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To all Italians:
Our hearts go out to you as you battle Covid-19.


#tuttoandràbene


With gratitude and much love to:


My husband, Chuck, who supported me throughout the years’ long purchase process and renovation of Le Convertoie. “If I were you, I would have divorced me by now . . .”


To our dear friends Sue Scranton Capitani and Fabio Capitani. This would never have been possible without you. Mille grazie!


To our children, Josh and Tracy and daughter-in-law, Liz. Thanks for never reminding me how much this was cutting into the inheritance.




 


i am a little church (no great cathedral)


far from the splendor and squalor


of hurrying cities-i do not worry if briefer days grow briefest,


i am not sorry when sun and rain make april


my life is the life of the reaper and the sower;


my prayers are prayers of earth’s own clumsily striving


(finding and losing and laughing and crying) children


whose any sadness or joy is my grief or my gladness


around me surges a miracle of unceasing


birth and glory and death and resurrection:


over my sleeping self float flaming symbols


of hope, and i wake to a perfect patience of mountains


i am a little church (far from the frantic


world with its rapture and anguish) at peace with nature


– i do not worry if longer nights grow longest;


i am not sorry when silence becomes singing


winter by spring, I lift my diminutive spire to


merciful Him Whose only now is forever:


standing erect in the deathless truth of His presence


(welcoming humbly His light and proudly His darkness)


e. e. cummings1





PROLOGUE
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A hard rain drove through the open rafters, trickling down the ancient plastered walls and gathering in puddles around the bare cement altar. It had been pouring for days in Tuscany, with harsh winds bending the brittle limbs of the olive trees and endless rivers of water rushing down the vineyard rows. I stood in the center of the roofless ruin with an umbrella, soaked to the bone, praying for a break in the weather. “What was I thinking?” had become my constant refrain since renovation began on the ancient chiesa, or church. Destined to become a living room at some point in my natural lifetime, it was hard to imagine the space, fully open to the elements, becoming livable in the foreseeable future. Why I had been drawn to buy a church in Italy was still a mystery to me, and the place seemed to have taken on a life of its own. The endless red tape and setbacks felt like I had stepped into cultural quicksand, and I was in way over my head.


I had begun a search for property in Italy with a vision of a quaint country home near Florence—a charming stone farmhouse, move-in ready with arched windows, beamed ceilings, and terracotta-tiled floors. I ended up starring in a “Stones And Bones” classic, purchasing an abandoned chapel requiring years of renovation, monumental permitting issues, and mountains of cash, and featuring a resident ghost with a penchant for Marlboro Lights.


Is fate a factor when buying a property? The emotions that washed over me when I saw the ruined church for the first time were raw and fluid. Like a moth to a flame, the challenges the project presented had an extraordinary pull: magnetic, serendipitous, irrefutable, and irresistible. It was as if it had selected me—not the other way around. I knew I could resurrect it, although I didn’t understand at that moment that the baptism would be by fire, not water. A restoration of this magnitude would take a lot of time, an unlimited budget, and a much better command of the Italian language than I possessed. In fact, I didn’t speak much Italian at all. But my epiphany was complete the moment I set eyes on it, and the rest, as they say, is history.





THE EPIPHANY
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I had been longing to own a home in Italy for years and sheepishly admit I was influenced by Frances Mayes’s wildly popular story of her own experiences renovating a house in Italy, Under the Tuscan Sun.2 My husband, Chuck, and I had lived overseas in the 1980s—four years in London and three years in Brussels—so we were familiar with the challenges of life in a foreign country. Two of my closest friends had studied abroad and married Italians. Sue, Lou (Marie Louise), and I stayed in touch after college, and my family had visited them frequently, often staying with Lou and her then-husband, Stefano, in his villa in the hills outside of Florence. The idyllic weekends we enjoyed there, with Sunday lunches savored at the quintessential long, wooden table accompanied by local Chianti poured from straw-covered bottles, rivaled scenes from A Room with a View.


Chuck was un pò freddo (unenthusiastic) about the adventure. He expressed a strong preference for a vacation home where he could understand the language, play golf, and retain some liver function during his golden years. None of those were likely if we bought a house in Italy. But in the fall of 2000, with our son and daughter in college and my empty nest syndrome in overdrive, I was given the green light for an exploratory real estate excursion to la Bella Italia. Since Chuck was busy working stateside—someone had to pay for this—I asked a friend to join me. Famous for her shopping and Italian 101 language skills from a study abroad program years ago, Betsy was an ideal choice for a traveling companion, and she and I headed to Florence on a scouting trip. One of my more prominent personality traits is that I don’t scout for much at all—if I’m looking, I’m buying. A friend once described me in this way: “Kyle shops like a terrorist. She’s in, she’s out, and things get blown up sometimes, but she gets it done.” This description aptly describes my approach to many facets of life, and no one really believed I was going on an “exploratory” house hunt.


