Three generationé, one holiday! A very special Tuscanvillais
homefrom’home for Jeremy Lazell and gang, inside andout...

t was a poo that did it. My toddler’s poo,
floating like a final straw in a Seychelles
hotel pool. The honeymooners didn’t like
it. Nor did my wife: ‘Can we please not do
hotels again ’til the kids have left home?’ she
asked. So began our love affair with villas.
Because as any parent will tell you, villas
are the ultimate answer to the age-old
question: how the hell can you holiday
with kids and not die of shame? Villas
are isolation units in the sun, they’re holding pens
with pools — and there’s that added bonus/drawback
(delete as necessary): the grandparents can come, too.
There are pitfalls, mind. Too remote is boring; too
posh frays the nerves; too little garden and there will
be tantrums. Not all of them from the kids. We’ve had
overbearing owners living on-site in Andalucia; lorries
crunching gears outside the bedroom on Corsica; on
Zakynthos, the maid’s son drowned kittens in our pool.
Then 15 years ago, we found it. The One. Tuscany. And
Umbria. OK — the Two. We found the Two. It was the sheer
abundance of traditional, hilltop villas here that swung
it: farmers built high to catch the cooling breeze, so now
you can’t move for villas with mighty views: cypresses
dotting the landscape, tractors pootling between vines,
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Dream day trip:

THECROWD-FREE
CITY
Quieterthanthe
region’sbighitters,
Luccaisahandsome,
low-key city notfar
fromPisa.lts broad,
tree-linedramparts
aretheperfectspot
forthe classicltalian
passeggiata.
Beforehand, getyour
bird’s-eye view of
terracottarooftops
fromthetop of the
Guinigi Tower
(lemuradilucca.it/
torri/torre-guinigi;
£3.50), quirkily
planted with seven
oaktrees —you'll
needtheirshadeas
it's230 stepsup!

no development. And what to do? Endless gorgeous
towns, and the wineries in between, that’s what.

So you could stick a pin in any Tumbrian villa
brochure page and be happy. Stick it on Casa del Pastore,
though, and you should crack open the Prosecco now.
Fifty minutes south of Siena, lording it over Val d’Orcia
from a heartstoppingly secluded hillside perch, Casa
del Pastore is the villa to beat all villas.

Why? Well, location counts for a lot. A kilometre from
its nearest neighbour, staring out across a cypress-spiked
valley towards Mount Amiata, Casa del Pastore has
location in spades. ‘It’s quite castle-y,” says the eight-year-
old on our first approach down the dusty track. It’s not.
It’s a traditional Tuscan farmhouse. But the dizzying
isolation, the towering views... Castle-y isn’t far off.

It’s also decidedly posh. But not prissy posh. It’s solid,
practical, farmhouse posh, with exposed stone walls,
chunky terracotta tiles, antique dressers, worn oak tables,
and well-loved sofas in the lounge. And right off the
kitchen? Table tennis and table football. ‘Make yourself
at home,’ it says. ‘You won’t break anything.” Now, I'm the
father of three boys, and I've lost villa deposits from Sicily
to the south of France, so unbreakability is a big deal.

So, too, are the multi-generational boxes Casa del
Pastore ticks: all bedrooms are en-suite, so no waking up

AS AFATHER OF THREE, I'VE
LOST VILLADEPOSITS FROM
SICILY TO THESOUTH OF
FRANCE — UNBREAKABILITY
IS THEREFORE ABIGDEAL

when granny goes to the loo at night; super-thick walls
so granny doesn’t hear the kids’ early starts; good wi-fi,
even outside; twin dishwashers to keep the workload
down and flies to a minimum... But it would all count
for niente if the outside weren’t so good.

For starters, there’s the best villa pool I have ever
experienced. It’s 16m — plenty long enough for proper
pre-breakfast lengths (and a good 9m longer than the
Sicilian villa pool where I had to tether my ankles to the
fence to get a decent swim) and with that vast Val d’Orcia
backdrop for extra Instagram likes. Then there’s the
pergola: we ate every meal here, soaking up the views
and frittering away long, Vino Nobile-soaked evenings
watching fireflies fill the warm, cloudless nights.

Which partly explains why we never make it 50
minutes north to Siena. [ say partly, because the whole

uscany & Umbria

point of Tuscany and Umbria is that you don’t need
headliners like Siena. Wherever you go will have
cobbles and churches and grannies hobbling down
medieval alleys in their aprons. More importantly,
it’ll also have a piazza where you can eat gelati
while watching the world go by.

