town of Radda in chianti.
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Imagine a 14th-century painting: at the end of a long row of cypress trees 
surrounded by fields of lavender, a farmhouse sits on a hilltop. in the cobblestone 
courtyard, two attractive people (my hosts Susan mcKenna grant and her husband, 
michael grant) are smiling the kind of smile people have when they’ve found 
something they’ve been seeking for a very long time. i have arrived at La petraia.

as mcKenna grant shows me to my room, her golden retrievers, Olive and 
Hockley, drop a blue ball and a rubber chicken at our feet in the hope of a quick 
toss. “people come here to unwind, so i get to spend real quality time with them,” 
she says. She’s right: i’m here to escape the crazed city pace, but i’m also here to 
experience what i know will be an unprecedented gastronomic adventure. 

twenty minutes later, mcKenna grant, 48, is in the state-of-the-art kitchen 
overlooking the tuscan hills. Scaloppini from farm-raised pigs cooks slowly in 
sweet wine sauce, as boiling water seals ricotta gnocchi and a perfectly formed 
lemon tart cools on a rack. Dressed in crisp white chef’s attire, she greets me 
with a glass of prosecco flavoured with profumo di ribes nero, a nectar squeezed 

Facing Page: McKenna grant grills 
peppers grown on the farm. 
this Page, cLocKwise FRoM toP LeFt: 

McKenna grant thins salad greens 
in her vegetable garden. aperitifs of 
Prosecco with homemade wild berry 
liqueur are a specialty of La Petraia. 
the author (middle) joins McKenna 
grant and friends for a dinner 
alfresco. chianti classicos line the 
dining room shelves. summer pasta 
meals include handmade ricotta 
gnocchi with spring peas and mint. 
(For recipe, see p. 128.)
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from wild berries she hand-picked in the forest surrounding La petraia, 
which roughly translates as “place of stone.”

“it’s hard to get a whole bottle’s worth,” mcKenna grant laughs, glan-
cing at the near-empty container. and so, from a spoonful of syrup, i get a 
taste of the grants’ desire to be self-sufficient on a 165-acre (67 hectares) 
italian farm where all food comes from their land. 

a narrow path leads from the kitchen to spacious pens that house a 
vociferous turkey, cooing pigeons, a pair of rare cinta Senese pigs named 
romeo and giullietta, black and white bunnies, clucking hens and — the 
cock of the walk — gallo nero roosters, the famous symbol of chianti clas-
sico wine that are now nearly extinct. as beautiful as these creatures are, 
they’re not pets: they form the backbone of her cuisine, which is mapped 
out in her cookbook, Piano, Piano, Pieno, or “slowly, slowly, full.”

“it’s all about ingredients. When they’re fresh, the food is delicious.” and 
tasting is believing. “When people tell me how much they’ve enjoyed what 
i’ve made, it’s all worth it,” mcKenna grant says. the ultimate compliment 
came when she made a meal for some of the locals who had helped them. 
“the assistant mayor pulled me aside and said the last person to make the 

The new slow
the Slow Food movement began in 
1986, appropriately enough in italy, 
when a protest was staged against 
the opening of a McDonald’s restau-
rant in one of Rome’s most elegant 
and architecturally significant 
squares, the Piazza di Spagna. So 
deep was the moral indignation it 
gave rise to the Slow Food organiza-
tion. the group now counts 80,000 
members in more than 100 countries.

according to Carlo Petrini, who 
lives in northern italy and is founder 
of the movement, members should 
ready themselves for “suitable doses 
of guaranteed sensual pleasure and 
slow, long-lasting enjoyment.” the 
organization also advises that if you 
enjoy yourself while you eat, you’ll 
have better meals and a better life.

McKenna Grant has been a mem-
ber of the movement for a decade. 
She cautions that it is not about altru-
ism or romantic notions. “it is a very 
modern forward-thinking approach 
that also embraces education and 
community involvement. We have a 
right to pleasure and conviviality at 
the table and should try and make it 
part of every meal.” 

cLocKwise FRoM LeFt: Michael grant 
and susan McKenna grant with 
hockley and olive, who also moved 
from canada six years ago. the 
main street of La Petraia’s nearest 
town, Radda, in chianti. the farm’s 
recently planted vineyards will 
produce wine within a year. the 
dining room walls date from the 
12th century. Butterflies feast on 
the farm’s lavender. Local artist, 
David Matassini, hand-painted one 
of Petraia’s vaulted ceilings.
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we got halfway, he said, ‘this is as far 
as anyone is willing to travel. i usually 
have to turn the car around here. Do 
you want to keep going?’ i think be-
cause we’re canadian and he was an 
aussie, we continued.” 

