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The History of Le Masse During  the Middle Ages 

 

The Le Masse property has an ancient history: first evidence of its existence dates back 
to 1368. 

 

On the 25th of January of that year, a Florentine citizen Francesco di Feduccio Falconi, 
living in the Oltrarno neighborhood of the city near the church of San Niccoloo, sold 
the property to Madonna Nera di Lapo Manieri and Giorgio di Manente. Ownership 
of the property was divided between the two - 2/3 to Manieri and 1/3 to Manente. 
Both lived in the area of S. Ilario a Colombaia, located just outside the walls of 
Florence along the road which led to Siena and Rome. 

 

Manieri was a rich widow with no children, and following the death of  her husband 
(Cinozzo di Bonino del Sanna) and influenced by the preachings of Simone da Cascia 
founded a convent of Augustine nuns which was dedicated to S. Caterina d' Alessandria 
in 1345. The convent was a few kilometres from Porta Romana, which was located on 
the road going towards Siena. In later years, the convent took over the neighboring 
monastery dedicated to S. Caio. The convent was commonly referred to as S. Gaggio. 
The second buyer, Giorgio di Manente, was tied to the widow and her convent as he 
played the role of legal advisor and administrator. 

 

It seems that Le Masse was bought by the two as a lucrative addition to the properties of 
the S. Gaggio monastery, rather than as a personal acquisition. In fact, on the 1st of 
April, 1428, the nuns at the monastery of S. Caterina a Monte (more commonly known 
as San Gaggio) declared their first land registry act and Le Masse became registered in 
their name. 

 

It is the presence of the tower that leads us to make this conclusion. A feature of this kind is 
in fact typical of a house belonging to a lord, rather than a peasant. However, because the 
document dating back to the 25th of January 1368, only mentions 'domo acta pro laboratore', 
it leads us to speculate whether the house was perhaps made up of two sections: one for the 
master and one for  the worker. 

. 

The combination of such developments brought about various consequences. The most 
significant being: 1. The birth of a well and truly formed gathering of territorial powers 
which in an environment lacking in stability served as a concrete focal point of reference 
for the rest of the inhabitants; 2. The growth of many villages and the urban transformation 
of huts into clusters of houses enclosed within a town wall at the hilltop, where the property 
owners (dominus loci) lived with their most hardworking laborers. Their homes were 
protected by the town wall which was built by the property owners; 3. Varying degrees of 
social inferiority; 4. The need to increase the number of fields surrounding the houses for 
farming, making way for new land to harvest. 

 

Le Masse underwent these developments. Such changes began to take place at the start of 
the 11th century. These houses were essentially structured in two different ways: 1. Simple 
buildings consisting of one or two levels and constructed using gathered stone-like materials, 
and covered by tiles and shingle; which was made up of a variety of organic material; 2. 
Strong and carefully built homes, boasting decorated stone, and comprising of three or more 
floors. Generally speaking, although the two homes were different, they were built 
neighboring one another. 



 

And in fact if we consider the layout of the ground floor of the current house, we 
immediately notice the specific area where the original structure was built. It is the side 
one would use to leave the south facing tower. However, this part of the house was not 
all constructed at the same time; around three quarters of it was. The layout effectively 
shows that the first two stairwells next to the tower are identical to one another however 
the third is clearly different. Furthermore, the external lining of the wall reveals that 
where the last stairwell begins, it deviates in direction. This demonstrates that the last 
stairwell is not of the same period as the tower and other two stairwells, and that it was 
built sometime afterwards. Therefore, the oldest part of the property that was built during 
the 13th century is the formation of the tower and two stairwells: the first led to the 
owner's section and the second led to the worker's lodging. 

 

It has been established that the carefully crafted structure was built for two different 
purposes and although that is known by 1368, it was only lived in by the farmer, and so 
when did it fall into the hands of the farmer? - most likely around 1350. 

 

Two years previously, Tuscany (along with the whole of Italy) had been hit by the black 
plague, an epidemic which caused the death of hundreds of thousands of people. The 
plague took hold of anyone: the rich and poor, young and old, men and women. As a 
result, many land workers were lost, as well as land owners, merchants, churchmen and 
men of power, among others. Consequently, around 1350, many powerful men found 
themselves without a farmer, meaning that the substantial number of land working 
families who survived the plague, found themselves in the unforeseen position of being 
able to choose which farms they wanted to work for. Not only the profitable agricultural 
lands were chosen, but also the more architecturally developed and attractive 
farmhouses. Furthermore, because the plague had killed many property owners, a lot of 
houses were left nearly or completely deserted. 

 

Taking all of the above information into account, we are able to most certainly deduce that 
it was in 1350 or a few years after that the Le Masse property became completely 'pro 
workers' - 'pro Jaboratore'; under the ownership of those who worked the land. 
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During the Course of the Second Half of the 1400’s to Beginning of the 1800’s 

 

 

The monks at the convent of S. Gaggio maintained ownership of the agricultural land 

and property for many years: at the beginning of the 19th century, almost four 
centuries later, it was still in their possession. 

