The Search for Spring
By White Raven Woman

  Our modern calendar places the beginning of Spring on the Vernal Equinox in late-March.  However, our European ancestors knew that Spring arrived much earlier, at Imbolc.  This was when the Maiden returned from her long Winter’s sleep, when the ewes went into their estrus cycles and the Earth Herself began to show signs of awakening. However, here in the states, Spring is not so forthcoming with Her signs. She is subtler, elusive. Much of the country will experience its harshest weather during the month of February.  Here in New England that bitterness we know as winter continues even longer into March, April and sometimes-even May.  But still, spring is showing itself, in spite of the weather, if you only take the time to look.

  A wonderful way to attune yourself to the season of Spring, and to teach your children how to look, listen and smell the sensations of this season, is to spend time observing all of nature.  The following are some family friendly activities that will help you search for Spring.  An added bonus is that these activities will help overcome the winter restlessness that occurs after months of winter confinement!

Listen: Listen to the wind.  As springtime overtakes the season of winter the sound of the wind changes. Its shift is from one of a howling to a more subtle, gentle rhythm.  The wind may still be fierce at times, but it lacks the bluster that a winter wind has.

Listen to the birds.  Beginning in February bird song increases as spring nesting begins.  This time is triggered by the increase in daylight, which has grown steadier since the Solstice 6 weeks ago. You’ll notice an increase in the daily chatter of the birds as they become more social and as males search for mates.

Listen to the water.  Whether it is icicles melting, ponds beginning to thaw or a stream running smoother once more, the increase in sun causes melting to occur.  Even though temperatures may remain frigid there will be days when water begins to return to its fluid state.

Listen for spring peepers.  Although the peepers usually don’t put in an appearance in New England until April, there are many parts of the country where their nightly chorus may be heard beginning in February.  Their song is distinctive and is a true harbinger of spring. 

Look: Look for buds forming on the trees.  Although it may be months before the trees actually leaf out, it is around Imbolc that many begin to form buds.  Dogwood, birch, maple and aspen are all good choices to check out.

Look for increased mammal activity.  Skunks, raccoons, foxes, squirrels and groundhog (woodchucks) all make frequent appearances once they sense the arrival of spring.  They venture forth seeking out the young shoots of wild plants and trees that are buried beneath the snow.  The snow cover still found in many areas makes tracking animal movement easier and adds an additional element of learning as you try to identify the tracks you discover.

Look for early spring bulbs and flowering shrubs poking through the snow.  Snowdrops are by far the earliest of bloomers and are easily identified by their pendulous, white blooms.  Next up will be crocus, bloodroot, heath, hellebore, pussy willow and vernal witch hazel.  If you live near the woodlands you might also find wood anemone, spring beauty, hepatica and toad wort.

Look for rivers rising.  In mountainous areas the melting snow causes dramatic increase to the rivers below.  In hilly areas the increase isn’t as dramatic, but is quite noticeable.  One local river rises over 15 feet each spring, often overflowing its banks and causing major road closures.

Look at the sun each day and observe how light it stays each evening.  The sun has been gradually increasing for the past 6 weeks and by February the increase makes a very noticeable difference.  Try and track the time of sunset each day so you will become further attuned to this subtle, but important, energy shift.

Smell: Smell the air outside.  On a sunny, late-winter day the smell is quite different than on an early-spring day.  The springtime carries with it the scent of moist earth and doesn’t have the sharpness of the winter.

Explore: Seek out a farm where maple sugaring is still done.  One that allows you to accompany them throughout the process is ideal, but simply seeing the fresh sap turned into syrup is wonderful.  The sapping period is very short, a few weeks between mid-February and early April at best so be sure not to miss your opportunity!

Make a cold frame for planting cold weather crops.  Sowing lettuce, radishes and other leafy greens now is a great way to visualize spring growth.  The cold frame will protect your seedlings from the harshest weather, but allows you to see exactly what is going on with your crops.

Build a birdhouse and place it in a location that is easily accessible.  Ideally your house should have a door on one side so you can peek in occasionally.  Track how long it takes for birds to build their nest inside this house.  The rate at which a birdhouse is occupied is a big indicator of the spring season!

At the top of a page write “spring is....” Have each family member journal for 3 straight minutes on this topic.  Share what your journaling has revealed, you might be surprised at what each of you perceives as Spring!

Air is the associated element of spring so now is the perfect time to make some wind chimes to hang outdoors.  Have each family member create a section of the chimes using found items from nature (acorns, shells, nuts, etc).  These chimes will assist you in tracking wind patterns and will also serve to remind you all of the promise of Spring.

Explore a pond or lake.  Whether the water has completely melted or not this is the perfect time for exploring.  By cutting a hole in the ice you will be able to see fish and water-borne insects swimming.  If you’re lucky you’ll see some of these insects trapped within ice particle, which is very cool to boys and girls alike. If melting has occurred look for fish eggs, frog eggs and even duck nests. 

Feel: Feel the rhythm of the Earth.  If you close your eyes and center yourself you will feel the subtle vibrations from deep within the earth itself.  Spring carries with it a sense of renewal, calmness and delicacy.  Allow the rhythms to wrap themselves around you, to enter your very pores.  If you do, you will imprint the energy of spring onto your soul where it will remain forever more.

  Embrace the energies of spring, even if it appears as if winter is still the dominant season.  Spring is there, she just takes her time in making her appearance known.  You need to search for her, but if you do, you’ll always know where to look.
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