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Before we start | Why Versilia

I have lived in Pietrasanta for three years, and the honest answer to how I got here is that I did not have a plan. We came down from Hungary in 2022. I had lived in Rome and Florence before that, and in Calabria and Sicily for stretches, and none of them held me.

Versilia did, slowly. It makes no case for itself on the first afternoon. It waits until you have bought bread from the same woman forty times and know which trattoria closes on Tuesdays, and then one day you notice you have stopped looking at other towns. It happened to us somewhere in the second year, on an ordinary Tuesday, and neither of us can say exactly when.

When people ask me what the best part of Italy is, I say Versilia, and I give the same reasons every time. This chapter is those reasons, then the road we are going to drive, then a few words on who I am, so you know whose car you are getting into.


Where it is

Versilia, on the official map, is seven communes in the province of Lucca: Viareggio, Camaiore, Pietrasanta, Forte dei Marmi, Seravezza, Stazzema and Massarosa. Twenty kilometres of coast between a lake in the south and the Apuan Alps at the back, and you may know three of the names, Forte dei Marmi because of the rich, Viareggio because of the carnival, Pietrasanta because of the marble.

This book is a little wider than the map. We start at Pisa, because that is where you arrive, and we end above Carrara, which sits in the next province and would not call itself Versilia if you asked.

I include Massa and Carrara anyway, and their marinas, because everything in this book is ten, twenty, thirty minutes’ drive from everything else, the same people move between these towns all week, and after three years here they belong together in my head the way they never will on a regional boundary.

So this is my Versilia, a collection rather than a jurisdiction, and I will say so when we cross the line.

The other thing to know before we start is who else is here. Foreigners skip this coast. When the national tourism board publishes its international guides, Versilia is not in them, and Tuscany to the outside world is Florence, Chianti and the hills.

The Italians do not skip it. The beaches from June to September belong to Tuscans and, above all, to Milan and the rest of Lombardy, who have been coming down to this sand for a century and treat it as their own.

That changes everything about how the place feels. It is a resort, but it is a domestic one, run for people who come back every year and know the owner’s name, and that is the version of Italy you are stepping into.



The reasons

You are not stepping on tourists. I lived in Rome and Florence during the pandemic, when the cities emptied and the locals got their squares back, and it was the most beautiful version of those cities I have seen. Go back now and getting into a restaurant takes side entrances and timing.

In Versilia, outside July and August, that feeling never comes. Restaurants have tables, museums have parking, the man at the bar has time to talk. You can live here, and you can visit here, and either way the place treats you like a person rather than a line on a spreadsheet.

Everything is close. From Pietrasanta, Pisa, Lucca and the Cinque Terre are under an hour, Florence under two, Bologna under three, Rome and Venice about four. The port at Livorno is forty-five minutes, which makes the islands a day trip. Versilia is not a place you fly into and stay put. It is a base, and Italy radiates out from it.

Beach, mountains and hills within half an hour. The sand here is one of the longest unbroken stretches in Italy, and I can be on it five minutes from my door, or up in the Apuan Alps under the marble quarries in thirty, or out among the cypress roads and stone villages in the same.

In winter the slopes at Abetone open and you can ski in the morning and walk the beach in the afternoon.

It works. Versilia is northern Italy in everything but the official map. Trains run, roads are maintained, things open when they say they will. If you are used to Northern European or American reliability and want to keep it while in Italy, this is where you can.

The trade-off is price: Forte dei Marmi charges like a Northern European resort, Pietrasanta and Camaiore are reasonable, Viareggio is honest. I loved Calabria and Sicily and would still not choose either as home, because I value double glazing, insulation and trash that gets collected. I am not going to pretend otherwise.

And the personal one. I rarely sleep anywhere else in Italy, because I do not need to. The best Fiorentina I know is served at a cattle ranch thirty minutes from my house, the best wines in Europe are ninety minutes south in Bolgheri or east in Chianti, and the best seafood I have eaten in this country comes off the boats at Viareggio.