emerging from the forest, the 
grants spotted La petraia on her 
perch gazing down at them. “even 
though it felt a bit like norman Bates’ 
place from Psycho, i couldn’t believe 
the property with its expanse of 
chestnut trees and the view of chi-
anti. plus, i realized, because it was 
so high, pesticides wouldn’t have 
drained into the land,” mcKenna 
grant explains, adding that michael 
was over the moon about the archi-
tecture. “the house wasn’t split into 
little rooms. it had beautiful hand-
hewn stone and great weathered 
wood beams. We’d never seen any-
thing like it.” But it was clear they 
had serious work to do — including 
having a new road built.

it took years of devotion. all the 
stone was repointed, walls and ceil-
ings replastered, bathrooms refitted, 
doors milled, terraces rebuilt, vine-
yards and vegetable gardens planted, 
space for the animals created. By re-
turning to the deep origins of the land 
around them, the grants connected 
with its age-old rhythms, architec-
ture and farming. each step they took 
was informed by the wisdom of the 
past and knowledge of the present. 
“petraia has taught us that by taking 
good care of her, she will take good 
care of us and, in turn, we will able to 
take good care of our guests.”

after two days at La petraia, 
coddled in a courtyard suite, emerg-
ing only for memorable meals and to 
take walks (including a hike to the 
2,500-year-old etruscan ruin atop 
their property), i began to under-
stand the smiles on the grants’ faces. 

“i’ve never been happier,” reflects 
mcKenna grant. “i love it here so 
much that i seldom leave. even if it’s 
just to drive 15 minutes into radda 
for groceries, i always ask someone 
else to do it. my heart is full. noth-
ing is missing.” 

food i’d prepared was his grand-
mother. the italians can’t believe i 
have even found these recipes, let 
alone take the time to prepare them.”

Like the food, the house and its 
contents are made by hand. the 
Busatti family, which has been in 
business since 1847, weaves the linen 
sheets. the iron beds and garden 
furniture are hand forged, the mat-
tresses produced by artisans and 
filled with pure virgin wool from 
sheep that graze nearby. there is 
carrara marble in the bathrooms and 
antique armoires, tuscan terracotta 
floors and frescoed ceilings in the 
guest suites — all set amidst contem-
porary italian design à la michael, 54, 
who is the other artist in residence. 
His exquisite photographs of vegeta-
bles from mcKenna grant’s garden 
grace La petraia’s walls. 

after a successful career co-creat-
ing and operating a toronto-based 
software company named alias, 
mcKenna grant tired of the day-
to-day grind and headed north of 
the city to Hockley Valley, where 
she rented a century-old farm-
house. With her she took knowledge 
gleaned from her father about for-
aging for wild foods and, from her 
mother, cooking savvy. She shopped 
locally for organic produce and often 
baked in a wood-burning oven. One 
year later, she married michael, the 
man who owned the house. 

the grants’ honeymoon lasted 
a couple of years. they bought a 
camper van and explored the world, 
all the while keeping an eye out for 
the perfect place to set down roots. 
mcKenna grant attended baking and 
cooking schools in France, the united 
States and italy, and to this day uses 
a yeast starter from the alps that 
dates back several generations.

then, six years ago, after driving to 
every corner of italy (italians often 
tell them they know the country bet-
ter than a native), the couple stumbled 
across their dream. “We spent months 
looking around tuscany not seeing 
anything,” says mcKenna grant. “One 
day, we ended up on a back road with 
a local real estate agent who was aus-
tralian. the road was a mess. When 

For more information 

and recipes, turn the page.



ings of Brolio, Volpaia and Badia a 
coltibuono wines.
For shoppers tuscany is a girl’s 
best friend when it comes to dis-
count prada and other high-end 
designers who aren’t affordable 
back home. in fact, it’s so reason-
able that mcKenna grant sometimes 
wears the designer garb to garden. 
a 30-minute drive from La petraia, 
in montevarchi, the prada outlet is 
housed in one corner of an industrial 
area. But make no mistake: the inte-
rior is as chic as the signature goods, 
which range from shoes to bags, 
cosmetics, sunglasses and clothing. 
all staff speak english and don’t get 
too miffed when customers ask for 
yet another size. the outlet also fea-
tures miu miu and Jil Sander. check 
hours before visiting and don’t be 
afraid to ask: “Dove è prada?” it’s 
unmarked. Other labels, including 
gucci, armani, pucci, Zegna and Loro 
piana, are all in outlet malls closer 
to Florence. now you know how 
italians afford to look so stylish.

recipes
All recipes are from  

Piano, Piano, Pieno (HarperCollins).