 

There were several significant developments made to the house over the course of that 
long period which merit discussion. The house and the adjoining farmhouse underwent 
construction work at various periods. A lot of the time, the changes were nothing major; 
on a handful of occasions significant work was being done. We have highlighted four 
periods of structural development. 

 

The first period dates back to the second half of the 1400s; when a new extension was 
constructed. In 1471 the monks payed a farmer at the property, Nanni di Peppo-
commonly known as Ciante, to provide 'bread and wine among other items', to the 
master bricklayer Matteo, from Lombard, because 'he built the wall of the cabin'; that 
same year, they also rewarded the kiln-maker Frosino di Michele da Lucarelli for his 
laborious efforts. The cabin was completed in 1484 by the expert in his field Matteo, 
who constructed the roof, and Damiano, Lucarelli's nephew, who provided 550 brick 
tiles, 580 shingles and 80 'mezzane'  for its' construction. 

 

Another significant development came about in 1518, when the convent gave nearly 
50 lire to the new farmer Francesco d' Antonio Burelli so he could assign Damiano 
da Lucarelli to source the required construction materials, 'he needs the followings 
materials in order to redo the roof of the living room of the Le Masse property: brick 
and mortar, 'mezzane', 'piane lla'3 shingles, and smaller shingles and 2825.8 litres of 
lime mortar, which was used partly for the roof and partly to restore the furnace, the 
barn and other parts of the house.  

The third architectural development was without a doubt the most significant - 

Following on from the first half of the 16th century, in 1653, the main part of the 
farmhouse underwent significant” restoration work and a structural expansion. The 
monks spent around 800 lire 'on reparation work at the Le Masse property, to redo 
the foundations of the house and build two stables, two bedrooms, two storage 
rooms, a dovecote and a wall which would divide the respective lodgings'. 

 

This information is open to interpretation. Although it is suggested that the original 
farmhouse was rebuilt, this doesn't seem possible because it means that the family 
would have had to leave the house for at least one year. However, the records from 
the convent suggest nothing but a normal course of events. Hence it certainly makes 
sense to propose that the house underwent structural restoration to an extent, but did not 
undergo a complete facelift. 

Six rooms were added to the old property. Considering the current layout of the ground 
floor, we can be certain that three of the rooms were built on the ground floor and the 
other three were constructed on the narrow first floor, on the south facing side (the 
current fourth room, both on the ground floor and the first floor was built at a more recent 
period). 

' 
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And as for the dovecote built on the current third floor of the house? Well, it was added in 
1653. If we observe the stone structure of the house, we can see that up until the second 
floor there are various angular stones, some of which are made of a clay base. However, at 
the third floor where the dovecote is located, there are very few of these angular stones and 
none of them are made of clay. This certainly gives us the impression that the dovecote was 
added at a later stage, in 1653. 

 

Lastly, it is also worth discussing the construction of the wall 'which divides the house'. 
After all that has been written about the original structure and the developments which 
followed, it makes sense to suggest that the east facing wall of the house was in place, 
whereas the north side had not yet been constructed. 

The last significant bit of work done to the house took place in 1739. That year, a farmer 
called Romolo Sammicheli was paid by the convent for working 'to pave the farmyard of the 
Le Masse property'. There is a map from 1820, that very clearly highlights that it was located 
at building block no. 756, measuring 233 metres squared in total. It was described as the 
'cabin and farmyard'. Given that the farmyard appears on the map to be covering 30 per cent 
of the surface area, it can be deduced that the paved farmyard spanned around 130 metres 
squared. 

Having highlighted the main structural developments that Le Masse underwent over the 
course of the last few decades of the 1400s and the first few years of the 1800s, it is now 
worth talking about two pieces of information we have, concerning a different topic. This 
information dates back to the first twenty years of the 16th century. 

The first piece of information provides an insight into the average output of produce the 
property yielded on an annual basis, through agricultural farming between 1521and 1525. 
A record of what was yielded was registered yearly by the monastery. The numbers 
reported reveal that the land generated a very high level of income. Property in Chianti is 
particularly valuable in comparison to property elsewhere in the region. 

So production averages every year at Le Masse – 

Grain: 8623,4 litres 

Wine: 26711 

Agresto': 45,61 

Oil: 334,31 

Orzo: 433,6 I 

Chickpeas: 48,71 

Figs: 51,61 

Walnuts: 175,41 

Almonds: 104,71 

Apples: 343,11 

Fava beans: 640,71 

Oats: 779,5 I 

Vecce'  134 I 

Linseed: 68,11 

Wool: 14,6 

Cheese; 74,1 

Pigs: 4 

Chickens: 22 

Eggs: 1265 



 

 

All of the produce was divided evenly between the owners and the farmer: half went 
to the monks and half went to the farming family, which during the first twenty years of 
the 1500s was headed by Francesco d' Antonio Burelli. 

