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Before losing themselves in the virtual or plunging…into the international, students 

need to carefully and critically examine what exists outside their front (and back) 

doors. DeLind and Link 1   

 

This is a collection of materials to help teachers across a range of disciplines embed 

sustainability into their teaching practice. Sustainability materials are often uninspiring 

because they are abstract, impersonal, and full of jargon and disconnected facts. They 

disenchant when what we want is to re-enchant the next generation, pulling them away 

from junk food, screens and shopping and helping them reconnect with the life-giving 

natural world around them. The material here, therefore, takes a different approach – a 

‘real story’ which is personal, concrete and reflective, as the author explores reconnection 

with the natural world as an essential step towards sustainability.   

The focus is primarily on weather, as an often forgotten aspect of the natural world in 

environmental education, which tends to focus on the more abstract climate, or the more 
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concrete animals, plants and forests. Weather is special because it is something which is 

experienced directly by our bodies in the most local of places, but is part of a vast global 

system which is changing due to human activity. Through awareness of the weather, 

students can gain new insights into the relationship between person, local place and world, 

and how this relationship will need to change if we are to build more sustainable societies.  

The ‘story’ is written to be read primarily by teachers, but also by older school students or 

university students. It is divided into sections which are more-or-less self-contained so that 

they can be read in any order. Teachers can take extracts from the writing and use them as 

reading materials for students, both as a way of stimulating discussion and as a model of 

ways of enquiring about the world. Some extracts will fit with language or linguistics classes, 

some with literature, some with geography or nature classes, some with philosophy, and 

some with citizenship. The general understandings and skills that the materials intend to 

develop, however, are relevant to students in every discipline, and include: 

a) Reflection on the relationship between person, weather, place, and world 

b) Analysis of everyday texts to reveal how they shape how we think about the weather 

c) Critical analysis of advertising to expose how it uses the weather to encourage high 

consumption 

d) Discovering new perspectives on the weather-world through examining literature, 

from UK nature writing to Japanese haiku 

e) Understanding the connection between time spent in local nature and health and 

wellbeing 

f) Protecting local green space for current and future generations 

g) Understanding social justice issues over access to green space 

These might seem quite narrow and specific skills, and certainly they cover only a small 

range of the many skills necessary to contribute to a sustainable society (Stibbe 2009). 

However, these specific skills contribute to a wider skill which is at the heart of education 

for sustainability: revealing the stories we live by, questioning those stories, and searching 

for new stories to live by.  

The story begins with ‘me’ - personal exploration of the weather-world and critical analysis 

of texts which shape our attitude towards it. It then moves to ‘we’ – interacting with family 

and community in the weather-world, working together to grow food and protect local 

green space for future generations. The conclusion takes a wider view of ‘world’, of humans 

interacting with each other, other plants, animals, forests and rivers within the weather-

world, and having a profound impact which threatens the meteorological and ecological 

systems that life depends on.     
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This is a story about the weather and the world, and how the two are not separate. 

Together they are the weather-world, the constantly changing swirl of storm and flowers, 

wind and trees, sun and grass, rain and fox, mist and human. From our earliest beginnings 

humans have lived in the weather-world, sensitive to the ever-changing patterns of heat, 

cold, light, wind, clouds and rain in the sky and the corresponding stirrings of life on the 

world below as spring flowers open, wheat ripens, and leaves blaze into colours before 

falling. Weather meant something – it meant the difference between eating or not eating, 

between drinking or not drinking, between life or freezing to death, and it meant 

appreciation of the beauty of the natural world as it followed the cycles of light and dark, 

rain and sun, winter and summer.    

It is just now, in industrial countries, that we are retreating from the weather-world: 

retreating into the virtual reality of the internet and video games, into covered shopping 

malls, into the confines of the television screen and air-conditioned flats and houses. The 
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danger is that we become cut off from the life and lives around us, the busy swirling of air 

currents, birds, insects, flowers, trees, sunlight and rain that sustains life.  

Living in the weather-world means being outdoors and appreciating the world in its 

constantly changing weather, rather than waiting indoors for a sunny, bright and hot day. It 

means gaining health and wellbeing, learning from nature, and making connections 

between the local weather, the climate and the future of our species. 

Through re-engaging with the weather-world we can learn about the systems of life in ways 

that no books, blogs, or TV programmes could ever teach us. Spending time outdoors in the 

natural places in our local environment is an expression of human nature: we evolved 

outdoors in a green environment and our bodies are designed for moving and seeing and 

sensing within that environment. It is acting in tune with who we are, and psychologists and 

health experts confirm that it leads to health and wellbeing.  

