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Gentle snowflakes dancing

in the breeze.

Frost

sparkling on distant rooftops.

A winter sky, the perfect periwinkle blue.

Pine needles

and woodsmoke.

A sunset

in soft shades of

lilac and apricot.

Glimmers

of light

glistening through

ominous clouds,

illuminating the sky

for an instant.





Introduction

Winter can often look and feel magical in all its Christmas-card, snow-frosted beauty, and yet, for every romanticised version of winter, there is the darker reality: the howl of wind down the chimney; the endless grey of a restless winter sky; the crashing of waves against the shore; the lashing of rain on the windows; treacherous ice underfoot. 

It’s no wonder so many of us struggle with the winter months. The NHS estimates that approximately 2 million people in the UK and 12 million people in Northern Europe experience seasonal affective disorder (SAD) every year, a type of seasonal depression more prevalent in winter, thought to be linked to reduced exposure to sunlight during the darker months. While many live without a diagnosis, there is no doubt that lots of us find this period incredibly difficult, and inevitably end up counting down the days until spring. The darker half of the year lasts from September to March – so that’s half our lives we are wishing away, hoping our fortunes fare better when the days are lighter and longer. I know I have often wished away the winter months, then put so much pressure on spring and summer that they don’t live up to my rose-tinted expectations. The world keeps turning, and then I’m plunged into darkness again, still unsatisfied, still wanting, still not fully present.

Contemporary conveniences shelter many of us from the true harshness of winter; however, they also mask our circadian rhythms, and the needs of our bodies and minds for slower times of rest and rejuvenation. This, along with societal pressures – from the relentless pace of the modern working world to the consumerism that has taken over ancient holidays – can lead us to feel we should be going about our lives like we’re in some perpetual summer. I know there have been times where I have felt so out of touch with nature’s patterns and cycles, unable to step off the treadmill of life and surrender to the once instinctive rhythm of the year. 

But maybe there’s another way we can look at this cycle of darkness and light? A way we can learn to make the most of the season we’re in. To embed time in nature and creative pursuits into our autumn and winter routines. To give ourselves permission to slow down and find moments of joy. To let in both light and dark. 

The arrival of ‘nychtin-time’ – the Scots word for the dark half of the year – signals a slowing down in nature, an over-wintering or hibernation. The season invites us to turn inwards and homewards. My Scottish ancestors understood this rhythm so deeply that it informed the very language they spoke, which eventually evolved into the contemporary Scots language, replete with many terms for snow, rain, darkness and nighttime. Scots even beats the Inuit languages in terms of the number of different words for snow, totalling more than 400 different terms, according to researchers at the University of Glasgow. ‘Sneesl’ (to begin to rain or snow), ‘feefle’ (to swirl), ‘snaw-pouther’ (light, driving snow) and ‘unbrak’ (the beginning of a thaw) are just a few of my favourite examples.

Many Scots weather words evoke the harshness of the darker months (and even sound harsh): ‘smuir’ (misty/hazy), ‘blyte’ (a blast of bad weather), ‘brattle’ (a sudden spell of inclement weather) and ‘pusker’ (storm). Probably the most well-known Scots weather word – ‘dreich’ – summons up a particular kind of weather that almost goes beyond translation, the word for the dreary, depressing weather uniquely experienced on a November day in Edinburgh. The kind of day where it’s not really raining, but it’s definitely not dry, and you end up cold and soaked to the skin.

It is clear to me that the weather and seasons have formed an essential part of our lives and identities for hundreds of years in Scotland, the language being a vital way to communicate all the different types of weather – especially bad – that could shape livelihoods and lives, particularly in winter. In our modern world, we seem to have forgotten that times of darkness are as much a part of nature’s rhythms as they are a part of life – but I know from experience that this healthier, more mindful approach is far easier talked about than put into practice. Instead, we understandably try to push it away and ignore it: we put on an extra light and layer, take our vitamin D, binge another TV series, book a summer holiday and fritter away time until the spring. 