My first initiation into the Italian real estate system was discovering that there isn’t a system at all, something I would learn was true of life in Italy in general. There is no comprehensive multi-list you can search. Stranieri (foreigners) who are prospective buyers work with a number of different agents in order to see available properties. Italians rarely do that. They know someone who can make discreet inquiries about properties that are not yet listed but might be for sale.


Sue and her Florentine-native husband, Fabio, served as the advance team before Betsy and I arrived and recommended focusing the search around Greve, described as “the heart of Chianti.” We had decided against living in the congested Florence city center, and a small town within easy driving distance seemed to be a good alternative. Greve is a charming village with an attractive central square called Piazza Matteotti. In addition to the outstanding wines it’s justly famous for, it is the birthplace of the sixteenth-century explorer, Giovanni da Verrazzano. In 1528, Verrazzano’s illustrious career came to an abrupt halt when he was eaten by natives in the Caribbean. Maybe that should have served as a cautionary, although less tropical, tale for me? Bars of the Italian variety, where neighbors sip espresso, catch up on local gossip, or enjoy an afternoon aperitivo surround the piazza. History abounds in Greve, with the nearby Villa Vignamaggio reputed to be where Leonardo da Vinci painted the portrait of Lisa Gherardini, known as the Mona Lisa, in the early 1500s.


I happily agreed to Sue and Fabio’s suggestion to look in Greve, since it seemed to fit all of our criteria. Only thirty minutes south of Florence on the SS 222 or Chiantigiana Road, Greve is perfectly situated for day trips to some of the area’s most notable Tuscan hill towns: Siena, San Gimignano, Volterra, and Ms. Mayes’s adopted city of Cortona. A steady influx of British expats nicknamed the area “Chiantishire,” and many of the area’s residents and shopkeepers speak English.


Sue and Fabio introduced me to a real estate agent in Greve named Marinella Coppi, who had several homes in the area she thought might be of interest. As we met in the piazza that morning, I felt an instant rapport with Marinella. Petite and attractive, with auburn hair and huge brown eyes, she exuded an air of trustworthiness and had a charming cadence to her English. As Marinella, Betsy, and I climbed into her car for the short drive up into the hills outside of Greve, Marinella explained the unusual situation surrounding the first property we were to see. It was an apartment, not a house, part of an attached building located in an historic borgo or village. “I am sure you will like it, but it is not really for sale,” she assured me. “There is a small problem between the brothers who jointly own the property, but these issues can be easily resolved.”


Everyone has defining moments in life. Time stands still; you realize that you should listen to the warning bell ringing loudly in your ears, but you jump in anyway. This internal warning signal should go off whenever any Italian uses the phrase “easily resolved,” but I naively thought there was no harm in looking.


The drive from the piazza took us past the local farmacia (pharmacy) down a winding road through a lovely stretch of vineyards. We made a sharp left and headed down a narrow gravel path threading between tidy rows of olive trees, abruptly ending up in a parking area that could have served as the backdrop for a European version of Hoarders.


“Eccola!” announced Marinella.


The area was strewn with a haphazard array of farm equipment in varying states of decay. A rusty wheelbarrow, its front wheel missing, sat impotently next to a mailbox perched at a steep pitch on its post. An ancient Jeep, its roof and hood covered in mud and bird droppings, was parked under the shade of a cypress tree. Two large dogs, one a fierce looking terrier mix and the other a German shepherd, rushed the car barking ferociously in a bid to scare us off from what was clearly their domain. We had arrived at Le Convertoie!


Consisting of three individually owned villas, including a renovated stable, an abandoned church, and two apartments in the main building connected by a staircase and corridor, the borgo was typical of many in Tuscany. In medieval times, they had served as feudal farms owned by wealthy landowners. As was the case with Le Convertoie, many had been fortified to protect the residents who had lived and farmed there from the thirteenth century. The hamlet was then known as Ripamortoia, an estate on an ancient Etruscan route mentioned in historical annals as far back as 1260.