AntipAsto  
(hors d’oeuvre)  

spiedini AllA bAndierA
several spaghetti strands, each broken in 
2 or 3 pieces (to use as skewers)

cherry tomatoes (whole or cut in half, 
depending on their size)

fresh basil leaves

mozzarella cheese, cut into small cubes

 Quality extra-virgin olive oil for drizzling 

sea salt to taste

Aceto balsamico tradizionale (traditional 
balsamic vinegar) (optional)

1. Onto each spaghetti strand, thread 
a piece of tomato, followed by a basil 
leaf, followed by a piece of cheese.

2. Serve the spiedini arranged on a 
platter, drizzled with olive oil and 
sprinkled with sea salt. a few drops of 
aceto balsamico tradizionale add a nice 
colour and flavour. 

ContaCt lapetraia.com; phone: 
011-39-0577-738-582; fax: 011-39-
0577-739-009. tours and stays can 
be booked online. La petraia is an 
agriturismo, which translates as an 
elegant farm where guests can stay 
and sample homegrown produce.
GettinG there From rome airport, 
it’s a three-hour drive to La petraia; 
from Florence, it is one hour.
Cost all four deluxe suites have 
views of chianti and range in price 
from $225-$340 (150-225 euros) per 
person per night. this price includes 
a gourmet five-course dinner made 
from homegrown ingredients (and 
served with three different wines), 
as well as a delicious multi-course 
breakfast. all bedrooms have inter-
net connections.
on the property La petraia’s 135 
acres (55 hectares) of forest are home 
to wild boar, hare, deer, pheasant, fox-
es and wolves. it’s a walker’s paradise 
with unlimited paths, many of which 
connect to the national trail system.
Classes mcKenna grant’s cele-
brated cooking classes can be cus-
tomized to suit individual interests. 
She kicks it all off in the vegetable 
garden at 9 a.m. and, depending on 
the season, there may also be a trip 
to the forest for foraging (berries, 
wild herbs, asparagus or chestnuts). 
the class ends at 12:30 when the 
new chefs sit down and enjoy their 
feast: a five-course lunch. there is a 
minimum of two and maximum of 
eight people per class. For overnight 
guests at La petraia, the cost is $150 
(100 euros) per person; for day visi-
tors, it’s $225 (150 euros). 
FarM tour and tastinG a one-
hour tour of the farm along with a 
tasting of their organic varietal hon-
eys (acacia, chestnut, heather, laven-
der) is $75 (50 euros) per person. For 
$110 (75 euros), a farm tour and tast-
ing of all produce including honey, 
game and vegetables, as well as sa-
lami, pork or poultry, is available. 
in the reGion there are countless 
hiking, cycling and walking routes, 
along with cantinas that offer tast-

JOuRney tO la peTraIa

Continued on p. 128



along with some of the reserved water 
from the gnocchi, if needed to form a 
sauce consistency. the peas will take 
just a couple of minutes to cook. Serve 
garnished with fresh mint.

Contorni  
(side dish)  

Grilled summer  
veGetables

Zucchini, eggplants and peppers 
are the usual suspects for grilling. 
a gas, wood or charcoal barbecue, 
stovetop grill or grill pan can all be 
used. Zucchini and eggplant should be 
cleaned and sliced about 1⁄4 in (0.5 cm) 
thick. Peppers should be cut in half 
(or quarters if they are huge), and the 
white pith and seeds removed. toss 
the vegetables together in enough 
olive oil to coat, and season with salt. 
leave them to marinate while the grill 
gets hot. Brush some more oil on the 
grill and lay on the vegetables. Cook 
for several minutes, until they are ten-
der, turning once at the halfway point. 
Zucchini and eggplant will be cooked 
first; peppers will take a bit longer. 
Serve with a sprinkle of finely chopped 
fresh herbs — perhaps mint with zuc-
chini, basil with peppers, and mint, 
basil or oregano with eggplant. a few 
drops of balsamic vinegar are nice to 
finish this dish.

seCondo  
(second course) 

uccellini scappati  
(rolled veal scaloppini  

with prosciutto) 
SeRveS 4

4  veal scallops (1 lb/450 g), 
flattened into scaloppini

4  slices of prosciutto

1 or 2   sage leaves per veal slice

  flour for dredging

4 tbsp  butter (60 mL/ 1⁄2 stick)

 1⁄2 cup  marsala or other sweet wine  
  (125 mL)

 3⁄4 cup   chicken or beef broth (175 mL)

  salt or pepper to taste

   lemon wedges and parsley 
sprigs to garnish

primo  
(First course)  

ricotta Gnocchi with sprinG 
peas and mint

SeRveS 4 tO 6

For the GnoCChi

 8 oz fresh ricotta cheese (225 g)

 2.5 oz  grated parmesan cheese  
(70 g, or 3⁄4 cup/175 mL)

 1⁄2 cup   bread flour, plus more for 
rolling the dough (125 mL)

 1  egg, lightly beaten
 1⁄4 tsp  salt (1 mL)

For the sauCe

 1  small onion, minced

 1⁄2  garlic clove, minced

 1 oz  pancetta, thinly sliced or 
finely diced (28 g)

 1 tbsp  extra-virgin olive oil (15 mL)

 1⁄2 cup  fresh or frozen peas (125 mL)

to Finish

several leaves of fresh mint, rolled tightly 
one on top of the other into a cigarette 
shape and finely sliced into a chiffonade 
(cut into long thin strips)

1. Mix all of the gnocchi ingredients. 
this can be done by hand or in a mixer 
using the paddle attachment. the 
dough will be a bit sticky. Refrigerate 
the dough for at least 1 hour.

