Holiday in the mountains, Tuscany, Italy 2013
First impressions

Alighting, full of optimism, at Pisa Galileo Galilei having had NO sleep (left home at 2am to get to Gatwick) we were dazzled by the bright sunshine and heat outside whilst waiting for the transfer bus to the car hire area.  In the car hire place, our initial optimism began to wane as we found an enormous queue of people waiting or milling about in confusion, in a seemingly random order. On asking another person, we discovered that we needed to get a ticket – number 37 – to wait for our turn. The display seemed rather daunting, as it said 699. We gradually realised that the 6 was immaterial (phew!) although the 99 wasn’t. Two hours later, having had nowhere to sit and feeling quite surreal due to the sleep deprivation, we were equipped with a stunningly dirty Fiat Peanut (or whatever it was – very small, anyway) and some dodgy looking directions. 

Following the dodgy directions, we started our journey, passing some lovely fields of sunflowers, and glimpsing some promising looking mountains in the distance.  The directions very quickly had us completely lost in Lucca, so we decided to ask Nora (the sat nav) instead. Nora seemed to completely disagree with the random instructions – we later realised that this was because the directions must have been written long before a really good upgraded road was built. However, after several attempts (and hours) and a great deal of twisting and turning round scary narrow hairpin bends up mountain roads, we arrived at Coreglia Antelminell.Our villa was eventually located outside the town, having driven 200 yards down an awful  dirt track with potholes and brambles across the road (quite a challenge for the Peanut) and having to ask an Italian lady in a farm (using gesticulation and much shrugging) where the actual house was, since it had no sign.
La Casetta
The house was very RUSTIC. For rustic, read rather like a quaint stone built shed, furnished with some dodgy home-made furniture and lots of completely useless (and still unidentified) rusty Italian cooking implements on display. However, the beds were comfortable, the bathroom had shower, massive bath, AND bidet, in addition, the owner had left us an enormous hamper of produce to get us going. Varnished, open-tread stairs led to the bedroom upstairs, which had a balcony rather than a door.  

Outside, had a large garden with a shady pergola, set at the bottom of a massive forested valley and completely surrounded by woods. At the edge of the garden, the river ran, which gave a pleasant sound of rushing water to lull us to sleep at night. The pool was useful for cooling-off purposes, however could probably more usefully be described as “the insect soup container.”
Wildlife, and not so wild life

The garden had a big bed of lavender, which was frequented by many butterflies (including Scarce Swallowtails) as well as hundreds of bees, including giant black Carpenter bees with iridescent blue wings. Unfortunately, the lavender was perilously close to the swimming pool, so we spent a large proportion of each day fishing out insects, and rescuing bees and butterflies from the pool. There were also black and white striped lizards, Tawny Owls calling at night, and fireflies flickering about over the garden in the evening.
There was, naturally, the now compulsory holiday cat. This one was a ginger long haired cat, which was generally to be found waiting for us on the windowsill, trying to pull down the door handle to gain access to the house. It also (bizarrely) seemed to like climbing into the stone sink outside the back door, especially when it was half filled with water!! ( 
Coreglia Antelminell

The town itself is medieval, with narrow, cobbled streets, and crumbling buildings teetering precariously from the steep mountainside. It certainly had lots of charm, but was breathtakingly steep to walk around in the heat. Our first visit certainly confused us, since we found ourselves caught up a medieval town festival, complete with costumed people marching, banging drums, and re-enacting some strange historical tradition, accompanied by a lady ringing a bell from the church and shouting the story out of a second floor window in Italian.

We also took the time to visit the Museo della Figurina de Gesso, which contained examples of the plaster figurines which the area is famous for. The old curator of the museum saw us outside the door, and appeared to open it up especially for us (it was late on a Sunday afternoon.) I can only assume he was delighted to get some custom…he followed us around the museum, shuffling in his slippers, talking animatedly in Italian (which neither of us speak) to make sure we didn’t miss any vital parts (like the “blackened kittens”!!)
Gastronomic finds included a café selling liquorice ice cream, and  L’Arcile restaurant, which had an extremely pleasant and enthusiastic waiter who turned out to be “Tuscany’s award winning cocktail mixer.” He would make us different cocktails to surprise us, and also gave us extra, free, after dinner drinks. He seemed to delight in horrifying me by juggling with the bottles of spirits, expertly, while we were trying to eat our meals. The single most astounding plate of food we ordered was “Antipasti Toscana Typico”, which was the biggest plate of food I have ever seen in my entire life. For a starter, it was actually unbelievable..
We also tried eating at “Il Grillo” – not to be recommended since it appeared to involve lots of small children, a large fat dog, which trawled around under the tables, and almost all of the menu “off”. However, it was worth its weight in comedy value, offering on the menu such delights as

Nodles with speak and walnut sauce

Slowcoach maize, sausage or cheeses

or the mysterious
R with cesnut flow.

Orrido di Botri

This was a nature reserve, high in the mountains, which was marked on the tourist map we were given by the car hire people. We took a long time to get there owing to the useless road signs, the useless map, and the fact that Nora thought we were driving in pieces of random beigeness rather than up actual roads. However, we eventually got there, more by luck than judgment, to find a visitor centre and lots of Italians parked precariously along dodgy single track roads with precipitous drops. 
Knowing nothing whatsoever about the reserve, we went into the ticket office, to see people being issued with safety helmets. Since we had no walking boots and the temperature was somewhere in the high 30s, we decided not to risk it. Having researched this later it seems this was a good choice, since it is apparently a four hour trek through a gorge. Nevertheless, we enjoyed the drive and the spectacular views en route.
Lucca

We had a day out to visit the town of Lucca, which is most famous for its Renaissance-era city walls, which we walked right around. We also saw the bizarre looking Guinigi Tower with oak trees on top and the Duomo di San Martino. We also enjoyed sitting in one of the piazzas whilst having lunch, and watching the world go by.
Verrucole Fortress

This was a medieval fortress, which has been restored, and had interesting displays of things like looms, traditional pottery, manuscripts and ink making. There was also an “authentic” apothecary’s garden, including, rather alarmingly, easily accessible deadly nightshade growing. The main charm of the place, however was the spectacular views down the Garfagnana Valley and across the Apuan Alps. 

Eremo di Calomini

This was a spectacularly placed monastery, which is accessed via a steep, winding road, half way up an almost vertical rock face at the head of a valley. The 12th century monastery was apparently dug by hand into the rock face, 

Injuries
The aforementioned doorless bedroom leading to polished open-tread staircase was inevitably going to attract a spectacular display of clumsiness from me. Getting up in the middle of the night, and not wanting to wake D up, I tried to negotiate the bedroom without putting the light on. This resulted in a spectacular 2am fall down most of the staircase, hitting the wooden stairs with the backs of my legs as I went, and wrenching my shoulder by (fortunately) breaking my fall on the bannister.

Second disaster was caused by me turning my ankle in a pothole whilst walking back down the pitch black lane after going to the restaurant. It was one of those horrible turns accompanied by a hideous crunching noise as the ligaments twanged into places they should never have been. I then had to hobble the rest of the route at speed, as lightning was flashing all around the mountains as we walked.

The net result? Those legs, which were turning quite a respectable shade of olive brown (I’m one of those irritating people who goes brown without sunbathing) are now black all down the calves (stair bruising) and I have a spectacularly swollen ankle and black foot. Oh yeah, and about 30 or so blistered mosquito bites. Attractive, huh?
