JOURNEY LA K E COMO ITA LY
The spectacular view of glistening Lake
Como from the Grand Hotel Tremezzo,
one of Italy’s five-star luxury hotels.

T H E GR E AT L A K E

SET DRAMATICALLY AGAINST THE ALPS, THE IDYLLIC LOCATION
OF ITALY’S LAKE COMO MATCHES ITS DECADENT HISTORY.
WORDS V ICTOR I A CA R EY PHOTOGRAPHY SIMON BAJA DA
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“THE BELL BOYS cheered as I came in from my jog,” says
one of the guests at Lake Como’s Grand Hotel Tremezzo
as we are having breakfast in the dining room. She has
just finished her morning run along the road that snakes
around the edge of the lake, a path that is not always for
the faint-hearted, depending on the time of day. I can’t help
but think the staff’s happiness might also be mixed with
a sense of relief at her survival.
Because it is clear that here, in this hotel which has hosted
Natalie Portman and Greta Garbo, they really do care about
their guests — and you don’t need to look too far to find out
where it comes from. Valentina De Santis, CEO of the Grand
Hotel Tremezzo, is the third generation of her family to own
the hotel. Ask Valentina the secret to the hotel’s success and
she will tell you that it is the staff, who are “like family”,
and in turn treat their guests like one of their own. Family
ties are strong here.
It all began in 1973 when her grandfather bought the Art
Nouveau building. Then, not long after celebrating the
hotel’s 100th birthday in 2010, her father convinced
Valentina to become CEO of the place where she spent part
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of her childhood playing behind the reception desk. (Bobo,
the hotel’s mascot sold in the souvenir shop, is modelled on
the teddy bear she once hid in the garden as a little girl.)
Today, her son can often be found here with his mother
walking down one of the majestic corridors just as she did
three decades before.
Upstairs in one of the 90 rooms, the view through the
French doors across the lake to distant alpine peaks lightly
dusted with snow is so beautiful that it is hard to tear yourself
away. But there’s a gleaming vintage wooden motor launch
sitting at the pontoon at the front of the hotel, waiting for us.
Ruy, a nautical thoroughbred built in 1961 by the Cucchini
shipyard in Venice, skims across the lake, the deepest in Italy,
before we slow down to an idle as we wait our turn to land at
the Villa Del Balbianello where we will spend the morning.
To walk up the steps from the dock into this former
13th-century Franciscan monastery is to enter a remarkable
world once inhabited by Count Guido Monzino, who led the
first Italian expedition to Mount Everest. His father Franco
had made his fortune in supermarkets — the well-known
chain Standa is dotted throughout Italy — but his son found >

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT
The sparkling pool at the Grand Hotel
Tremezzo in northern Italy; the iconic
Art Nouveau architecture of the Grand
Hotel Tremezzo, sitting grandly on the
western shores of Lake Como; the
picturesque view of the lake from
17th-century Villa Carlotta, in Tremezzo,
with its Italianate garden; cocktail hour
at the T Bar at the Grand Hotel Tremezzo;
Grand Hotel Tremezzo’s winding outdoor
staircase; the charming Church of San
Lorenzo in Tremezzo features a central
octagonal structure; a sumptuous room
in Villa Sola Cabiati; the aristocratic
18th-century residence Villa Sola Cabiati
was once a summer abode of Serbelloni
Dukes, and offers six opulent suites.
FACING PAGE The well situated deck of
Hotel Ristorante Azalea, overlooking
Lake Como in the heart of Tremezzo, is
an idyllic spot to enjoy an aperitivo.
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FROM TOP The Villa del Balbianello in
Lenno, Italy, juts over the waters of Lake
Como; the villa, an elegant and romantic
18th-century residence, is famous for
its beautiful formal terraced gardens.
FACING PAGE The harbour at Villa Clara.

climbing mountains more attractive than groceries and left
the company when he was 30 to go adventuring.
The guide tells our group — only 15 are let in at a time —
that everything has been left exactly as it was when Monzino
died in 1988 at the age of 60. Looking around the
meticulously arranged displays of Chinese, African and
pre-Columbian art, alongside 18th-century English and
French furniture, it’s clear he had an eye for beauty. Luckily
for us, Monzino left the villa to the Fondo Ambiente Italiano
(FAI), the Italian equivalent of the National Trust, and it has
become one of the lake’s most popular tourist attractions
and a famous location for films such as Star Wars: Attack of
the Clones and Casino Royale.
Outside in the garden is further evidence of Monzino’s
passion for precision planning and his love of art. The giant
holm oak tree, one of the first things you see on arrival, is
carefully manicured into an umbrella shape, an annual
clipping that takes two gardeners a fortnight to complete.
There’s also a hidden secret in this garden, one that once the
tour guide points it out, will have you marvelling over this
piece of cleverness — the creeping fig on the loggia has been
painstakingly trained into the shape of the coat of arms of
the Visconti family who once owned the villa.
This is not the only garden masterpiece on Lake Como,
an area famous for its botanical beauties, but the other
must-visit is much closer to the hotel — next door in fact.
The Villa Carlotta, which during the season from March
to November, will see almost 200,000 people walk through
its grounds. Finished in 1742, nearly a century later Princess
Marianne of Prussia gave it to her daughter as wedding
present and it was renamed the Villa Carlotta in her honour.
In the garden, which dates back to 1699, are huge
rhododendrons, many of them hot pink, that look particularly
pretty against the pale, shell pink of the villa’s walls.
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Azaleas carefully clipped into clouds float over the terraces
that climb the slopes behind, while the tunnel of citrus trees
is another feature. It’s rare to see lemon and orange trees in
this area growing in the soil as they are usually potted and
bought inside during winter. At Villa Carlotta, the fruit
trees are covered with plastic sheets and stoves are installed
to keep the temperature at a constant 6°C to help them
survive the winter conditions.
Back in the boat, we’re whisked to lunch on an island on
the lake. Once inhabited only by snakes — I’m assured they
have long since departed — Locanda dell’Isola Comacina is
now a popular destination. Benvenuto Puricelli, the owner,
tells me the same set menu has been served here since 1947.
Antipasti vegetable dishes, ham sliced at the table, bresaola,
salmon and roast chicken, followed by a chunk of parmesan
broken from a huge wheel in front of you. Dessert is Sicilian
blood oranges and homemade vanilla gelato. Judging by the
photographs of Brad Pitt, Sylvester Stallone and other
celebrities covering the walls — many of them pictured with
our host wearing the same tartan vest and beanie he has on
today — it seems that Locanda dell’Isola Comacina is also
popular with the rich and famous.
Which brings me to a name I was determined not to
mention as it’s hard to read anything these days about
Lake Como without it cropping up. Just 20 minutes into
the journey on day one from Milan’s Malpensa Airport to
Lake Como, the driver casually lets slip that yes, you
guessed it, he sometimes picks up a certain Hollywood star
by the name of George from the airport, too. And after a
few days lakeside I can understand why Mr Clooney, (who
attracted so much attention when he bought Villa Oleandra
in 2001 that the local mayor was forced to introduce fines
forbidding groups of more than three to linger outside),
keeps coming back.

