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Dedication

For the dreamers who came to Italy chasing the idyll of romantic sunsets, vineyards and a slower life, and received a rather brisk awakening.

To all those who believed the brochures, the films, the charmingly outdated romanticised novels and the estate agents’ more “inventive” over-optimistic promises. 

And to the survivors, who managed to cut their losses and leave the romantic experiment still in possession of their nerves, bank balance, and a small shred of their sanity.
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Preface 

In part, this is a short story, a warning to those who bought into the whimsical 1996 Frances Mayes fantasy ‘Under The Tuscan Sun’, or the more recent barrage of Italian-state and social media hype about buying a house for one euro. But it’s also a love letter — well, a 'Dear John' letter really — from a long, fractured romance I once had with Italy.

Apart from a regrettably short-lived ‘New Life in the Sun’ chapter in France, which ended in a financial walloping during the housing crash of the early 2000s, most of my adult life was spent in the dreich grey of Scotland’s West Coast. The romantic global image of Scotland — mostly held by Americans, isn’t entirely false: misty castles, heather-covered hills, monsters in lochs, and kilted beefcakes. But that’s not what life feels like when you live and work in it daily. That reality, hidden in the everlasting mists, comes soaked in drizzle, horizontal rain, and a kind of damp greyness that doesn’t just cling to your clothes, it seeps into your bones, your mood, your mental health.

My own childhood in Scotland was fractured and feral, steeped in poverty, violence, and the gritty tension of survival. You didn’t thrive in Glasgow’s roughest corners, you dodged hunger, avoided getting stabbed, and dreamt of any kind of escape hatch. You didn’t even know what 'better' looked like. You just hoped for less awful and dreamt of something else. Anything else.

Italy became my secret garden. While others played cowboys or dreamed of space, I devoured old Italian films, ‘La Ciociara’, ‘A Special Day’, ‘La Dolce Vita’, ‘La Milliardaria’, ‘Two Women’. Even spaghetti westerns transported me to another time and place. 

As I got older and made my own way, I didn’t just dream of Italy anymore, I went. Over and over. To Portofino, where I tried to pretend I was Gregory Peck (a stretch), alongside my own Audrey Hepburn, a Northern lad named Jim who looked more like a gentle Jesus. But that allusion was mine. 

And then came the years: a failed move to France, the gut-wrenching but legally triumphant adoption of two children with complex needs, two careers, an empty nest, and finally, retirement. The last push came in two waves: Brexit, and a global pandemic.

Scotland, especially my town of Oban, felt like a place where people went to die. Or at least, where shops went to die. I couldn’t bear the thought of spending my final 25 years drowning in damp politics and wetter summers. Whenever I moaned, someone would retort, “Why don’t you just bloody move to Italy?” I’d huff, “How rude,” and then think, “How true.”

The final cosmic joke came via a DNA test. A gift. It revealed: 59% Irish, 31% Scottish, 3% Scandinavian, and, wait for it, 2% English. I nearly wrote to the Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon to ask if I needed to emigrate to Kent due to that 2% English. But then 5% Italian. What the actual fuck? My grandmother used to mutter about “the Eyetie side” of the family, but I never saw it. I am freckled and ginger, not olive-skinned and Romanesque. Although maybe one could describe my grand hooter as “Romanesque”.

And yet, there it was. Confirmed by DNA, and later matched to the Alleppo family rooted in Assisi in Italy. Combine that with the Brexit deadline, a viral existential reset, and the choice was clear and led to the story we will now share together.

​Prologue

Italy, Toscana, is a dream sold in sunlight. A postcard, a truthful lie, and a very expensive delusional dream.

There is a particular kind of lie that Italy sells very well.

It is not quite a lie in the traditional sense. No one is standing on the corner of the piazza shouting, “Come to Tuscany! The plumbing will collapse, the electricity will fail, the builder will ignore you, and the estate agent will lie from behind their Prada sunglasses and through beautifully capped teeth.” No. The lie is softer than that.

It arrives wrapped in golden light and smells faintly of rosemary and woodsmoke.

It is poured slowly in the form of a glass of Brunello, served with a long lunch, beneath a pergola heavy with grapes.

The lie slyly suggests to you that life will be simpler here.