2. When you are ready to shape the 
gnocchi, you will need a bowl of cold 
water and 2 wet hands. Sprinkle your 
work surface with flour and divide the 
dough into 3 or 4 parts. take 1 piece 
of dough and, with wet hands, roll it 
into a slender log about 1⁄2 in (1 cm) 
wide. using a sharp knife dipped in 
the water, cut this log at bite-sized 
intervals — about 1⁄2 in (1 cm). Place on 
a piece of waxed paper or parchment 
paper while you proceed to shape the 
rest of the dough. if you like, you can 
experiment with shaping the gnocchi 
by rolling them over the tines of a fork 
or, alternatively, rolling them into a ball 
using your wet hands. the gnocchi can 
be kept for several hours in the fridge. 
Better yet, freeze them on a lined tray 
with parchment paper or wax paper. 
the frozen gnocchi are not the least bit 
sticky and are much easier to transfer 
into the boiling water.

3. Cook the gnocchi in a large pot of 
rapidly boiling salted water until they 
rise to the surface — just a couple of 
minutes. Drain, reserving 1 cup (250 
ml) of the hot water for the sauce.

4. Make the sauce by sautéing the 
onion, garlic and pancetta in the olive 
oil until the onion wilts and the pancet-
ta begins to crisp slightly. add the peas 

1. lay a slice of prosciutto and a sage 
leaf or 2 on each slice of veal. Roll into 
a log. Cut each log into 2 or 3 pieces. if 
they seem loose, you can secure them 
with a toothpick. Dredge in flour and 
shake off any excess.

2. in a large sauté pan, melt 3 tbsp 
(45 ml) of butter over moderately 
high heat. add veal and brown on all 
sides. this will take just a few minutes. 
Remove the veal from the pan and 
add the Marsala. Cook over high heat, 
scraping up any brown bits in the pan, 
until reduced by about half. add the 
broth and reduce by about half. Stir in 
the remaining 1 tbsp (15 ml) of but-
ter, then return the veal to the pan to 
reheat briefly (1 to 2 minutes), turning 
the meat once or twice. Season with 
salt and pepper. Serve immediately, 
drizzled with the pan sauce and gar-
nished with a lemon wedge and a sprig 
of parsley.

dolCe  
(sweets) 

biscotti al miele e spezie  
(honey and spice cookies)
MaKeS aBOut 30 COOKieS

 2 tbsp  extra-virgin olive oil (30 mL)

 2  eggs, lightly beaten
 1⁄2 cup liquid honey (125 mL)
 1⁄2 cup  candied citron (125 mL)

  grated zest of 1 lemon

 1 cup all purpose flour (250 mL)

 1⁄2 cup  whole wheat flour (125 mL)
 1⁄2 cup whole rye flour (125 mL)

 1 tsp  baking powder (5 mL)
 1⁄2 tsp  ground cloves (2 mL)
 1⁄2 tsp  cinnamon (2 mL)
 1⁄2 tsp  cardamom (2 mL)
 1⁄8 tsp  nutmeg (0.5 mL)
 1⁄4 tsp  salt (1 mL)
 1⁄8 tsp   black or white pepper (0.5 mL)

 1 cup  sugar (optional) (250 mL)

1. Combine the oil, eggs and honey in a 
large bowl and mix well. add the can-
died citron and lemon zest. Sift togeth-
er the dry ingredients and mix them 
into the first mixture using a wooden 
spoon or a stand mixer fitted with the 
paddle attachment. transfer this sticky 
dough to a bowl and cover the surface 
with plastic wrap. Chill for 1 hour.

2. Remove the dough from the fridge 
and roll into walnut-sized balls. Place 
on parchment-lined baking sheets and 
use the palm to lightly flatten each 
cookie. let the cookies sit for 6 hours 
or overnight to dry out, then sprinkle 
the surface with sugar (if using).

3. Preheat the oven to 350F/175C.

4. Bake for 15 minutes, until lightly 
golden. Cool on a rack. Store in an 
airtight container, where they will keep 
for 1 week or longer.  M

italian idyll
Continued from p. 124
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