So that’s what we do. We swim, we read, we have
lunch in the garden, then we go for ice cream in
towns that no one’s heard of — Sarteano, Cetona,
Chianciano — but which all make us wonder
why the hell we live in Britain.

On our last day, the grandparents offer to take us
out to lunch. ‘Does it have a pool?’ asks the eight-year-
old. ‘Is there somewhere we can play football while we
wait for our food?’ asks the 10-year-old. ‘I’d probably
rather just hang at the villa,” says the 12-year-old.

I know exactly how he feels.
Foraselection of self-catering options, see overleaf.

Getmethere: Invitation to Tuscany (020 8108 2432,
invitationtotuscany.com) has 150 handpicked properties,
allvisited by locally raised owner Dan Wrightson and his
Italianteam. Aweek at Casa del Pastore startsat£2,550
perweek (sleepingeight). The nearestairportis Perugia
(seeFactfile onpage78).

treesinVald'Orcia;
the writer's sons
makingasplash;
church, Sarteano;
family lunchinthe
pergola. Opposite,
thetiny Cappella
diVitaleta, San
Quiricod’'Orcia

Dream day (rip:
THEHIKE
The Apuan Alps may
beknownformarble,
butthey’realsohome
to Tuscany’s best
hike, afive-hourloop
onawell-marked
footpath (CIANo.6)
around Monte Forato
fromFornovolasco
(seeRingof Monte
Forato atturismo.
intoscana.it). Viathe
TanaCheUrlacave
(listen forthe
undergroundriver
—peopleusedto
thinkitwastheroar
fromhell), you'llreach
aspectacularstone
archnearthe
1,230m-high summit
of Monte Forato.
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1.a casa nostra

For families

® Runby two Dutchpals who loved
Umbriaso muchthey madeittheir
home, villainumbria.comknows its
villasinside out. Top pick foryoung
familiesis Villa San Terenziano near
Pantalla, which has agated pool, toys,
stairgates andalovely lawn with
aslide. Aweek from £1,049; sleeps 8.
® Scottwilliams.co.uk promises

‘unique accessto extraordinary houses'.

That'sunderselling Villa Christina,

the ultimate multi-family villaonthe
Tuscan/Umbrianborder, with seven
bedroomsinthree buildings, plus
atrampoline, tree house, cinema,
gamesroom, 15mpool, daily maid
serviceandchefonrequest. Aweek
from£6,295; sleeps 12, plus 4 kids.

® Needanearby beach? Invitationto
tuscany.com’'s tipfrom200-odd
propertiesis CasadeiFichi, 15 minutes
fromthe Gulf of Baratti shores (and
Etruscanruins), and 10 minutes' drive
fromthe nearest gelatoin pretty
Campiglia Marittima. Huge footie lawn,
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pizzaoven,toys, pool —inshort, family
heaven. Aweek from £1,869; sleeps 8.

For couples

® To-tuscany.comhas hundreds of
villas, but Chiantiwasitsfirstlove, andit
servesthisareabest.Inthehillsabove
Castellinain Chianti (40 minutes from
Florence andSiena), Ginestrais aclever
farmhouse conversion withmezzanine
lounge, shadedterrace dining, apool
andalfresco sofas forsnugglingin
thesun. Aweek from £1,267; sleeps 2.
® The Maremmais Tuscany minus tour
groups plus beaches, andit'sahub for
tuscanynowandmore.com. Hidden
away amongpinesandpalmtreeson
the Monte Argentario peninsula, Isola
Rossais atraditional farmhouse with
anopen-planinterior splashed with
colour. Apaththrough orange groves
leads pastthe pooltoasecludedpebble
beach. Aweek from £1,285; sleeps 2.

® Twenty minutes north of Perugia,
Murlo (murlo.com)is asprawling estate
with 10 villas and apartments, a swanky

Dream day (rip:

THEEASYBEACH
Castiglioncello pulled
inmovie starletsin
the'60s;now the
Livorniantownis
havingasecond
moment, thankstoits
sandy covesand
rockyinletsaneasy
10-minute walk from
carparkandtrain
station.Bathe at
the smallpublic
beach, orbag
aspotataprivate
beachclub (last
season, Bagniltalia
chargedfrom£28
aday;bagniitalia.it).
Takeastrollinthe
nearby pine woods,
andgrab snacks and
gossip at Caffé Ginori
(caffeginori.it).

golf course, and footpaths aplenty
throughancientoak forests
surroundingthe castle. Tigliois the
couples’ choice, with aprivate pool,
whirlpooltub, and abathtub-for-two
gazingover Monte Tezio Valley.Don't
fancy cooking? Requesta chef, or
dineinthe estate'srestaurant.
Aweek from £1,037; sleeps 2.

