






It was August of the year 1964. I arrived 
from Torino on my Ducati 175 
motorbike, on a splendid and warm 
Saturday morning, to the lovely hills of 
Clavesana.

(Twenty kilometres earlier, the traffic police had 
stopped me for over-speeding near a small shopping 
centre. I smiled and apologized for my carelessness. 
After scrutinizing my licence, one of the two policemen 
said to his colleague: “Age twenty-three…he doesn’t 
seem a wild guy…”

After whispering for a minute, fortunately they let me go 
without a fine.)  For the last four years I had regularly 
visited zia Annunziata and zio Vittorio, during Spring 
and Summer. They were special people whom I 
respected and loved deeply, although I wasn’t related 
to them. I met them in May 1961, at the railway station 
of Torino Porta Nuova. I had just arrived back from a 
pilgrimage to Lourdes. They arrived from Clavesana to 
see a medical specialist. They ask me for directions; I 
accompanied them to their destination. This was the 
beginning of our beautiful friendship, expanded later 
also to my mother and my sister. The visit was indeed 
important as I was invited to come and advise on an 
unexpected circumstance.                                                                                                                              

Clavesana was a vast agricultural municipal centre, a 
village with only eight hundred inhabitants; the land 
was crossed by meandering grey roads with 
widespread white houses, except for those built near 
the church, which were old or even 
medieval. Everything 
appeared heartily painted on 
the vast green of the 
dominant hills. Located on the 
south-western Langhe, a 
picturesque hilly region in 
Italy’s Piedmont area, 
Clavesana was a wonderful 
peaceful escape destination 
from the hectic life of the big 
city. During the weekends it 
seemed almost deserted.                                                                                                                                                      
I wondered why zia Annunziata 
and zio Vittorio moved there 
from Carrù, not far away, five 
years ago, a little town with five 
thousand inhabitants and much 
more convenient commercial and 
health facilities.                                                                                                                                                       

I was welcomed as usual, as if I 
were their son and immediately 
they offered me to stay for the 
night. I gave them the little parcel 
prepared by my mother, a wool 
vest for each of them to better face 
the cold winters and a little box of 
Gianduiotti, the typical chocolate-drops of Torino. Fido, 
their fox terrier, came close to me and happily wagged 
his little tail.                                                                                                                                                    

In the afternoon, they told me, their daughter 
Annamaria and her husband Cesare were expected to 
arrive from Cuneo, a beautiful city capital of the 
province which included Clavesana.                                                                                                                                              

They showed me again with revived interest, things to 
which I had not paid too much attention on my 
previous visits, on the outside and inside of the 
property.

The house was ancient, perhaps built two hundred or 
more years ago with stones and bricks, two-storey, 
massive enough to look like a small castle. It was 
positioned in the square, side-facing the church, just 
fifty metres away. Outside the entrance there was a 
large terrace covered with Dolcetto grape vines, with a 
long garden table, ten garden chairs and two benches. 
Plants of roses and geraniums created a wonderful 
contrast of colours. Looking at the front of the house 
from the square outside, the left side was facing the 
downhill, with the adjacent property rented by Aldo, 
their neighbour. There was an elevated ground-terrace, 
being also a path, retained by a solid wall made of big 
stones and cement. The wall was protruding a bit 
above the level of the path, four metres deep, down into 

the green lawn of the neighbour. The 
path was about three metres wide, on 
which, along the length of the wall, 

close to it, there was a beautiful thick 
privet hedge, about two metres high. The same 

retaining wall continued outside the property for about 
one hundred metres to retain also the rear part of the 
square, where it was protruding half metre above the 
ground. From that position, tourists or visitors could 
admire the breathtaking view of the valley of the river 
Tanaro, a tributary of the river Po, the longest river in Italy.                                                                                                                                            

The right side of the house had an external steel staircase 
with railing, mostly rusted but still in decent condition, 
leading to the attic. I asked them what was up there. They 
replied with a furtive smile…and said they would explain 
later on. I asked myself what kind of secret or mystery 
could have concerned the attic…

At the rear of the property they showed me how it had 
turned into the well kept vegetable garden, which was 
taken care of zio Vittorio. Then the three of us, followed 
by Fido, turned back anti clockwise via the path flanked 
by the edge, then returned on the front open terrace 
under the fresh breeze of the vines. After enjoyed a 
refreshing fruit juice, we went through the entrance door 
of the house.

Inside was a bit dark, typical of castles, with simple dark 
furniture. The large kitchen, with a gas stove, formed a 
rustic open plan area with the dining and living room, 
comprising an eight-place table and 

comfortable chairs, a fireplace, 
normally fully utilized during the 
cold seasons, a big couch at the 
Telefunken TV set and two wood 
storage cabinets for groceries 
and pottery. All that area had a 
pleasant scent of the mixed 
cleanliness of the interior with a 
delicious aroma of roast beef 
being prepared by zia 
Annunziata for the evening 
meal.           

Zia was a retired chef who had 
been employed for many years 
in France by a wealthy family in 
the city of Nancy. Zio Vittorio 
also worked there, responsible 
for the maintenance.                            
On the ground floor there was 
also a full bathroom and a 
separate guest bedroom 
which was used by zia and 
zio, not to go up and down 
the stairs too often.                                                                      

A staircase of varnished 
wood, with steps covered with red 

carpet, led to the upper floor where there were two 
bedrooms and one study. The single bedroom, which 
was assigned to me for the night, had a window which 
could have had a magnificent view of the valley, beyond 
Aldo's property. Unfortunately, a majestic oak tree in the 
neighbour's garden, the branches of which almost 
touched the window, obstructed the view. The double 
bedroom for Annamaria and Cesare had a window, above 
the external steel staircase leading to the attic, with a view 
of the square and the church. There was a common 
bathroom and a separate toilet at the end of the corridor. 
Well… I thought the comfort wasn’t five stars rating…but 
the welcome yes, with a lot of kindness and contentment.                                                                                                                       

I asked them why, at their age, being both in their 
seventies, they decided to leave Carrù, where their son 
Ernesto was living with his wife and a child...                                                                                                                  

Sitting outside on the terrace, with the comfort of a cooler 
breeze, enjoying ham sandwiches and melon and mixed 
salad, with Dolcetto wine, zia Annunziata explained: “This 
house and the church belong to the parish of Carrù. Over 
five years ago the sacristan had lived here with his wife… 
On one rainy day, going down the valley towards Carrù, 
their pick-up vehicle plunged into the waters of the river, 
just after the bridge… Oh yes, really a horrible accident! 
The whole village and many people from Carrù were at 
their funeral… 

Dario Degano
October 2025
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