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Honoring the Solstice

Winter is the deep, slow breath we all need after the frenzy of warmer months

By Sara Catherine Lichon s Artwork by Lauren Theis

he mornings lately are quiet. Frost glistens on the ground.

TThe chilly air kisses your nose when you step outside. What
birds are still around are slowly hopping around in the leaves,
looking for bugs to nibble on. This is the darkest time of the year,
but the stars seem to shine their brightest. Everything in nature
has settled down, entering a gentler routine. Winter is here.

For centuries, nature’s cycles have been reflected in our lives
and customs, Nearly all of our ancestors, regardless of what cul-
tural backgrounds we come from, lived their lives by the seasons
and celebrated each seasonal shift. Living seasonally was a marter
of survival for our ancestors, who used cues from the natural
world to know when to plant, grow, harvest, hunt, and forage their
food. Living by this seasonal calendar wasn’t just for survival,
though; it also created a stronger bond between people and na-
ture. As such, the winter solstice has been celebrated throughout
history in many different ways by many different cultures, Many
of the late-December holidays we celebrate today have their roots
in these historic winter solstice celebrations,
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By honoring the winter solstice and observing the changes in
nature during this season, we can deepen our own connection to
the world around us. But how can we lean into this time of year,
and absorb the lessons winter has to teach us® To explore this
question, we met with Lauren Theiss, the Rariran Headwarers As-
sociadon (RHA)’s Director of Education, and Chris Neff, the NJ
Audubon Society’s Direcror of Communications, at RHAs nature
preserve, Fairview Farm.

Despite the winter solstice being the day with the least amount
of sunlighr, this day has traditionally been celebrated as the sun’s
rebirth. This solstice signaled 1o our ancestors that spring was 0f
its way, and soon there would be food to grow and harvest. Since
the autumn equinox, each day leading up o this point has goten
shorter. Bur, after the solstce, the sun is reborn and each day g¢8
lighter. We begin our march towards spring, and soon life will
awaken and return again. This turning point in the season is \‘v"hﬂ[
many cultures celebrated all across the world. Several ancient
structures that stll stand today give us a glimpse into how impor”
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All of these holidays incorporate lights
in some way, as a way to keep the
darkest night of the year at bay. We
hang Christmas lights on our houses,
& Hanukkah is the Festival of Lights, and
we gather around our fireplaces with
loved ones.
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At Fairview Farm, you can find cel-
cbration by observing the little happen-
ings of winter, “Ideally, the ground is
frozen and there’s snow blanketing the
landscape,” Lauren says as she paints a
picture of winter on the preserve.
“Snow is so important for the water be-

cause it melts into the ground and per-
colates, which replenishes the aquifers.” As you walk around the

preserve, you can sometimes see animal tracks i the snow, a gift
from nature to remind you you’re not alone in the cold, Only
some animals hibernate in INJ, such as bats, groundhogs, and mice,
but most others don’t. Not even bears truly hibernate —
into a state of light rest, and may wake up on warmer days.
When there’s snow on the ground you can try tracking these
animals, which Lauren does with children who take partin RHA’s
Tracks and Scat program. “T like to look for how the mice and
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“What are the fairies doing right now in the
winter? How are they keeping warm?>"
Through imaginative play, you come to 3 lot
of conclusions that are reality.”

Even with all this activity, winter is still 2 time for rest. Frogs
and fish go into torpor, when their bodies freeze and heartrates
slow. Plants are in a deep sleep, dry, with only their seeds left, wait-
ing to drop them for spring, “Something I like to do in the winter
Is make wreaths out of the dried grasses” says Lauren. “And if
youre using native plants, all the seedheads are still on. You make
your beautiful wreath and hang it up, but then you can just toss it
outside and become a vector for the seeds of native plants.”

Lauren also spends time illustrating solstice and equinox-
themed cards for family and friends as a way to brighten their
moods during these long nights. Her whimsical images of forest
creatures with their blankets in tiny burrows remind us to rest,
just as all of nature is. “You see people get into that winter slump,
and you just have to treat it the right way. Take it easy on yourself, 7
allow yourself to slow down. You need to snuggle with a candle

“and a hot chocolate. It sounds trivial, but it makes a huge differ

ence.” Like our ancestors, Lauren recognizes the m_eed for c;m-
munity to come together during winter. “We're all so isolated, tt::
it starts to get dark, and we’re depressed. But \vhenlyou allgC:)m_
gether around the warm glow of the campfire, with ,):Ouf ¢
munity and your people, that’s what gets you through..th .

To bring community together, RHA hosts sev;r?l ofF ;jl o
winter celebrations in partnership with Friluftsliving ﬂmslms
15 weeks of Friluftsliv (a Scandinavian idea that roughly tr
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The BRJ A;:;z{tsli" concludes with a spring equinox celebration,  selves to the cycles of nature. s
I\.laff:hggi’n spring with another campfire, outdoor dancing, and a .
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deock, SPring ephemerals, and frog hike. And with this arrival
oodcock, : . .

“f spring, the cycle begins again.

0 Winter is the deep, slow breath we all need to take, the calm
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