Giving Summer the Cold Shoulder
It never ceases to amaze me why  many people choose to visit Italy in the boiling summer months. Prices are at their peak, locals are sensibly indoors in shuttered houses or away in the mountains or on the beach, and the land is scorched and tired. It’s too hot to visit anything outdoors except if you time it right (ie go at dawn) while inside is crowded and stifling as a mass of humanity oozes its way around another gallery determined to tick it off on the list of ‘must-sees’ before it closes. As Italians seek shade, cool and a light lunch so as not to overload the temperamental summer digestione, foreign visitors seek out a table in full sun, a pizza and a litre of local red.
Give me the country in winter or early spring. Italy is a totally different place when divested of its summer gaudiness. A more genuine beauty emerges, like a supermodel washing off her make up once she’s out of the spotlight. You see the real thing. The superficial glitz has gone, but the bare bones are infinitely more alluring.
Le Marche – said (by people from Le Marche) to offer the best of Italy in one region - is hauntingly beautiful in winter. Its snow-capped mountains glisten in the clear, crisp light. The coastline is empty and you can enjoy long walks by the dark blue sea your hair whipped by the wind and your cheeks glowing. The magical cities and towns are still there but the summer frazzle has been replaced by a gentle excitement as Christmas and Capo d’Anno (New Year) beckon. 
“But what is there to do in the winter?” you cry, as sun-oil and swimming pool withdrawal symptoms take hold. Well stop right there, my little summer addicts. For winter has its own list of activities to entice you away from your August fix.

Stay at a local luxury holiday apartment like Caserma Carina (www.caserma-carina.com ), an hour’s drive from Ancona airport and situated near the ancient hilltop town of Mogliano. It’s in the Alisdair Sawday Special Places to Stay guide, so you are guaranteed something a bit out of the ordinary. And when you have stopped admiring the stunning scenery in its frost-dipped winter clothes you’ll find there is plenty to do.

An hour away, in Ascoli Piceno, there is an outdoor skating rink to twirl around and an old-fashioned carousel to charm. Tiny sparkling white lights twinkle in the piazzas and a well-wrapped bustle of locals and a smattering of savvy winter tourists enjoy the fragrant and enchanted Christmas market.

You can take part in a winter cookery course taught by a local lady, which can be held at your accommodation if you really can’t face going outside. Or pamper yourself with a luxury facial at the holistic retreat in San Ginesio, visit a vineyard or have a little spree at one of Marche’s many outlet stores. Dinner can be hearty mountain food like cinghiale (wild boar) washed down with strong local red wine in front of a crackling chestnut wood fire in a cosy agriturismo or trattoria.
When you are drizzling your golden green extra virgin olive oil over your summer salad I bet you  don’t spare much thought for the period when the olives are harvested and pressed, but this too is a winter activity. Depending on the area, the tradition, the weather and, yes, the phase of the moon, olives are picked some time between November and January. 
You’ll see the olive pickers at work in groves all over Le Marche. Perilously perched on their handmade wooden ladders, nets spread on the ground ready to catch the plump green or purple-black fruit they move from tree to tree, shaking the branches or using sticks and hands to ensure every last olive is captured. There’s nothing to beat the first taste of newly pressed thick green olive oil on a piece of bread. Its peppery flavour, which fades with time, is at its best just after the harvest. Dream on, you summer-loving foodies!
Caserma Carina participates in a quirky little scheme which should tempt you away from your summer mistress. If you book a minimum of seven nights there they will give you your own olive tree for a year. Imagine -  all of the joys and none of the pain (or expense – it usually costs at least £70 to adopt). As well as an official adoption certificate and a 500 ml tin of cold-pressed olive oil, you will get a further two litres from your very own tree as soon as the harvest allows. Lesley and Dean from the Caserma will even take you to visit your adorable new offspring in its grove. 
They work closely with organic producers www.nudo-italia.com who run the Adopt-an-Olive-Tree scheme. Yes, nudo does mean naked in Italian, but not in your summer beach babe kind of way. Here the nakedness refers to the naturalness of nudo’s ingredients. Their green credentials are impeccable for as well as producing certified cold-pressed organic extra-virgin olive oil, the olives hand-picked by locals, they also have a range of food and products from this relatively unknown region. 
If you are still not convinced of the joys of visiting multi-faceted Marche in the winter then there really is no hope for you. Off you go back to your sunbed and bake until done. If you prefer the heat generated by a gentle winter sun, a crackling log fire and a warm welcome then give this winter wonderland a chance. But be warned. Once you’ve been kissed by Jack Frost, Apollo’s embrace will never feel the same again.
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