It is more than that, however. The nature writer Kathleen Jamie once said that ‘When we 

step outside and look up, we're not little cogs in the capitalist machine. It's the simplest act 

of resistance and renewal2.’ By going outside our house, watching the wildflowers stirring in 

a gentle breeze, we are gaining pleasure without spending money, without contributing to 

economic growth, without competing with anyone, without consuming products, and 

without destroying the environment. We may even be moved to protect the environment, 

not only that around our house but globally, to help ensure the continuance of life-

supporting ecosystems on the planet.  

We could run along a country lane or in a local park in the thick mist, hearing the song of 

unseen birds and watching the shapes of trees emerge as we near them. However, the 

industrial growth society we live in would rather we ran in an air-conditioned gym on a 

treadmill, watch nature programmes full of advertisements while sinking deep into a sofa, 

or go on a shopping trip in a covered mall, since these all contribute to economic growth. 

There are no advertisements that describe the pleasures to be gained from being outside 

with friends and family in the local environment, just things to buy. Enjoying being outside 

our house, fixing a kettle, sewing clothes, growing fruit and vegetables, and volunteering to 

help others are all acts of resistance to a system obsessed with competition and the 

exchange of money.  

Val Plumwood reminds us, however, that a re-enchantment with the places we live in is not 

enough3. She brings our attention to the shadowlands, the places in the world where people 

work to make the things we buy, often long hours with low pay, and in an environment 

destroyed by toxic chemicals. The place we live in is nice because the shadowlands are not. 

Sustainability is a wide net that needs re-enchantment with local green space for wellbeing, 

learning about natural systems, and as an alternative to consumption. But it also needs 

global awareness of how our actions have an impact on other parts of the world. If we have 

access to green spaces then we need to value them, spend time in them, and protect them, 
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but also to work towards social justice so that everyone can have access to life-affirming 

connections with their local place.  

And the weather, which can delight and enchant us with a ray of sun, a perfectly shaped 

cloud, a pattering of rain, an exquisite trail of mist, can also kill. It is not climate change that 

kills but weather – the floods, droughts, hurricanes and storm surges that increase in 

frequency and intensity as the climate warms. If we watch carefully we can see the changes 

happening around us – birds arriving earlier, flowers opening at odd times, an 

unprecedented heatwave or flood, years without snow, then a week of artic chill. Living in 

the weather-world helps us appreciate the Holocene period, with its welcoming climate that 

has allowed humans and other life to flourish for the last 11,000 years. The subtle clues also 

remind us that it is ending.  

  

 

 

I am an ecolinguist, which means that for many years I’ve been analysing texts: everything 

from Japanese haiku poems and British new nature writing to lifestyle magazines and 

economics textbooks. In each case I examine whether the texts (and the larger discourses 

they are part of) encourage us to respect and care for the environment, or destroy it. For 

example, while Japanese haiku encourages close observation and deep appreciation of the 

ordinary nature around us, economics textbooks and advertising push us to accumulate 

piles of unnecessary and environmentally damaging goods.   

I recently wrote a book Ecolinguistics: language, ecology and the stories we live by where I 

analysed a vast collection of different kinds of texts. Surprisingly, the most interesting texts 

were those about the weather, a very ordinary and mundane subject, or so I thought. I 

noticed how in British weather forecasts, even the slightest hint of moisture in the form of 

clouds, mist, or light rain was treated negatively (‘an invasion of cloud’, ‘a threat of mist’), 

and how this was picked up by advertisers selling ‘sunshine holidays’ to escape from the dull 

British weather.  

I realised that the story that sunny weather is good and every other kind of weather is bad is 

embedded deeply in British culture, and builds dissatisfaction with the natural world we live 

in on all but a few sunny days. Strangers greet each other with ‘horrible day, isn’t it?’ as a 

cloud passes over the bright sun and releases drops of life-giving water onto the parched 

ground below. The story keeps us indoors watching TV or flying off to a holiday in the sun 

rather than enjoying the weather-world around us throughout the changing seasons. I could 

sense that there was something deeply important about the weather-world which united 

questions both of sustainability and of what it means to be human. Although the book 
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covered all kinds of issues I chose for its cover a picture of an ordinary tree in the mist to 

hint at the beauty within ordinary weather.  

This is a personal story, of my own attempts to reconnect with the weather-world, through 

direct interaction with my local environment but also through analysis of weather forecasts, 

everyday conversation, poems and books about the weather. In these pages I will be 

running through fields that are due to be destroyed by a massive new housing estate, trying 

to galvanise the local community into caring about and protecting green spaces, and trying 

to understand how our culture shapes how we perceive the weather. The aim is to provide 

an example of someone ordinary (me), doing some very ordinary things like running in the 

green areas around my house in all weathers, reading and thinking about nature writing, 

and starting to gain something valuable from it. Learning something about myself, the world 

I live in, and how the texts that surround us in everyday life can influence our perception.  