CLOCKWISE, FROM BELOW A popular
vantage point overlooking Lake Como;
tuna with red wine sauce, a palate pleaser
at the Grand Hotel Tremezzo; Macelleria
Salumeria, a specialty grocery store, at
Lenno; T Spa at Grand Hotel Tremezzo.
FACING PAGE The view of stunning
Lake Como, in Northern Italy’s Lombardy
region, from a riverboat.
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THE FACTS
GETTING THERE

the signs to Menaggio (SS 340)

with farm-fresh ingredients.

the 18th-century and completed

FROM MILAN TO TREMEZZO,

for 25 kilometres. The trip from

casadelportico.it/menu/

over a century later. Piazza Sagrado

ON LAKE COMO

Milan to the town of Tremezzo

TRAIN From Milan Centrale station,

takes about an hour and a half.

trains to Como S. Giovanni station

WHAT T O SEE AND D O

San Lorenzo, 2, 22019 Tremezzina.

VILLA DEL BALBIANELLO

WHERE T O STAY

leave every hour. From Milan

WHERE TO EAT

This historic 18th-century mansion

GRAND HOTEL TREMEZZO

Ferrovie Nord Cadorna station,

AL VELUU

with a terraced garden on the

A sumptuous Art Nouveau property,

trains to Como Nord Lago station

Refined dining meets authentic

western shore has one of the best

this family-run lakeside hotel is

leave every 30 minutes. Both

family charm at Ristorante Al Veluu.

panoramic views of Lake Como.

a beautiful base to relax and plan

stations are close to the city centre,

Many of the dishes are cooked the

Via Guido Monzino 1 Tremezzina,

your Lake Como adventures.

and the trip from Milan to Como

traditional way in copper pans using

(+39) 0344 56110, fondoambiente.it/

Via Regina, 8–22016 Tremezzina,

takes about an hour. You can then

the freshest ingredients, most

villa-del-balbianello-eng

(+39) 0344 42491,

take the HYDROFOIL fast boat

grown in the kitchen garden.

VILLA CARLOTTA

grandhoteltremezzo.com

service from Como to Tremezzo,

alveluu.com/en/restaurant-

Discover three centuries of art and

VILLA SOLA CABIATI

which takes about 30 minutes.

tremezzina/

artefacts at the museum, as well as

An ode to Belle Époque style, this

There’s also a train connection from

LA TERRAZZA

a striking Italianate garden at this

residence is a truly luxurious stay

Milan airport to Como (with a

GUALTIERO MARCHESI

17th-century property. Via Regina,

with priceless art and objects at

change at Saronno station)

La Terrazza is a custodian of the

2 –22016 Tremezzina, (+39) 0344

every turn and expansive gardens.

operated by Malpensa Express. You

legacy of Gualtiero Marchesi, the

40405, villacarlotta.it

(+39) 0344 42491, grandhotel

can then hire a car to get to

founder of modern Italian cuisine.

SAN MARTINO DI CASTROZZA

tremezzo.com/en/our-villas/

Tremezzo — about a 30-minute

This is one of just a handful of

This mountain ski-resort valley

HOTEL RISTORANTE AZALEA

drive, or take the hydrofoil.

restaurants serving his signature

town is a popular escape to

This hotel is conveniently situated

CAR Motorway A9 from Milan to

dishes. grandhoteltremezzo.com

experience the scale and wonder

close to Lake Como’s best attraction,

Como. Take the Como Lago exit

CASA DEL PORTICO

of the Dolomites.

including Villa Carlotta and Villa

(the last exit before the Swiss

This family-run restaurant is located

CHURCH OF SAN LORENZO

Del Balbianello. The hotel’s

border). Then take the Strada

in a country house dating back to

Located in the heart of Tremezzina,

restaurant specialises in local

Statale Regina (SS 340) and follow

1690. Relish creative cuisine made

this church was reconstructed in

cuisine. hotelristoranteazalea.com

NOVEMBER 2019 COUNTRY ST Y LE 107