In my late twenties, I reached breaking point on the treadmill of life and reconnecting with nature was something that helped to heal me. When I was diagnosed with OCD, anxiety and depression, I found solace in the certainty of the rhythms of the year, and the creative projects they could inspire. And yet, even as someone who writes about the healing power of living slowly and seasonally, I was soon to find that these were lessons I would need to learn over and over, when one winter I was plunged into my own ‘nychtin-time’ – a deeper than ever period of difficulty – when I found out that I was pregnant with our much longed-for baby. I didn’t feel how I thought I would, or how I thought I should. Instead of glowing and nesting joyfully, embracing my bump and planning a cosy nursery like the mums I saw on Instagram, I was paralysed by anxiety. 

My pregnancy sickness arrived with winter’s storms and the intrusive thoughts of my OCD that I had recently learned to manage went into overdrive as I imagined all the different ways that I could harm the baby. I would need to perform endless compulsions of checking, cleaning and reassurance-seeking in a fruitless attempt to placate my anxiety. 

On the surface, I kept functioning as ‘normal’, too scared to tell anyone – even my husband, Al – the extent of these thoughts; inside, I was falling apart. Despite healthy scans, I was terrified that I would lose the baby. 

To cope, I went back to masking – something I was adept at from years of hiding my anxiety. But this time the contrast between my inner turmoil and outward coping was even more profound. I was now a ‘Successful Author’. My book was a bestseller. My workshops around the book’s launch sold out in less than forty-eight hours. People wanted to meet me. Meanwhile, I was in the midst of the busiest term as a teacher and drowning in marking and reports. I was waxing lyrical in my workshops about slow living, about nurturing our minds through nature and giving ourselves permission to create – and then going straight home to bed, burnt out.

A reader at one event spoke to me about their mental health, asked how I really was and what was next. I was privileged to hear she had given Slow Seasons to a friend going through IVF and was brought much comfort by it. I said to her then, ‘We need Even Slower Seasons.’ I started to wonder if I could help even more people if I was honest enough with myself. 

As the days began to lengthen, help eventually arrived in the form of my NHS therapist, Melanie. As well as working through cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) strategies and supporting me by writing an emotionally informed birth plan together, she introduced me to ‘glimmers’, a term coined by social worker Deb Dana who found that searching for these micro-moments of joy actually makes us feel happier. Looking for and actively noting these moments allows our bodies and brains to regulate and feel connected, which in turn enables our nervous systems to make us feel calm, safe and hopeful. 

I’ll be honest, I was a little cynical as I felt more anxious than I ever had done – the sense of responsibility that came with my OCD, heightened by the reality of growing a child, left me on high alert and feeling incredibly lonely and low as a result. The idea that small joys could solve this deep depression seemed impossible, but I was desperate to try anything that would help, and started searching for slivers of light this way. I made a concerted effort to write down three good things each day in a note on my phone, which at first felt like an enormous effort. Although I had written for so long about searching for positive moments in each season, I felt like I was starting again from scratch, re-learning slow and simple living. I began to self-medicate in the only ways I knew how – by turning to nature, getting outside and nourishing my body and mind with comforting bakes and wholesome crafts. At last, I felt able to reconnect with the seasonal joys I had written about for so long that felt so distant in the depths of winter darkness.


‘But maybe there’s

another way we can

look at this cycle of

darkness & light?

A way we can learn

to make the most

of the season

we’re in.’


And yet, while I was beginning to replenish my stocks of inspiration, a key thing still niggled at me: I struggled to write. The blank page overwhelmed me, and documenting my matrescence seemed unthinkable. Pregnancy was beyond words, beyond articulation.

At times when I have previously struggled to find the language to write about my experiences, I turned to the words of my ancestors instead. Scots words. I became intrigued by the many Scots words associated with darkness, particularly terms used to describe the darkest parts of the day and the year: ‘dounsetting’ (the setting of the sun), ‘forenicht’ (the early part of the night) and the ‘head of the dim’ (midnight). I could go on and on. Clearly, we Scots are obsessed with the mirk – the darkness – and with an hour less daylight in Midwinter (mid-December) compared to our neighbours in the south (around seven hours in Edinburgh versus London’s eight) it’s maybe easy to see why. On the flipside, I soon realised that there were also many words around finding the light – the ‘achening’ (early dawn), ‘scarrow’ (faint light), ‘skimmers’ (flickering rays), ‘scraigh-o’day’ (dawn’s first appearance), ‘glisk’ (a gleam of sunlight through a cloud) and so on – that reminded me of the balance in the natural world.

One Scots word in particular stood out to me: ‘gloamin’ ’ or ‘gloaming’ [n] – the
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