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Puglia’s 
Masserias
BY SUSAN VAN ALLEN

Amidst Puglia’s splendid 
countryside of rolling wheat fields, 
vineyards and olive groves are 
stunning white-washed stone 
farm estates called masserias. They 
were built during the 16th-to-
18th centuries when agriculture 
flourished in the region. Similar 
to a plantation, here resided a 
land baron and a head tenant 
farmer, who hired families to live 
there and work the land, giving a 
portion of the profits to the owner. 
Wealthier estates were often 
walled to protect inhabitants from 
pirate and Turk invasions.

Within these thriving 
communities, work buzzed along 
with the seasons—pruning in 
winter, sowing in spring, and 
harvesting in autumn. With 
political changes and the advent 
of the industrial age, feudalism 
ended and masserias became run 
down and abandoned. 

Fast forward to the past 25 
years, when these estates have 
experienced a renaissance. Many 
have been beautifully transformed 
to welcome guests as bed-and-
breakfasts, boutique and luxury 
hotels. Though they range in style 
from rustic to grand, all retain 
historical architecture—with large 
reception rooms, courtyards, and 
sometimes pigeon towers once 
used for sending messages. Stone 
vaulted rooms that were stables or 
storage areas for wine, cheese and 
crops, have become spacious and 
airy dining rooms or bedrooms.

The essential element that 
lives on in masserias is a happy 
communal and welcoming spirit, 
carried on by generous hosts, 
passionate about sharing with 
visitors their traditions, along with 
the beauty and the bounty of 
Puglia. 

Here are five remarkable, 
luxurious masserias to add to your 
list of primo travel destinations:
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MASSERIA FERRI
Travelers looking for an authentic experience of 

rural life, Pugliese-style, come to this charming spot in 
the Itria Valley, close to the towns of Martina Franca and 
Ostuni.

The farm’s origins stretch back to medieval times, 
when it was occupied by Benedictine monks and Knights 
of Malta. It has been owned by generations of the Lella 
family since 1797, and is comprised of a villa, a Lady  
of Grace chapel, and five trulli, the conical-shaped  
dwellings, emblematic to the region. 

Mamma Rosa Lella warmly welcomes visitors to  
the working farm, showing off animals unique to the 
area: Martina Franca donkeys, Murghese horses, and 
Podoliche cows which produce rich milk for Rosa’s 
award-winning caciocavollo cheese. Geese, chickens, 
ducks, guinea fowl, and peacocks, along with friendly 
dogs, are residents that travelers become attached to 
during their stays. 

Family traditions are strong here, with communal 
meals served by Rosa and her daughter-in-law Patrizia, 
showcasing the changing seasons. Guests enjoy strolling 
through the nearby oak forest where they can harvest 
wild asparagus in spring, and go mushroom hunting in 
the fall. This is also a popular spot for groups to stop 
by for Rosa’s cheese- and pasta-making demonstration, 
followed by lunch on the beautiful grounds.  
Visit www.masseriaferri.com. Masseria Torre Coccaro 

This 16th-century estate, surrounded by groves of 
centuries-old olive trees near the village of Fasano, is now 
a luxurious five-star hotel, with suites and guest rooms 
furnished in simple, elegant style. Its restaurants include 
the critically acclaimed Le Palme, which brings creative 
twists to traditional Pugliese cuisine. Its watchtowers recall 
the days when Coccaro was part of a primary line of de-
fense against invading Turks and Saracens. The orchards, 
vegetable gardens and an olive mill remain from the days 
when pilgrims and monks were welcomed here, as well as a 
chapel from 1730 that’s used for wedding celebrations.

All is enthusiastically overseen by owner and manager 
Vittorio Muolo and his family. Their love of the land and 
of contemporary art shines in the property’s design that 
includes enchanting landscaping, magically lit at night for 
evening wanderings. 

Guests have options for a range of activities—cooking 
classes, wine tastings, guided bike rides, yoga in the olive 
groves, horseback-riding lessons, and Italian language 
classes. An extensive spa offers customized treatments 
using herbs grown on the property. Summer is especially 
entertaining here, with parties in the courtyard, live music, 
pizza baked in outdoor ovens, and movies under the stars.

About a mile away (easily reached by the hotel’s bikes, 
shuttle, or horseback ride) is the private Coccaro beach 
club, set up splendidly with giant sunbeds and an excel-
lent restaurant that serves traditional specialties, such as 
salt-encrusted fish. Come nightfall, the club transforms 
into one of the hottest discos on the coast. Make sure to 
visit www.masseriacoccaro.com.   

Pugliese trulli conical-shaped houses, 

the restaurant, and the pool at Ai Ferri.
Photos courtesy Ai Ferri

At Masseria Coccaro: Guests attend 

cooking class and head out on bikes
Photos courtesy Masseria Coccaro
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BIOMASSERIA LAMA DI LUNA
Set in a remote plateau bordering Puglia’s Alta  

Murgia National Park, Lama di Luna (Moon Valley) is 
the vision fulfilled of Pietro Petroni. He’s created a feng 
shui-designed, certified, biological property to give visitors, 
in his words, “the chance to feel the magic sensations that 
this part of the Murgia can give in everyday life.”

