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Sand, sea and solitude in
Sardinia’s ‘little Sahara’

While the Costa Smeralda draws a crush of billionaires and superyachts, on
the opposite side of the island, the Costa Verde has vast dunes, a slick new
hotel — and almost nobody around

Le Dune Piscinas hotel © Mattia Aquila
Simon Kuper
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I'm walking along the Mediterranean — sandy beach, turquoise waves, blue
sky, every box ticked — but there isn’t a soul in sight. I feel like Robinson
Crusoe, except that I've just had a massage in my five-star hotel, Le Dune
Piscinas. I am on the Costa Verde, the almost abandoned southwestern coast of
Sardinia. The nearest village, Ingurtosu, which had perhaps 6,000 inhabitants

in 1900, mustered nine at last count.



The Costa Verde is about the blankest spot on the European Med. “Forty-seven
kilometres of nothing, only beach,” says Marcella Tettoni, a fiscal consultant
from Milan, who with her partner Luigi Caccamo, a Roman engineer, has made
the daring bet in middle age to go into the hotel business in an almost
untouristed region. “It’s a start-up, and when you start something up you have

to be crazy,” she explains.
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help it to return to some semblance of life?

The ancient Romans mined here. In 1899, the Old Etonian Englishman and
failed Liberal politician Thomas Allnutt Brassey took control of local mines,
which by then were mainly producing lead and zinc. There’s a brilliant photo of
the Edwardian dandy with moustache, bow tie and jaunty trilby tootling
around Ingurtosu with his wife Lady Idina in the first automobile ever seen in
the village. But in 1919, shortly after becoming the 2nd Earl of Brassey, he was
hit by a taxi in London, leaving no heirs. A monument opposite Ingurtosu’s
shuttered church remembers him, which is probably more than anyone in

Britain does.

The dunes of the Costa Verde © Alamy




The region’s mines fell into decline in the 1950s, and were eventually closed.
When Tettoni and Caccamo drive me the 9o minutes along small roads from
Cagliari airport to the hotel, we sometimes go miles without seeing a house. In
Ingurtosu, we pass the Laveria Brassey, where within living memory women
and children washed the stones extracted from the mines. With its ruined front
and stone columns jutting into the sky, the building now looks like a Roman
relic.

Many of the village’s houses are roofless, and have trees growing inside. Tettoni
says that the company that took them over after the miners left couldn’t find
anyone interested in buying them, and dynamited the roofs so as to escape
housing taxes. Here, in extreme form, is the story of much of Europe:
deindustrialisation and depopulation, until the only viable industry becomes
selling the local sea, climate and food to luxury tourists.

Our car rattles down a long dirt path, and finally pulls up at the hotel, tucked in
behind a swath of sand dunes. Some are more than 60 metres high, hence the
area being dubbed Italy’s “little Sahara”.

The hotel building, which backs on to the beach, was originally a mining
warehouse. The minerals would arrive here on wagons from the Laveria
Brassey, then sit in storage until the dangerous sea was quiet enough to ship
them out. Ruins of wagons still sit on a track beside the hotel. Later the

building served as a summer camp for miners’ kids.

A gate at the hotel leading straight onto the beach € Mattla Aquila



One of the hotel's balconies... © Mattia Aquila

It first became a hotel in the 1990s, an unambitious three-star which Caccamo
first got to know as a customer, coming here to read in a spot without
distractions. One day the ageing hotelier told him he wanted to sell. Caccamo
and his romantic partner Tettoni bought the place in 2011. When I ask how he
ended up becoming a hotelier in his fifties while still working as an engineer in

Rome, he jokes: “Sometimes you make poor decisions in life.”

He was also worried that someone else might buy the place and ruin it. Tettoni
liked the idea of running a seasonal hotel, operating only from Easter till
October, where she imagined only having to work half the year. “But,” she

laughs, “it wasn't true!”

&& The hotel is a protected building, and local
They hired a designer who bureaucracy is fierce, so it took them
specialised in houses, and told nearly a decade to get the permits to

him, ‘We want to make an old rebuild it. Tettoni says: “It was difficult,
house on the sea for our but I don’t think about that, because we
friends’ didn’t do it for a business reason. We did

it because we like this place. Luigi and I

have our own work.”



They had to leave the building’s protected exterior intact, but upgraded the
interior for the burgeoning luxury market. They hired a designer who hadn’t
done a hotel before, but specialised in houses, and told him, “We want to make
an old house on the sea for our friends.” Last year Le Dune Piscinas reopened

as a five-star.