Rougher beach, go south. Stones and blue water, thirty minutes north into Liguria. Silence, up into the marble villages. Everything is here, or an hour away.



The road

This is a travel book, so we travel. We start at Pisa, because you will either land there or come from Florence, and we end underground, in the marble mines above Carrara, because that is where the story of this coast begins.

First stop is Viareggio, the biggest town on the strip and the one with the most working life left in it: the port, the fish, the carnival, the Liberty seafront. Torre del Lago belongs to it, so we take the lake and Puccini from there.

Then we leave the coast for Camaiore, inland and uphill, the quiet Versilia, and climb to Casoli above it for the graffiti on the hamlet walls and dinner at Emilio e Bona. Then Pietrasanta, where I live, where Michelangelo came for stone and the sculptors still work.

Then down to the sea at Marina di Pietrasanta, the calm middle of the coast and where I would put you if you were staying, and from there we tour the bagni, the whole line of them from Lido di Camaiore up to Marina di Carrara, because the beach here is a system and you need to understand it before you pick one.

Forte dei Marmi, the expensive end, gets its own chapter. Then inland a second time to Seravezza at the mouth of the mountains, along to Massa, the town everyone drives past, and finally Carrara, Colonnata and the white mountain.

Along the way, the things I get asked about most. How the bagno works and how to find the beach that fits you, free or family or polished or expensive, because getting this wrong is how most visitors have a bad week here.

Where the seafood comes from and where to eat it. Tordelli, the pasta of this coast. Lardo di Colonnata, cured pork fat aged in marble, which sounds like nothing and is everything. Marble and the art that grew up around it. And in every town, one table. Not a list. One place I go back to, and why.

What you will not find here is a planner. No opening hours, no price tables, no timetables. That goes stale in a season and lives on our site instead, free, and the last chapter tells you where.

This book is the part that does not go stale. The road, the towns, and what I would tell you about them across a table are the same this year as next, and the same in a decade, which is more than most travel books can say.



Who I am

I am Hungarian. I spent twenty years in marketing and, before that, studied history and worked as a journalist, which means I know exactly what a brochure sounds like and have tried to keep it out of these pages, and I care about why a place is the way it is, so you will get some history, told the way I would tell it at dinner and never as a paragraph of dates.

Sophia, my wife, takes the photographs. When I write “we”, she was there.



What Anywhere Italy is

Italy has nearly eight thousand communes. Foreign travelers hear about fifty, visit six, and queue there. A few valleys from every famous square there is a town where the school closed a generation ago and the bar decides each spring whether to turn the lights back on.

Those are the same problem: the famous places are drowning in visitors, the small ones are dying for lack of any, and almost all the money lands on one side of the line.

Anywhere Italy is our attempt to move some of it across. We write about a thousand of the towns that get skipped, one at a time, and only once one of us has stood in front of the place, the festival, or the plate. As I write this we have stood in sixty-two and published thirty-five pieces from those visits.

Every Sunday we send one letter, free, and underneath it there is a site with a page for every town and a planner that takes a few answers and gives you a route. This book is the Versilia chapter of that project, restructured for a reader who wants to drive it rather than read it in pieces.

A hundred euros spent in Florence disappears into Florence. The same hundred in a town of four hundred people is visible in the till, and twenty travelers a summer is the reason the bar stays open. People call this sustainable tourism. We think of it as pointing money at the places that notice it.



The line I keep

Everything in this book is a place I have been to personally. Where I lean on our catalogue for a fact, a population, an altitude, I say so, and where the catalogue says nothing it means we have not checked, never that the thing is not there. I never invent a rating and I never borrow a guide’s words. Empty is acceptable. Wrong is not.

This is the part of Italy I chose to live in, and I am not sending you anywhere I would not send a friend. When a town is overrated I will say so, and when a restaurant is worth the drive I will say that too, and you should trust the second because of the first.

Read it in order. The road only goes one way.
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