Forbargain-hunters

® Jamesvillas.co.uk offers oodles

of choice andisking of the cheap'n’
cheerful.InMontefoscolivillage near
Pisa, IlMulinois an open-plan, two-bed
townhouse with aone-bed annexe

by the pool —ideal for youngfamilies
onholiday with grandparents.

Aweek from £5809; sleeps 6.

® Wedgedbetweenthe Apennines
andthe Apuan Alps, mid-range Med
specialist vintagetravel.co.uk’s Villa
Dolceventois abeautiful hillwalker’'s
hideawayintheforestsabove Lucca.
Itcomes withlemon-andlavender-
scented gardens, stone-flaggedfloors
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andantiques, and pool-views towards
hilltop Lugliano. Anaddedbonusis the
company's flight-booking service (£30)
to save youthetiresome onlineflight
hunt. Aweek from £1,264; sleeps 8.

® Centralandsouthernltaly expert
essentialitaly.co.uk recommends
CasaFontefaggioasagreat, affordable
padfortwo-family groups, withfive
bedrooms, fourbathrooms, two
lounges, andloads of nooks forthekids.
It's 30 minutes from Perugia, Assisi

and Gubbio, and a15-minute stroll from
Fratticiola Selvaticavillage's twobars,
butcherandbaker —if you canleave
the panoramicpoolandgardens.
Aweek from £1,620; sleeps 10.

Forluxury living

® ‘Experiential’isabuzzword at
akvillas.com:properties suchas
LaBlanche are pickedfortheir X factor,
notjusttheirlook. Builtby anarchitect
couple, the striking, minimalist villa
gazesdownoverLuccalikeaglass-
and-marble Bondvillain's lair.Ithas a

TotalGuide
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massive (26m) horizon pool. Modern art
abounds and ahydraulicroof retracts
toletinthyme-scentedbreezes.
Aweek from £13,187: sleeps 10.

® Twenty minutes fromSiena, Villa
Lavandais astylish17th-century
farmhouseinthe grounds of Castel
Monastero (castelmonastero.com),
amedieval hilltop hamletturned luxury
hotel — soyou canstilluse the spa,
three pools, tennis courts and Gordon
Ramsay restaurant, and ask them
toarrange hot-air ballooning, wine-
tastingand cooking classes onrequest.
Aweek from£7,700; sleeps 7.

® Avenueproperty.comis your go-to
forpricey A-lister crashpads. Elton
John's faveis Castello diSantaEurasia,
a12th-century castle perched high
abovetheTibervalley onthe Tuscan/
Umbrianborder, with ablend of modern
andmedieval: Renaissance tapestries,
vastfour-posters, frescoes andvelvet
drapes, butalsotreatmentrooms,
agym, maid service, butler and chef.
Aweek from£20,266; sleeps 16.

For big groups

@ Oliverstravels.comdelivers quirky
propertiesthatdon’tcostthe earth. Villa
Carosellainsouthern Tuscanyis 7km
fromthe hilltop town of Radicofani,and
comes with eighten-suite bedrooms
plusahometheatre, sauna, tennis court
andpoolside sofas with views over Val
d'Orcia. Aweek from £8,022; sleeps 17.
® Puttingyoudirectly intouch with
owners,homeaway.co.ukhas some
well-priced crackersinUmbria, such

as SanMartino (property 1341874).
Marooned onthe shores of Lake
Corbara, this 18th-century villa with
cinemaand20mpoolisagreatbase for
Orvieto and Todiif lakeside lolling ever
palls. Aweek from £5,000; sleeps 19.
® Morevillage thanvilla,Borgo Bastia
Cretiisthe pick of the party pads from
Med veterans cvvillas.com. The Borgo,
nearUmbertide, hasfivevillasin
magnificent gardens, with pool, tennis
court, daily maid service and alounge-
cum-dining‘club’ina converted chapel.
Aweek from£9,473; sleeps 26.

Dream day (rip:

THECAMPARI
SPRITZSTOP
Let'sbehonest, any
snifter, any piazza will
do, butBarUcci
(www.bar-ucci.it/
barucci.php),inthe
hilltop hamlet of
Volpaia, takes alot of
beating. Terracotta
rooftilesdarkeninthe
sinking sun, thebar’s
dogs Ombraand
Pallinacourtcuddles,
bubbly ownerPaola
talksyouintoonetoo
many refillsasthe
villagekids play catch
onthe cobbled square
— withluck you'll
makeittodinnerat
LaBottega(seepage
66),Paola’ssister's
nearbyrestaurant.
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