 

Moving onto the second significant point; in an additional record owned by the 
monastery, we learn that 'the cows and sheep were lost in 1529 during the Spanish 
war’. This refers to the war which was fought by the Empire of Carlos the 5th, who 
was an ally of Pope Clemente the 7 th and affiliated with 

the city of Siena, and against the Florentine Republic.  The conflict ended with a 
siege in Florence and lasted for a good ten months (October 1529-August 1530).  
The city surrendered itself with honour and there was a definitive revival of the 
Renaissance.  In the march from the south to reach Florence, the Empire’s 
Spanish troops stopped at Le Masse (and many other farms), pillaging the cows 
and sheep.  Such acts were ‘incredibly normal’ behavior from an army of that 
period and little could be done about it, therefore there was always a new for 
more livestock.
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The History of Le Masse Over the Course of the Last Two Centuries 

 

At the start of the 19th century the property was still under the ownership of the convent. 
Shortly after however, the situation changed significantly. 

 

The French revolution was beginning to take hold of Tuscany, and in addition to the 
presence of Napoleon's troops, it brought with it a number of radical laws. Two of these laws 
affected the convent's ownership of the property; one being a law issued on the 24th of 
March 1808, and another on the 13th of September 1810. The first ordered seizure by the 
Napoleon Empire of all properties belonging to religious groups (convents, monasteries, etc.) 
and allowed  them to be bought by  private buyers at auctions. The second law imposed 
sanctions and laws on the lives of all monastic religious orders, sparing only the few who 
were committed to jobs of an educational or useful purpose. 

 

Therefore, for several years Le Masse found itself under the management of an 
administrator appointed by the State. 

 

In May of 1814 however, several months after the defeat of Napoleon at Lipsia, the 
government of the Grand Duke reclaimed power in Tuscany. As a result, religious groups 
were revived. Nonetheless, the situation did not return to exactly as it was before: the 
convents and monasteries had to reclaim their properties which were taken, however the 
majority of properties which had once belonged to them remained in the hands of the State 
and were auctioned to private buyers for financial gain. 

 

This was how on the 14th of August 1818, Le Masse along with seven other farmhouses 
formerly owned by the monasteries of S. Gaggio and S. Spirito found themselves being 
auctioned. A nobleman called Fabio Forzoni Accolti soon made an offer, but his intention 
was not to buy the property outright for himself. He wanted to pay to rent the property. 
Those in charge of property owned by the State accepted his offer and consequently on 
the 19th of February 1820, the notary deed was agreed upon. When the agreement was 
reached however, an unexpected development took place: a rich Florentine called 
Antonio di Luigi Ulivi intervened and took it upon himself to pay the first annual payment 
of 20000 lire, undoubtedly in agreement with Forzoni Accolti.  

It was essentially Ulivi who auctioned the house. On the 12th of April 1847, Antonio Ulivi 
bought the entire property of Le Masse, including all of the land and constructions. He died 
ten years later and the house was passed onto his twenty-year-old daughter Luisa, who in 
1858 married the Marquis Carlo Viviani Della Robbia, who was the heir of two old and 
important Florentine houses which were united halfway through the 1600’s. Luisa Ulivi 

died in 1880, and their six children inherited the property9. Five years later, on the 26th 

of February 1885, the children divided their mother's inheritance. Le Masse was then 
sold to Giovan Battista. 

 

He married Maria Bianca di Emanuele Alberto Guerrieri in 1904, and on the 28th of 
January in 1905 they had a daughter called Franca. Over time however, Battista 
developed such severe psychological and existential problems that he managed to 
convince his wife and relatives to prohibit him from heading the house, and then, so as 
not to risk losing the family property, he forced his marquis brother Giacinta Viviani Della 
Robbia, who was the Tribunal administrator of the house, to  sell it  to his sister-in-law 
Maria Bianca. The notary deed was stipulated on the 2ih of May 191611 
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Maria Bianca Guerrieri of the Viviani Della Robbia family died in Florence on the 29th of 
October 1971, leaving behind her daughter who was married to the Milanese duke 
Guido Visconti di Modrone. 

 

 

Shortly after on the 22nd of December 1972, Franca sold Le Masse to a Canadian, 
Norman Methven Bain, who was the president of Italian Shell12 The property was 
described in the notary deed as: 'a farmhouse with adjoining farm and woodland, 
located in Chianti, in the Greve district in a small town called Panzano. Although the 
land was said to have undergone an expansion of eleven and a half hectares, it seems 
highly likely that by 1972 the property was already in a state of neglect13• The 
purchase agreement stated that three family members had been living at the 
property (Luigi Martelli, Terzo Martelli and Natale Martelli) temporarily. This leads us 
to believe that the three members living there were doing so whilst waiting to find a 
more appropriate and long-term set-up in the countryside (in Panzano, Greve or 
Castellina in Chianti) or in a city (Florence or Sienna). 

On the 26th of December 2006, under the Florentine notary deed, Ernesto Cudla and 
Norman Methven Bain sold the property to an Irishman called John Joseph Gordon. 

 

And as the story goes, the house lay in disrepair, the olive trees not pruned nor 
flourishing, the vineyard not producing – until Michael and Lauren Clancy of London 
stumbled upon this beautiful setting and were visionaries.  They saw “what could be”.  
And this undertaking of the past three years has been all consuming and with much 
trepidation.  But now, with tremendous love and gratitude, they share their wonderful 
first crop of extra virgin olive oil with you.



  


