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HELLO BUOYS WHO SAYS SIZE DOESN'T MATTER?
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Intense competition at the top end of the rental market has
generated new villas of unparalleled quality and unusual
location. Concierges, access to private art collections, soft
adventure - nothing is too much trouble, says Julian Allason.

aining entrance to one of the

five great Florentine villas stll

in private hands 1s no easy mat-

. ter. Unless, that is, you happen

“% to have rented Villa Gamberaia

in the foothills overlooking the city of

the Renaissance. Then all gates — and

many private collections — are open.

Arranging access to hidden treasures is

just one of the innovations now trans-
forming the rental experience.

An intriguing chain of circumstances
has brought onto the market villas, beach
houses and castles of a quality not previ-
ously seen. The unlikely culprit is the
euro. For many property owners in Italy
and France, the arrival of the new cur-
rency posed the problem of what to do
with  “black money”,
under-the-bed cash never
declared to the tax man.
Sacks of francs and lire
were quietly off-loaded
onto builders charged with restoring
family seats and adding facilities to holi-
day homes. Most of this work was
completed last year, leaving owners keen
to see a return on their investment. The
result? Intense competition at the top
end of the letting market for 2004.

“Five years ago, the grander owners
felt they were doing you a favour allow-
ing you into their homes, if indeed they
would rent them out at all,” says one
leading agent. “Today, they are falling
over themselves to make your stay mem-
orable and will have put in tennis courts
and a pool.” Competition has also seen
a strengthening of the traditional
Achilles’ heel of villa rental. Instead of

Left: a Pangkor Laut estate
with its distinctive Malay style.
Above: Eagles Nest in the Bay
of Islands, New Zealand.

service being left to the whims of
a moustachioed maid, the more fleet-
footed agencies have established
concierge services to supervise multilin-
gual domestic staff operating to hotel
standards. Helicopter transfers and
grand pianos are readily arranged, mas-
sages and cruises a matter of course.
Natalia de Reggi of Tuscany Now gets
clients in to see parts of Florence’s Uffizi
Gallery not ordinarily accessible and into
the Ferragamo family’s private museum.
Personal tours of notable vineyards and
classes in regional cooking are services
most often requested. One renter sought
an invitation to a ducal palazzo, which
was duly presented by a liveried footman.

The changing climate has also led to
the opening up of new
villa destinations. Today
the Costa del Sol and the
Algarve are seen as dis-
tinctly old hat. But there
is more to it than snobbery: many prop-
erties in these regions were jerry-built
to basic specifications and, even where
properly maintained, have failed to
keep up with rising expectations.
Meanwhile, regions such as Marche in
[taly, are emerging where owners have
been converting their old houses into
ever more luxurious villas and investing
in the training of staff.

Savvy renters have also been explor-
ing overlooked parts of popular villa
destinations. Tuscany’s success with
British bien pensants has led to over-
familiarity with this “Islington with
sunshine”. Yet its southern coast is com-
paratively little known even among

&7