Backing slowly away from the car and the dogs, Marinella, Betsy, and I headed up the steep hill toward the entrance, where the aroma of freshly baked bread drew us through a tall wooden door. Veering down a dark corridor, we were greeted with the mingling aromas of fermenting yeast and espresso. As we entered, we encountered an elderly woman slowly turning the baking loaves, the rhythmic sound of her paddle scraping the bottom of the wood-burning oven in the wall of the tiny alcove. Her short, snow-white hair was tied in a printed kerchief, and she was dressed in black from head to toe, giving the distinct impression she’d just stepped out of another century. Sweat poured off her brow, and when she turned to greet us, she gave us a begrudging grin and a brief “Buongiorno.”


“That’s Bianca” explained Marinella. “She bakes bread here and sells it to a select group of local clients.”


Bianca looked none too pleased at the interruption and turned back to the task at hand. We walked on through the corridor to a set of rustic wooden doors that led into the apartment. As we entered, sunlight poured through two sets of arched windows and a glass door leading out to the garden, warming the terracotta floors with a welcoming glow. The ceiling was typically Tuscan—rough-hewn timber beams interspersed with slabs of stucco—and there were two doors at the far end of the room, one leading to a small closet, the other opening curiously to a concrete wall. The garden was overgrown and neglected, but it had pretty views of the surrounding hills.


At one end of the kitchen stood a huge stone fireplace, its hearth blackened from years of use and a date of 1876 etched in the arched backsplash. An ancient stone trough sat underneath a small window, contrasting with the kitchen, which had a modern stainless steel sink decorated with curious “dancing teacup” tiles. A steep staircase led from the kitchen down to the cantina with ten-foot thick walls, where wine is stored, and which Marinella explained had been used as a safe haven for villagers during World War II bombings. A moldy leg of prosciutto hung from an iron hook in the center of the room. A flip of the switch for the single naked light bulb dangling from the ceiling revealed spiders scurrying between an intricate series of webs throughout the room. A tiny window at the far end of the cantina was so dirty that light filtered through it in sudden bursts of brown and gold.


Upstairs, there were three bedrooms and two baths, both in need of updating, but the floors were fashioned out of a gorgeous, highly polished olive wood. The layout was odd, with a door leading to a separate apartment—in old farmhouses, occupants would simply add rooms as needed. Three brick steps led up to a landing and then back down into the largest of the bedrooms. The shuttered windows had been opened to reveal a vine-covered villa next door that was so close you could almost reach out and touch it.


As we looked through the apartment, I asked Marinella why the owner was selling. It had clearly been vacant for some time, yet this was a busy, productive farm. She paused for a moment, struggling to gather her thoughts into English. “Two brothers once lived in the separate apartments with their families. After each divorced and remarried, some conflicts arose, and the younger brother moved out. His older brother still lives upstairs with his wife and son, and his mother, Bianca, helps them around the property, a very common arrangement in Italy.” Mari continued, “There are some minor issues that need to be ironed out, since there was a shared corridor along with a common electrical, sewer, and water service.” But, she reassured me, “These things can easily be resolved!”


Betsy and I were confused, as the apartment was much smaller than what I was looking for, plus it seemed as if any potential buyer would be asking for trouble. Asked why she had decided to show it to me, Marinella replied, “This property has an interesting building that I think you should see.”


She went on to explain that there were many houses of worship in Tuscany that had fallen into disrepair or disuse. The Catholic Diocese had begun putting the abandoned churches on the market, although this particular one was owned privately. We walked out through the walled garden and into a white stoned entry marked by a simple cross. A remarkable room with faded robin’s-egg-blue walls and soaring twenty-foot ceilings opened up before us, light streaming through a broken windowpane high above double wooden entry doors. A choir loft in the center of the narthex, with a fresco featuring musical instruments that was still faintly visible, stood watch over the baptistery’s stone font and wormy wooden cover. Two indigo-blue confessionals, one dating from the 1700s and the other from the 1800s, with two stone altars on either side of the nave of the church, were in good condition considering they had not hosted a priest or a confession for over thirty years.


The church was in a state of complete and utter neglect, filled with a dazzling collection of debris, bird droppings, and trash. A ladder rested precariously against the choir loft, filled with dusty raffia-entwined wine bottles. The area where the main altar once stood had been stripped bare and consisted simply of a cement base. Two narrow arched doorways on either side of the altar led to a well-proportioned room that had formerly served as the sacristy, the room where the clergy kept their vestments. A white porcelain stove and an armoire with one door hanging forlornly from its hinge made walking through the sacristy impossible. Hunks of lard swung from the rafters, and birds had built a comfortable nest in the corner near the window.

OEBPS/images/9781647420536.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
Altared

A Tale of
Renovating a
Medieval Church
in Tuscany

PN

KYLE TACKWELL BALL

e





OEBPS/images/commonc.jpg