The couple’s bet is to offer a rare trifecta: luxury, in a super-prime location, yet
with almost nobody around. The hotel has just 28 rooms, but around 60
employees who will attend to your every need. During the summer season,
guests can choose between three hotel restaurants: the superb Rosso Tramonto
for gourmet dinners, the more casual Il Ginepro, and a “romantic” four-table
operation on the beach. Each one offers bright-red sunsets over the Med, with
hardly any selfie-takers blocking the view. True, there are public beaches on
either side of the hotel, one of them for nudists, but even during a long holiday
weekend I saw just handfuls of day-trippers off in the middle distance. The

silence was broken only by the occasional military jet from a nearby base.

Hotel balconies with a view of the sea, which is less than 150 metres away © Mattia Aquila
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The entrance ‘tunnel’ leading in to the hotel..

Le Dune Piscinas offers all the luxury basics: a gym and big pool (where I
experienced the joy of swimming alone), a spa with masseuse, a library,
“American bar”, wine cellar with sommelier, et cetera. Caccamo’s personal
touch is visible chiefly in the furniture, some of which he designed himself, and
in the mostly contemporary art on the walls. He has turned Le Dune Piscinas
into a kind of exhibition space for his personal collection, while the hotel’s
series of artists in residence add new works. When I was there, the incumbent
was Elisa Filomena from Turin, who had set up her easel next to the outdoor

cinema. Beside it lay ruins of ancient boats that had sunk along the coast.

Luca Borgognoni, the hotel’s young manager from Ancona, who tries to meet
every guest, describes the clientele: “People who want to stay away from the
rest of the world. We mainly have couples. Usually they come to Le Dune to
stay at Le Dune.” He says the place works best for people who can handle the
stillness, content to be alone with their thoughts and books. Many come from
Europe’s traditional luxury markets of Milan, Germany and Switzerland, but in

line with recent economic trends, Borgognoni reports a surge in Polish guests.

Le Dune understands that even the most harried one-percenter escaping the
elite inferno eventually wants to do something more than eat, drink, work out
and send home selfies from the beach. So, in this most uneventful of regions,
the hotel makes its own fun. The chef Annalisa Atzeni, granddaughter of a
miner and an official “ambassadress of Sardinian culture”, comes in every

Saturday to teach guests how to make the local pasta and bread.
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The library; according to its manager, the hotel works best for people content to be alone with their thoughts and books © Mattia Aquila



Dressed like a 19th-century peasant in white and black with a headscarf, she’s a
charming teacher as long as you can get past the fact that she doesn’t speak
English. She tries to induct me into the ancient Sardinian tradition of braiding
filindeu pasta, but I am predictably unable to duplicate her thin strands. My
misshapen fat ones almost immediately break. “Tagliatelle,” she remarks,

damning with faint praise.

Over lunch afterwards, she enchants the hotel staff with a monologue in
Sardinian. Most of them come from the Italian mainland — “continentalt”,
Sardinians call them — and can barely understand the local language, which
sometimes sounds more Spanish than Italian. Anyway, says Atzeni, there isn’t
really such a thing as Sardinian. The island has multiple dialects, often

mutually unintelligible.

The other main activity on offer here is exploring the ruins of the lost mining
civilisation. The hotel has created a helpful app, Nousumine, which recounts
the history of local mining sites. Well, nobody else was going to do it.

I trekked 25 minutes or so to Ingurtosu on an electric mountain bike, but the
hotel also lays on little open-topped cars. One local mineshaft, the Pozzo Gal,
which closed in the 1970s, now has a multi-media museum that opens on
request. My tour of it was a correction to the tendency to romanticise the
industrial past. A poem on a wall describes the mine as “an inferno that Dante

never knew”.
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Goats pass relics of the mining industry on Piscinas beach © Alamy




Children worked with their mothers in the room where minerals were weighed,
while their fathers were underground for 12 hours a day, hacking away in
temperatures of up to 50 degrees, often contracting fatal lung diseases. I was
told a complicated story of someone who was decapitated by a machine. The
village also had malaria — which was eventually dispelled, or so the story goes,

by putting arsenic in the water to kill the mosquitoes’ eggs.

Dead miners would be returned to their villages of origin for burial, so that
Ingurtosu wouldn’t become known as a death zone. The one local graveyard
was for mules. “The situation was sad enough without adding a cemetery,”
explains my guide. And all that sacrifice was for some poor lumps of lead and
zinc. No wonder pay was terrible, and the mines couldn’t survive modernity.

I visited the Pozzo Gal with a young hotel employee named Nico, a native
Sardinian whose grandfathers both worked down the mines. One got silicosis

and retired on a miner’s pension aged about 40.

Say what you like about luxury tourism, but it’s not as brutal a business. It may

also be the local civilisation’s last shot at avoiding extinction.



