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I N T R O D U C T I O N

T’S A POTENT SCENARIO: you’re on a trip somewhere – rural
Italy, say, or the South Pacific – and suddenly you see a
place that exerts a kind of mysterious attraction on you. You

stop the car and jump out, or hire a boat to take you back. It’s not
logical, but you’re irresistibly drawn there, and after you return to
wherever you came from, you spend all your time thinking about
how to get back to that enchanted place. This chance encounter
will change your life forever.

Some part of us has always been drawn to the idea of a House
Somewhere, of a place to which we can escape, where life will be
different and we can enjoy a new start, or create a new ending. The
urge has been around probably as long as mankind, but in the past
hundred years it has gone through a fundamental change. When
the Roman Emperor Augustus built himself a magical hideaway
high up on the island of Capri, a blue place where he could escape
the demands of life in the ancient Roman court, he didn’t write
about it. When the real-life eighteenth-century sailor Alexander
Selkirk was shipwrecked and marooned, alone, on a faraway
island, he didn’t write about it – that was left to Daniel Defoe, 
who used Selkirk’s story as the model for his fictitious castaway
Robinson Crusoe.

Then along came the twentieth century and all that changed.
When Gerald Brennan decided he needed to hide away after the
First World War to discover whether he had what it takes to be a
poet, he went and buried himself in a small village in the
Alpujarras Mountains of Andalucia, southern Spain – and then
proceeded to write South from Granada. When Lawrence Durrell
wanted to recapture the essence of the carefree years he spent at
his hideaway on Corfu before the Second World War and the
equally blithe spirit of the people he had shared it with, he wrote
Prospero’s Cell. By the time the upheavals of that war had 
subsided, there was a recognisable body of writing by and about
people who had committed themselves to a place, another place,

I
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
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any place that wasn’t their own but that had become home. This
kind of narrative is usually grouped under the rubric of travel
writing, but it stretches that genre in a wholly new direction, for
this is not the literature of movement but rather the literature of
staying put – of setting down roots in foreign soil.

It is this kind of writing that fills our anthology, but you won’t
find any of the writers mentioned so far in the pages that follow.
When thinking about who to include in this volume and who to
leave out, we recognised that a line had been drawn about
halfway between Gerald Brennan in the 1920s and our own time.
This was a line drawn by experience, but not the experience of
the cultural revolutions of the 1960s, the Beatles, the spread of
television, and student riots; rather it was drawn by the popular-
isation of travel and the consequent growing popular knowledge
of the world. 

In the 1960s, if you had bothered to look, you could still have
found Durrell’s Corfu. Not so in the 1970s, for by then the island
had been transformed by tourism, which has since taken the trend
to its logical conclusion in our own time by putting Durrell’s
Corfu villa on the rental market. When Durrell moved to Greece
he was considered a bohemian, a poet. When the beautiful people
moved to caves on the Spanish island of Ibiza in the 1960s, they
were disparagingly called hippies. Poets or hippies, they were all
freaks, well outside the mainstream. But when Peter Mayle quit
his job in advertising and moved to a house in southern France,
he was called a visionary, and not just because of the fortune he
made from the subsequent best-selling book, A Year in Provence.
By that time a significant number of people understood the attrac-
tions of trading in a high-flying job in a big city for a simpler,
slower daily routine: the lure of the good life.

The popularity of A Year in Provence held a mirror up to many
people, who realised that they too would like to opt out, or opt in.
Many have done just that, and bought themselves a slice of the
dream. And many who haven’t actually made the move have
obviously enjoyed making it vicariously because a long line of
best-selling ‘home abroad’ authors now stretches from Peter
Mayle to Frances Mayes, Chris Stewart and beyond.
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In choosing the stories for A House Somewhere, we looked for
three things in particular. We expected the writer to have made a
commitment to the place, whether it was Isabel Allende falling
for Marin County (and the man who first showed it to her) or
James Hamilton-Paterson settling into his hut on a remote
Philippine island. We wanted it to be an experience that moved
them, as it did Carla Grissmann when she went to live in a remote
village in Turkish Anatolya, or Paul Theroux, desperate to get on
and write in Singapore, or Errol Trzebinski, facing frustration and
then fathomless tragedy in Kenya. We also wanted the writing to
be excellent. In this regard, we have assembled a distinguished
gathering of novelists, poets, essayists and journalists – and a
couple of musicians and a curator, too.

Our anthology consists of eighteen extracts and eight original
essays commissioned expressly for this book. We have assembled
these pieces with the goal of presenting a variety of voices and a
diversity of geographical areas. But despite the differences in set-
ting and voice, a thematic progression links all these tales, and we
have ordered the book according to this progression.

It starts (doesn’t it always?) with falling in love, with seeing a
place and thinking, ‘That’s where I want to be.’ Love being
blind, the place is often a wreck, usually miles from the nearest
electricity, and way out of the price range. Never mind, love
must be obeyed. And it’s just as well that it is love because next
comes the often tricky business of buying or renting, an activity
peppered with pitfalls, many of them dug by silver-tongued
lawyers or notaires. After the purchase comes the even trickier
business of turning that dream into reality with the help of what
are called the local builders. They are local, but they rarely build,
failing to turn up when they promise, insisting that what is
wanted can’t be done or else that a problem has been fixed when
it clearly hasn’t. 

Now comes the concomitant challenge of language. This 
progresses from the first few failed attempts at communication to
the gradually dawning realisation that the world around you is
mostly incomprehensible and that the only way to peer into the
heart of your new home is to breach the language barrier.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Miscommunications inevitably ensue; but word by word, phrase
by phrase, your confidence and your knowledge grow.

At this stage, some begin to wish they had never started, but
there are rewards ahead, the satisfaction that comes when the
work is done, the new paint a little faded, the garden in bloom. It
is the thrill of recognising that you have realised your dream, that
here is your home, your future. Now, if they haven’t done before,
the locals tend to kick in and you get to bond with perhaps the
most important and unpredictable of all the elements, your neigh-
bours, the one part of the jigsaw that is almost never considered
until it is too late. Like your family, they are something you dis-
cover you cannot change. 

That should be the end of the story, but people – and life –
being what they are, it rarely is. There are the doubts, dilemmas
and tragedies as the world turns and what was once a very quiet
House Somewhere is now in a war zone or has a highway run past
it, a dam built below it, or a nightclub opened across the way.

And so the renovation of the house, the evolution of the village
– in short, the story – is never finished: the plumbing always
needs to be upgraded; the place always needs a new coat of paint;
new neighbours move in; and new laws are passed. The only con-
stant is change – and, well, connection.

For that original love remains, and ripens, until a last salutary
lesson is revealed: home is not finally a thing of rocks and roof
tiles, nails and wood; home, as the old saying has it, is where the
heart resides. Or in other words: our House Somewhere is any-
where our own true love abides.

DON GEORGE AND ANTHONY SATTIN

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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