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Dear Friends of Castello,

Last night, as wind and rain finally came to the Valdottavo valley, heralding those extraordinary colours of autumn, I played with my Italian trio at one of our regular ‘serate di jazz’ at a local restaurant, ‘Le Castagne’. New season’s wine (which is an excellent vintage) flowed; the menu was truly Tuscan; and the convivial ambiance was well seasoned by an unusual but welcome number of Americans. The hurt felt by our American friends is palpable and their confusion and concern is shared by us all. This special place, up in the hills among those symbols of peace, the olives, provides visitors with an opportunity for contemplation, away from the stresses and concerns of the modern world. Here we spend our time in tune with the rhythms of nature and the seasons – themselves not always the harbingers of good news. For example, whilst the strange weather pattern of 2001 has brought flavour and quality to the wine, it has been no friend to the olives. A typical Italian family of four will expect to consume as much as 100 litres of precious olive oil in a year. A good harvest might yield this amount from 100 trees. Sadly this year three quarters of our trees and those of our neighbours are bare of fruit, and our little weekly gift of oil to visitors may be in temporary jeopardy.

Following our retirement, Harriet and I have been delighted to spend around five months of the year here, continuing work on our little barn below the village. It is fast becoming a home, and the addition next year of an outdoor terrace will complete the work. Guests up at Number 13 have reported favourably on the availability of the extra land on which to roam (and the fresh figs and other fruit to pick!), so we will be glad to welcome next year’s visitors in the same way. It’s now clear to us that ‘Fondinello’ will always be our private Italian home, so that Number 13 can be made fully available for guests, friends and relations. It is always oversubscribed, so we are happy to report that our good neighbours Michela and Mauro have made habitable a tiny house which they own at the top of the village. They hope to let it to visitors and we will be glad to make arrangements for, couples only, who find Number 13 already booked at their chosen time of year. Their price for 2002 is £340 a week (Number 13 remains unchanged at £440). It’s very small, though fully furnished and scrupulously clean of course. The one double bedroom has a roof terrace with the same life enhancing view over the valley as from the terrace of Number 13!

As a change from our rural life in the hills among vines and the abundance of nature, we have made regular forays into the walled city of Lucca, just 20 minutes away. Everyone agrees just what a fine place it is; it remains relatively free of tourists and very much home to its friendly citizens who cycle decorously through the tiny traffic free streets. We especially love to attend concerts and the opera at the Teatro del Giglio. Just these last weeks we’ve had a splendid box at a rollicking comedy by Donizetti, a crushing Verdi tragedy and a staged drama by Mozart. The standards of singing, musicianship and presentation are the equal of performances in any great international theatre, and the pleasure of emerging late at night into the quietly romantic Piazza Napoleone for a stroll through those captivatingly lit streets before heading back up into the hills is a vast improvement on the tube journey back from the London Coliseum or Covent Garden!

Lucca has also given us a good deal of fun as we have tried to trace the history of ‘King Riccardo’ of England who is buried in the church of San Freddiano. Historian friends are much exercised by the story of this 8th century English ‘monarch’ who was canonized himself, as were all three of his children: Saints Willibaldo, Winibaldo and Walburga. Surely not a bad family record! 

As always we eat and drink magnificently in all the little local restaurants. We have discovered a few more which are written up for guests in Harriet’s Restaurant Book. Our current favourite? Frankly we just can’t beat Brigida’s groaning board up at Celle dei Puccini: eight or nine courses of her own devising with as much wine as you can drink for a princely 45,000 lire (about £15 sterling). This is a higher price than we normally pay around here, but what an unforgettable meal she cooks! The secret of eating out in Tuscany is to revel in fresh local ingredients and to pay particular attention to the antipasti and the pasta dishes with their myriad sauces: wild boar, field herbs, shellfish, for example - or just plain ‘ragu’.  

For the good folk of Castello we must hope that the coming winter is less harsh than the last. The landslide which cut off the village for two weeks in January was not welcome, inconveniencing all. However the road is now fully restored. Some first time visitors, perhaps more used to multi lane ‘freeways’, express mild surprise at the tortuous bends and gradients of the climb up to Castello. In fact we are fortunate that it is asphalted, and its size ensures that we retain our precious privacy and freedom from intrusion.

Harriet and I leave here soon for Christmas in the UK, but we will be back  in March to prepare Number 13 for its first visitors of 2002. Make sure to talk to us soon if you intend to stay.

Yours sincerely 