Frances Mayes sold that dream to the English-speaking world in 1996 with ‘Under The Tuscan Sun’. The book is charming and seductive. It reads like warm sunlight poured over old stone. It is also, I have come to believe, a kind of literary hallucination. A beautiful one, but a hallucination all the same. In Mayes’s Tuscany the locals are warm caricatures, the food is endlessly revelatory, and the restoration of an ancient house is a poetic act involving tomatoes, sunflowers and gentle chaos. The whole experience unfolds like a long, delicious lunch.

What she does not describe is the other Tuscany. The Tuscany where the electrician shrugs and says “boh” when the lights go out. The Tuscany where the estate agent assures you everything is legal, tutto regolare, while quietly omitting that half the house is abusivo. Quietly assuming that once you have anchored your heart and deposit, you won’t walk away when the problems arrive. The Tuscany where the builder, offended that you asked a question, storms off shouting “ma che cazzo vuoi?”, roughly translated as, “what the fuck do you want?” Where you waken in the morning, not to the sweet sound of chirping birds, but to the ear shattering, dawn cracking sounds of gun fire, as the cacciatori, hunters shoot and kill every living creature that lives on, or passes through, your land.

There are, I discovered, several versions of Tuscany. There is the Tuscany of the postcard. The Tuscany of the tourist. And there is the Tuscany you meet when you try to live there.

This book concerns the third one.

It is also, in part, a response to another strand of modern fantasy: the Instagram dream of Italy. The one where smiling couples buy abandoned houses for one euro, sip Aperol spritz in crumbling piazzas, and speak of ‘la dolce vita’ as if it were in unlimited supply. Where the Italian state has leaned into this narrative with enthusiasm. Whole villages now advertise themselves as places where foreigners can arrive, rescue a ruin, and revive a dying town.

What they do not mention is that the ruin may contain three illegal extensions, a septic tank that empties into the neighbour’s vineyard, and a planning office that closes for three weeks in August and every saint’s name day. Nor do they explain the cultural concept that quietly underpins much of Italian daily life: furbo, taking advantage of you, kind of clever.

If you live in Italy long enough, you will meet furbo, shake hands with it, see it smile whilst it silently shafts you. The Italians profess to it not being malicious in the dramatic sense, but for those with more northern, anglified persuasion and sensibilities it is simply thievery, scamming, underhand, and embedded in every aspect of community and society. 

After a few years of meeting, bumping into, and being shafted by that of furbo, you will recognise that it normally opens with one giveaway sentence, “you can trust me, I’m not like that”. 

Italy, as I came to realise, is a country of stunning beauty and extraordinary contradiction. It is the birthplace of the Renaissance and the home of Michelangelo, who was born a short drive from where I eventually settled. It is also a country where a man will steal the light fitting from the ceiling of a house five months after he has sold it to you.

This journey began as something else, it began as a dream.

For most of my life, Italy existed in my imagination as a place of sunlight, elegance and escape. A place far removed from the horizontal rain and damp melancholy of Scotland’s west coast. I arrived in Tuscany believing I was stepping into that dream. Instead, I discovered something far more interesting: reality.

And reality, as it turns out, is much less romantic than a Tuscan sunset. But it is also, in its own way, much funnier. And occasionally, when the light hits the hills just right and the wine is good, it is still breathtakingly beautiful. Just don’t believe everything the brochure tells you.

Or that, as the Italians might say, “La vita è bella.” Life is beautiful.

But sometimes, “è anche un gran casino.” It is also a complete bloody mess.
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​​Chapter 1 – Rain, Rust and Roman Holidays
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Before Tuscany became my reality, it was a fantasy. A very expensive one. Like most fantasies, it began with a film. In my case it was ‘Roman Holiday’. The inimitable Audrey Hepburn gliding through Roma with that easy elegance she carried, Gregory Peck leaning against a Vespa with the sort of masculinity that suggested men used to be made properly once upon a time.

But, for me, the real seduction was not Audrey or Gregory, it was Roma. Roma was the third, and most effervescent character in that film. Ancient, golden, eternal. A place where the streets themselves seemed to whisper that life, real life, happened here. For a boy growing up in the grey damp of Scotland, that was intoxicating.

