
The law of the road trip dictates that no plan, no route and no 
timescale should be set in anything as rigid as stone. Not least 
when that road trip includes traversing the Alps and navigat-

ing the winding roads of rural Italy. But if you are going to hit a police 
cordon at the French-Italian border and be sent on a  “diversion” via 
Switzerland, there are worse cars in which to be stuck for an extra three-
and-a-half hours than a Bentley Continental GT convertible (above, inset).

Fortunately, this was the only unexpected detour on a two-week 
road trip that saw us twisting and turning through Italy’s rustic 
 northern countryside, dipping into Bologna, Florence, Cortona and 
Portofino along the way. And there was not one stop or stretch of the 
journey that was not elevated by being in a “Flying B”.

It started with an easy hop over on the Eurotunnel from Folkestone 
to Calais and a coast down through France, stopping off in Épernay for 
Champagne, Beaune for wine, mustard and escargots and Chamonix 
for tartiflette. We reached Como in a leisurely two days (including 

the reroute through Switzerland), where we 
were greeted with the manicured, valeted 
car park at the Il Sereno hotel, an effec-
tive decompression chamber separating the 
wild roads of Como itself and an oasis of 
calm, lakeside luxury. A pathway snakes 
down to the property’s main entrance, giving 
 arriving guests a sensational view over the 
lake – the striking backdrop for a building 
that knits modern style into a natural setting. 
Wood, stone and glass make up much of the 
 arresting Patricia Urquiola-designed  property, 
mirroring the water and the warm, almost 
russet tones of Il Sereno’s private jetty and 
collection of Riva speedboats. Once inside,  
the hotel, which opened in 2016, lives up to the 
initial wow factor. From its 30 suites (includ-
ing a 19-square-metre penthouse) through 
to the relaxed but attentive service, this is 
unobtrusive luxury at its best. At a hotel this 
good, highlights are tough to pick out, but, if 
pushed, there is something magical about the 
20-metre freshwater infinity pool  suspended 
over the lake, its huge  balconies jutting  
out over the water and the Michelin-starred 
lakeside restaurant is a must.

If you can tear yourself away, Villa Làrio is 
just a touch further up the lake to the north. 
This is the place to come for a leaf-dappled 
lunch or a romantic, moonlit dinner in lush 
green grounds with yet more staggering 
views out over the lake, this time across to 
casa George Clooney.

Leaving Il Sereno in a freshly valeted car, 
we headed south to Bologna, the historic 
capital of the Emilia-Romagna region and 
home to the epic Grand Hotel Majestic Già 
Baglioni. One of the city’s most high-end 
properties, its discreet entrance along one 
of the main shopping streets is deceptive. It 
opens up into a vast, opulent foyer that sets 
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Above: Il Sereno, from £650 
per night. serenohotels.com

Belmond Hotel 
Splendido, from  
£967 per night. 

belmond.com

When in...  
Lake Como  

For a taste of 
“downtown Lake 
Como” head into 
Torno and grab a 

rickety table on the 
cobbles and under  

the vines at Bar  
Italia (above). Take 
a pack of cards and 
while the evening 
away to the sound 
of the lake lapping 

against the harbour. 
A carafe of local red 

wine and an enormous 
pizza big enough to 

share will set you 
back around €10.
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When in... 
Cortona

With stunning scenery 
and rolling vineyards 

(below), nearby 
Montepulciano should 

be seen at all costs. 
A hidden gem is the 

wine producer Fassati. 
The light industrial 
unit might not look 

like much but, inside, a 
dining room suspended 

over the barrels is 
quite something. Plus, 
these guys supply the 
Vatican. Enough said.

the scene for the rest of the hotel. Swathes 
of draped material, gilded headboards and 
Carrara marble bathrooms create a regal vibe 
in each of the 106 rooms. And if you are 
after a good bolognese you will struggle to 
find anything better than the one served at 
the hotel’s I Carracci restaurant. The rich ragù 
under a duvet of freshly grated Parmesan is 
a thing of beauty.

Unlike Bologna, where the Baglioni had 
access to a secure, off-site car park, finding 
a property that will offer the same in some-
where as dense as Florence is a struggle. Not 
prepared to take the risk, we stayed a few 
miles outside at the dreamy Villa La Massa. 
This 16th-century Medici estate, set in acres 
of rolling countryside on the banks of the 
Arno river, offers total relaxation, with the 
hustle and bustle of Florence just a 15-minute 
private shuttle-bus ride away. Dinner over-
looking the water is magical, but there is 
something even more evocative about break-
fast in the same location. In the early morning 
mist, with the river meandering past and the 
Tuscan sun coming up on the horizon, a plate 
of truffled scrambled eggs is what Italian 
 holidays are made for.

From a road-trip perspective, the journey 
from Florence to the hillside town of Cortona 
is truly spectacular, and a fitting introduc-
tion to one of the prettiest properties along 
our route. Tucked away at the end of a rural 
country road 20 minutes from Cortona, 
Villa Di Piazzano is a family-run  property 
where fine dining and serious  relaxation 
collide. Highlights include the pool – beauti-
fully landscaped and flanked by hills – and 
the food (local meat platters, delicate  risottos, 
perfectly cooked secondi dishes). Your best 
bet is to settle in and enjoy the culinary ride. 
Or take part in it: the cookery lessons offered 
here are not only fun, but they also arm you 

Villa Di Piazzano,  
from £195 per night. 
slh.com

Villa Làrio, from £390 
per night. villalario.com

with skills and recipes to use when you are 
back from your travels – or act as an excel-
lent precursor to a DIY lunch over a bottle of 
local red wine.

The final stop on our ultimate road trip 
was Portofino. From the greens and bronzes 
of the Tuscan countryside to the azure blue 
and bright pastels of the coast, nothing says 
Italian summer like this exclusive Riviera 
hotspot. Navigating the hairpin bends mas-
querading as a road is no mean feat and best 
attempted at the end of the trip, when con-
fidence is at its peak. But it’s worth it for 
the view alone and from its vantage point, 
high up overlooking the fishing village, 
Belmond Hotel Splendido offers you the best 
of all. The boats peppering the marina, the  
terracotta-coloured buildings set into the cliff 
face, the sparkling lights as the sun goes down 
– the Belmond re-creates the glitz and the 
glamour of old Hollywood movies, down to 
the sequin jacket-wearing lounge singer. This 
is off-the-charts luxury best enjoyed sitting 
by the  saltwater pool with a glass of rosé and 
just one last caprese salad.

Below: Villa La Massa, 
from £438 per night. 
grandluxuryhotels.com

When in... 
Florence

If you plan on heading 
into Florence don’t 

miss the exceptional 
Museo dell’Opera del 
Duomo (above). Book 
a guide, set aside two 
hours and marvel at 
the sheer volume of 
architectural history 

packed into one 
place, before treating 
yourself to a coffee 
and a cornetto alla 
crema at Rivoire in 

Piazza Della Signorina.

When in... 
Bologna

Out and about in 
Bologna, hit the 

Piazza Maggiore and 
the leaning towers of 

Asinelli and Garisenda. 
The San Petronio 
Basilica and the 

Fountain Of Neptune 
are just two of the 
obvious must-sees, 

and make your way to 
the ice cream parlour 
in Piazza Re Enzo for 
a custard gelato if it’s 
the last thing you do.

When in... 
Portofino

An excellent way to 
burn off two weeks’ 
worth of pasta is to 
walk the “Cinque  
Terre” – the “five 
lands” in Liguria 
that make up the 
quiet trails and 

waterside hamlets 
of a national park 

globally renowned for 
its natural beauty.
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