When a Scottish couple bought a dilapidated

Italian villa they had the vision to see how it
could be turned into a luxurious and welcoming
hotel. Kirsten Mann finds out how they did it.
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LAPPING their eyes on a run-gdown
16th century villa in the Tuscan
hills for the first time, Scots
couple David and Catherine
Gardner (left) instantly envisaged it as a
luxurious country retreat for holidaymakers
seeking |a dolce wita.

Hidden away in a semi-abandoned
hamiet in the Chianti Clagsico wine region
of [taly, it was set amongst acres of olive
groves and orchards. Palm trees grew and
tortoises roamed in the walled garden of
the sublime pale blue villa, once home to
the noble Bordoni family,

The exterior may have conjured images
of dreamy. romantic aftérnoons, but the
intarior was the stuff of horor fiction.
Rotting window frames, crumbling walls and
a caving roof revealed years of neglect.
Spiders scuttled in and out of every crevice
and dead mice littered the floors, And there
literally were skeletons in the closets. Brick
built compariments within the family chapel
contained the bones of past inhabitants,
while attics and cellars contained evidence
of their favoured pastimes.

*There wera hundreds of bottles of
Chianti wine left over from the "80s.” says
David. “Unfortunately, it wasn't of the type
which ages well, 50 it was undrinkable.

“The attic contained stuffed roosters
and even a stuffed crocodile — supposedly

uscan trea

from a time when the Bordoni ancestors
went game-hunting in Africa.”

Unbelievably there was one resident.

“An old lady, the last of this particular
line of the Bardonis, was living in one room
of the villa with no running water and only a
wood-buming stove for heat. An eccentric
character in her 805, she was struggling to
cope in what were pretty dire conditions.”

In 2003, after a year of negotiations, the
old woman moved into a home for the
elderly in Bologna, and renovations began,

It anly opened in March last vear, but
already the 10-bedroom hotel has been
listed as one of the top small hotels in the
world by various glossy magazines in tha
US and LK,

David, originally from Bearsden, and
Catherine, from Stirling, moved to Florence
in 1995,

After graduating with a degree in
economics and languages from Edinburgh
University in 1988, David worked for an
American tour operator escorting groups of
tourists around Europe. This travelling, he
says, provided him with enough insight into
the hospitality industry to move into the
business himseif.

Within months of relocating to Florence,
he'd renovated and opened a small
restaurant — Baldoving — in the historic
heart of the city.



With David taking care of the business
side of the venture, Catherine, who had
recently qualified as a lawyer, enrolled in a
local language school to study Italian and
worked in the kitchen as a chef.

Baldovino was soon extended to include
a nearby clutch of buildings, which were
transformed into a wine bar and bistro
operating under the same name.

In 1995 David opened a second
restaurant, Beccofing — creditéd with being
Florence's first Conran-style restaurant.

Profits from these provided capital for
the three-year renovation of Villa Bordoni.
Its stunning renaissance was carmed out
with the help of two [talians — Andre
Benaim and interior designer Riccardo
Barthel.

“The Bordonis were down-at-heel nobles
who used all sorts of tricks to make
themselves appear wealthier than they really
were, " explaing David, “The window frames
were made of cheap wood with the grain of
a more expensive wood painted on using
brown paint. Wooden doars which had rotted
had been covered with sheets of metal.”

Rather than eliminate evidence of
these cover-ups, the team embraced the
Bordonis' ingenuity and attempted to
emulate it within the new design.

“We used a series of illusions to conjure
up & sense of luxury and capture the style

of the villa when we found it. A fireplace in
the living room appears wery grand yel it's
made of cheap wood painted to look like
stone, marble and gold. And we used
bunches of twigs and broomstick bristles
o represent silk tassels on antique
cupboard doors and curtain tie-backs.”

An old latticework chicken coop was
saved from the bonfire, cleaned up and
hung as a wall decoration. A rusting basket
made of chicken wire was lined with
sackcloth and tumed into a chandelier,
Many of the furnishings and materials were
bought from an architectural saivage vard.

Each bathroom is different, but what they
all have in commen is their hand-painted
antique floor tiles, wom from dozens of
years in buildings in a town in the south
of [taly then taken up one by one with a
hammer and chisel.

“We paid tremendous attention to detail
and almost drove ourselves Crady in order
not to ruin the feel of the villa,” remembers
David, *We refused to have televisions
sitting on the furniture, 2o we've put

madem mimror screen sets behind huge
antiqgue mirrors. You touch the remote
control and CHNN or BBC comes on behind
the mirror,”

Guests come 1o the hotel for relaxation
and, of course, the faod. The kitchen, on
open view to diners, is the focal point of
the hotel. While it incorporates the original
wood-burning oven, the centre-piece is a
stunning enamelled black cast-iron range
with chrome detail, hand-made especially
far the villa by French company Molteni
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