I do have a clear and upfront agenda of trying to contribute to ‘sustainability’. The term 

sustainability is often abused to mean a great range of things, even maximising economic 

growth in already rich countries, so I use it with care (and some embarrassment!). What I 

mean by sustainability is increasing people’s wellbeing and the wellbeing of other species, 

while at the same time protecting the ecological systems that life depends on. In some 

‘poor’ countries that might mean stimulating economic growth in as clean a way as possible, 

but in countries which are already overconsuming it means a massive reduction in 

consumption and sharing resources more fairly so that everyone has enough to live on. 

More positively, sustainability means rethinking a society based on competition and 

consumerism and finding new paths towards wellbeing that do not require 

overconsumption of resources. That will require a reconnection with the place we live in, 

appreciation of the diverse beings who live there, appreciation of the physical environment, 

and appreciation of the varied and ever-changing weather. It will also require a better 

understanding of the links between local and global, applying the same understanding and 

care for the nature around us to the larger world we live in. It’s not ‘think global, act local’, 

it’s ‘think local, connect the local with the global, and act’.    

My hope is that readers will treat what I have written here critically, taking what is useful 

and using it as a springboard for their own journey to reconnect with the weather-world, 

adapting it to suit their own local environment, rejecting ideas that they disagree with, and 

replacing them with their own.  
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It’s early June and I’m just back from a ‘holiday’. It was a walking, running and nature 

holiday in the attractive destination of the green fields near my house, and it lasted almost 

an hour. Short, but satisfying. Rabbits darted into the hedgerows as I ran past, seagulls and 

crows wheeled overhead, a sea of buttercups stretched off to the distant trees, and 

wildflowers sprouted here and there where they wanted: foxglove, cow parsley, cat’s ear, 

knapweed, forget-me-nots, red clover. The stratus clouds dappled the sky with patterns of 

white and grey, emitting a diffuse light which was easy on the eye and illuminated 

everything below evenly without shadow. I’d like to say that this place, the fields around my 

village, was an ‘attractive and popular’ destination, but I only saw one other person, an old 

man in the distance walking his dog. So where was everyone? 

A quick internet search was enough to discover that almost everyone in my village, and in 

Britain, had gone on a ‘sunshine holiday’, which included a long drive to the airport, 

carparking, queueing, squashing into a plane, then a bus and finally arriving at a crowded 

beach, to sit under harsh rays getting sunburned as proof to bring back of what a great time 

was had. Of course I’m exaggerating. What I did find on the internet though was a very clear 

pattern of language in newspapers and travel agents which encouraged people to feel 

dissatisfied with the weather at home and fly off to hotter places in search of the sun.  

 

Sunshine 

Holidays 
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The words ‘sun’ and ‘sunshine’ are splashed across British travel websites, even appearing 

directly in some of their names: sunshine.co.uk, sunshineholidaysltd.co.uk, 

lowcostsunshine.co.uk, justsunshine.com, and sunshineholidayscornwall.co.uk. On 

Thomson’s ‘Sunshine Holidays’ page the words ‘sun’ and ‘sunshine’ appear 23 times in its 

504 words, a clear case of what linguists call ‘overlexicalisation’. Overlexicalisation is when 

words appear abnormally often, giving a sense of over-persuasion that suggests something 

is problematic or contentious4.  

The words ‘sun’ and ‘sunshine’ are collocated with (i.e., placed near to) positive adjectives 

like exotic, great, favourite, fantastic, perfect, ideal, popular, and world-famous. In contrast, 

the weather closer to home in Britain is represented negatively as: 

Fed up with wet summers and ice-cold winters? Take a break from the traditional 

British weather and get away to one of our destinations for all-year-round sunshine 

holidays. (Thomson holidays)  

Asking the reader if they are fed up with wet summers and ice-cold winters presupposes 

firstly that summer in Britain is ‘wet’ (which is arguable since there are usually plenty of dry 

days) and winter is ‘ice-cold’ (which is again arguable since few days are actually frosty or 

snowy). It also implies that wet and cold are the kind of things that the reader would be 

expected to be fed up with, planting this association in their minds.  

Other travel websites and newspapers also represent British weather negatively in a variety 

of linguistic ways:  

Fed up with wintry Britain? Here are ten destinations where you're likely to find more 

pleasant temperatures. (Telegraph) 

As the cold, dark nights drag on, summer seems further away than ever ... but in 

Orlando fun-in-the-sun never stops. (The Sun) 

Autumn is a fantastic time to jet off somewhere sunny. You don't need to go far to 

find better weather than British clouds. (Homeaway) 

Winter in the UK can be a depressing experience; freezing temperatures, grey skies 

and sleet that can keep you indoors for days. (Goeuro)  

The first implies that temperatures in Britain are unpleasant; the second sets up a strong 

contrast between the negative term ‘drag’ and the positive ‘fun’; the third implies that there 

is something wrong with cloudy weather; and the last associates a clearly negative emotion, 

depression, with cold, grey, sleet. All of these use a problem frame to set up a ‘problem’ 

(bad weather), and then provide the ‘solution’ (the holiday).   