The farm was founded in 1700. Its centerpiece was 
added 200 years later by a wealthy baron who had a 
one-story, u-shaped building of 40 rooms constructed. 
Each room, with a fireplace and window, housed a farmer 
and his family. These have now been transformed to chic 
guest accommodations, heated by solar panels, with sinks 
and tubs made from local Murghe stone. There are also 
larger suites, a cozy library with 2,000 books, (some dating 
from 1500), and an infinity pool that’s perfectly positioned 
to enjoy dramatic sunsets. 

Petroni proudly oversees his olive groves, vineyards, al-
mond and cherry trees, fields of grain, vegetable gardens, 
and flocks of sheep. All is organic, (Petroni’s allergies 
were his inspiration to go chemical-free), and guests savor 
farm-to-table meals on a veranda overlooking an infinite 
panorama of farmlands.

Nearby highlights immerse travelers in the area’s rich 
history: the Castel del Monte from the 13th-century days 
of Frederick II; the seaside town of Trani with its Roman-
esque cathedral; and Canosa, home to an archaeological 
museum with artifacts from ancient Greeks and Romans. 
Visit www.lamadiluna.com.

MASSERIA IL FRANTOIO
One of Puglia’s most beloved destinations for food-

ies, Il Frantoio opened in 1991 as one of the region’s first 
guest masserias. Its restoration was a labor of love, artfully 
done by ex-city dwellers Armando and Rosalba Balestrazzi, 
who fulfilled their dream of creating an enchanting coun-
tryside inn. 

The soul of the estate is a stone olive press, from 1500, 
in a cave-turned museum beneath the property’s stately 
18th-century villa. Over 4,000 olive trees grace the sur-
roundings, some that date back to ancient Roman times.

An Arab-styled citrus grove, orchards, and vegetable 
and herb gardens also grace this property. All this abun-
dance is transformed by mamma-cooks into impressive 
eight-course dinners, served with local wines, that feature 
Pugliese specialties such as pizzelle (tiny pizzas), ricotta 
tarts, and white eggplant parmesan. Some guests simply 
come for dinner, and all rhapsodize about these memo-
rable meals, enjoyed in the candle-lit courtyard or dining 
room. 

Those who stay on the property are well taken care of 
in 18 guest rooms of various sizes, furnished with antiques, 
and adorned with balconies and private garden courtyards. 
When not feasting, olive-oil tasting, or wandering the 
groves and gardens, travelers can take a 10-minute ride to 
the town of Ostuni, or two miles away to enjoy the beach at 
the Dune Costiere Regional Park. For more information: 
www.masseriailfrantoio.it.
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Breakfast is served at 

charming Il Frantoio
Photos courtesy Il Frantoio

Aperol Spritz on the veranda
Photos courtesy Lama Di Luna

The entrance and 

pool at Lama di Luna
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Borgo Egnazia
“Nowhere Else” is the motto of this luxurious 

masterpiece, a 45-acre re-creation of an ancient Puglian 
borgo-village that sits seaside, near the Roman ruins of 
Egnazia. Borgo Egnazia is not technically a masseria, though 
its main building is a contemporary reinterpretation of 
masseria design. Surrounding it are labyrinths of stone 
paths, graceful archways, a central piazza, pools, tennis 
courts, and beaches, that seamlessly blend to immerse 
travelers in la dolce vita, Pugliese style. 

The property is owned and managed by the Melpigna-
no family, who brought luxury tourism to Puglia in 1996, 
when they converted their nearby family home to the five-
star Masseria San Domenico. They hired Puglian architect 
Pino Brescia to undertake the six-year project of building 
Borgo Egnazia from scratch, wherein he ingeniously incor-
porated the region’s ancient and traditional designs with 
local stone to produce a blazing-white wonderland. 

Since its 2010 opening, the property has become a 
celebrity hot-spot, attracting such stars as Justin Timber-
lake and Jessica Biel, who rented the entire place for their 
wedding; and Madonna, who danced the pizzica in the 
Borgo piazza for her 59th birthday celebration.

International guests converge here in a choice of 
184 accommodations, ranging from Mediterranean and 
contemporary styled rooms, to private villas. Five restau-
rants use locally sourced products to turn out exceptional 
meals, in settings from elegant to rustico. Families love the 
varieties of kid’s activities, that include cooking classes, ten-
nis lessons, or raft building, as well as the La Fonte sandy 
beach, with its playground.

An award-winning spa features a Roman bath ritual 
and attendants dressed in glowing Grecian togas. All enjoy 
the folk festivals regularly held in the piazza. And, with so 
many choices of things to do, trip advisors are on hand 
to customize authentic experiences of the region, such as 
dinner in a local’s home or a drive in a vintage car.

No wonder Borgo Egnazia has received so many shout-
outs and awards. Ultimately, it’s the ideal destination for 
what the Italians call a “buon retiro” — a time to recharge, 
amdist warm hospitality, delicious tastes, and breathtaking 
beauty. Visit www.borgoegnazia.com. 

Susan Van Allen is the author of three books about Italian travel, 
including "100 Places in Italy Every Woman Should Go." Her 
previous story for Ambassador visited Sicily’s famous “Sage of 
Sweets,” Chef Corrado Assenza, and his trademark Cassata Sicili-
ana at Caffe Sicilia in the Sicilian town of Noto. She also designs 
and hosts Golden Weeks in Italy: For Women Only tours. More 
info at www.susanvanallen.com. 

Corte Bella  and La Piazza at Borgo Egnazia 

Borgo Egnazia villa pool
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