Scotland has its beauty, of course. Vast glens, purple heather, castles standing stubbornly against the weather. The brochures will tell you about the romance of it all. They rarely mention the rain and poverty of the 70s and 80s. The kind of rain that arrives sideways, pushed by Atlantic winds with the enthusiasm of a drunk rugby player. The kind of wet and lack of sufficiency that seeps through coats, through roofs, through your bones. The kind that doesn’t just wet your clothes and tempers one’s mood, but it dampens your soul. If Tuscany smells of rosemary and warm dust, Scotland smells faintly of wet dog, musty auld alkie and unresolved disappointment.

I grew up in the rougher corners of wider Glasgow, where childhood was less about discovery and more about survival. You didn’t grow up dreaming of vineyards and olive groves. You grew up eating stale bread from the ground, avoiding angry abusive parents, molesting adults, often clergy and Scout masters, and trying not to get stabbed for a slice of your pizza and a swally of your vodka.

Scotland, like anywhere else in the world, has been over-romanticised; by bagpipes, tartan, the tourist board and by us Scots who don’t really want to admit that most of the part of Scotland that is lived in, known as The Central Belt — was, and still generally is, a dreich, dreary shithole of a place to inhabit, especially during blustery and bleak winters.

For my early self, the escape from that life came in small fragments. Films. Stories. Music. But the biggest influence was my grandfather, Richard Ward. He had fought in Italy during the war. For him Italy was not a postcard or a fantasy. It was a country he had helped liberate, a place tied to memories far deeper than sunshine and Chianti. Yet despite the war, despite everything he had seen there, he spoke about Italy with affection. He loved the music. The opera. The food. I have a sneaking suspicion that he also had some love for the women there and the time and space the war gave him away from my grandmother, a sharp-tongued wifie from the Glasgow steamie, common, guttural, and always ready with a sharp retort. 

Italy, even a bombed-out, war weary Italy, would have been better than what home would have afforded him during those dark years.

For him food, as it turned out, was the most powerful ambassador Italy ever had. In the grim austerity of post-war Scotland, Italian cooking felt like an act of exuberance, indulgence: Garlic. Tomatoes. Olive oil. Flavours that seemed almost indecently luxurious compared to the over boiled grey practicality of Scottish cuisine. Through those meals, and the stories of a man who had marched across the country with a rifle on his shoulder, Italy slowly took root inside of me. An idea. A promise.

As I grew older that idea expanded. Films turned into holidays. Holidays turned into habits. Portofino, the lakes, Verona opera, skiing in Sestriere, weekends in Roma. We, my partner at the time and I, became what could politely be described as enthusiastic consumers of Italy. Italian clothes. Italian jewellery. Italian wine. Italian everything. How it all made us seem more European.

However, looking back now, I realise something important. We weren’t experiencing Italy. We were buying the fantasy of Italy. A carefully and successfully curated fantasy of Italy, sold to the stranieri, foreigners, and when repeated often enough, begins to feel like reality, destiny.

Years passed. Careers rose and fell. Life did what life always does, it complicated itself. There was a failed move to France, an adoption that tested every nerve I possessed, court cases, work, exhaustion, and eventually the strange, but very welcome, quiet of retirement.

Then the world did something unexpected: It stopped. The pandemic of the early 2020s arrived like a handbrake pulled on civilisation. Suddenly everything slowed down enough to hear the questions that had been rattling around inside my head for years. One of them was very simple. If not now, when? 

Then came the other push. The political one. The one that made half the country wave little flags while the other half stared in disbelief. Brexit. For many people it was a triumph.

For me it felt like someone had slammed the door on the idea of being European. A birthright that I had been brought up assuming would be for life. So, I did something slightly mad. I moved. In late 2019, at the start of a global pandemic, I arrived in Tuscany in a battered old campervan, with a partner who would thankfully sooner or later become an ex-partner, and a loyal old four-legged friend named Fellow, and a head full of cinematic expectations.

We travelled through the countryside in that rickety old campervan, that had questionable brakes, no air conditioning, and a tendency to irritate Italian drivers simply by existing. Similar to how they feel about any Brit on their roads, or any car that may happen to be in front of them. We followed white dirt roads, strade bianche, that curled through olive groves and vineyards. We sat by Lake Trasimeno in rickety deck chairs eating antipasti from local shops while mosquitoes conducted a blood donation drive on my lobster red Scottish skin.

It felt like the beginning of something extraordinary. No! Something new.

And in a way it was, because every great dream has two stages. First comes the dream itself, and then comes the moment when you wake up and the reality of that dream kicks you in the nuts.

This story begins somewhere between the two.
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