Other travel websites and newspapers represent the sunshine holiday as a form of ‘escape’, 

framing British weather negatively as a kind of prison:  
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 Are you looking to escape the gloomy British weather with an amazing summer 

holiday? (Opodo)  

 It's time to start planning your escape from the UK this winter. (Skyscanner) 

 …escape from the unreliable British weather. There are many other countries and 

resorts where sunshine is more predictable. (lastminute) 

 escape to the sun and leave the rain behind. (Mirror) 

The Saga travel website talks about sunshine as a ‘remedy for the chilly British winter 

weather’, which frames British weather negatively as a disease. By contrast, the sunshine 

holiday is framed as the cure.  

I could, of course, go on and on, but the pattern is very clear already. Using a number of 

linguistic devices such as framing, collocation, contrast, and presupposition, newspapers 

and travel agents are telling a strong story. The story is that sunshine is fantastically good 

whereas cold, rain, wet or cloudy weather is bad. The bad weather is associated (rather 

unfairly) with Britain while the good weather belongs to the distant holiday resort. The 

intension is to encourage the reader to feel dissatisfied with the place they live in and the 

diversity of constantly changing weather in that place, and purchase holidays in the sun. Yes, 

it can be cold in winter, but flying off for a week in Spain is an extreme, expensive, and only 

temporary solution compared to buying a warm coat from a second-hand shop.    

These holidays, of course, are ecologically destructive because of the fuel used in transport, 

the environmental impact of the hotels and the huge amount of shopping that tends to go 

with them. But another concern is that the holidays are just for one or two weeks a year, 

whereas the green spaces near home can be experienced and enjoyed all year round, with 

the diverse and changing weather providing variety and interest.  

This problem goes to the heart of what is wrong with the capitalist society we live in. No-

one makes a profit from people gaining wellbeing for free in their local surroundings. The 

economy does not grow, even if people are healthy and happier. So there are no 

advertisements describing the wonderful places and experiences that can be had nearby, 

just advertisements for holidays in the sun. The travel companies are taking something 

which is quintessentially free, the weather, and packaging it up into sunshine holidays to sell 

to the consumer. The newspapers, which rely on advertising for their profit, amplify the 

pattern.  

The pattern can be broken, though, with critical awareness of how advertisements and 

newspapers use language to convey stories; stories which generate dissatisfaction and 

encourage us to harm the environment. With critical awareness comes the possibility to 

resist the stories, both by exposing them and pointing out what the problems with them 

are, and more practically by taking a ‘holiday’ in whatever nearby green space can be found.  
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We have forgotten the weather. Tim Ingold writes ‘While emphasising the solid forms of the 

landscape, they have neglected the flows of the medium in which they are immersed. In a 

word, they have shut out the weather’5. He is talking about philosophers and theorists, but 

the same could be said of some environmentalists and, to some extent, all of us. It is all too 

easy to think about the environment as the solid materials of earth, trees, plants, and 

animals, while ignoring the more transient and changeable air, light, temperature and 

moisture; to treat the weather as separate from the world, a medium of existence rather 

than a fundamental part of existence. That may be why the weather is so often seen as a 

nuisance or annoyance: the cold, mist, wind, rain, or clouds impinge on our mental image of 

the solid world of objects and beings. Rather than adjust our mental image we wait them 

out, staying indoors until the wind settles down and the rain clears up. We wait to re-enter 

the world we think we live in, rather than going out into the weather-world that we actually 

do live in.   

Tim Ingold is, officially, an anthropologist, but his work is much wider than that. He explores 

the relations between human beings and the environment by drawing together 

 

The Weather-

World 
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anthropology, archaeology, art and architecture. He is a philosopher in that he explores the 

deep questions of what it means to be human, but his perspective is informed not just by 

reading and thinking but by interaction with indigenous peoples in the Arctic Circle. It is 

Ingold who created the term weather-world. 

For me, Ingold is not just an anthropologist and philosopher but something of a magician. 

His words stop me and make me completely rethink some aspect of the world that I had 

taken for granted. Like paths. Each morning I run through the fields near my house along 

paths which have been made by people treading the same route before me, who have 

‘compressed the soil, created or altered patterns of plant growth’ (p.128). My immediate 

thought is that paths are ‘on the ground’, but Ingold insists they are ‘marked in the ground, 

not laid over it’ (p.127), and the: 

path is as much an aerial phenomenon as a terrestrial one. Formed by creatures – 

humans or non-human – that must perforce breath the air as they walk the ground, it 

is not only impressed in the earth but suspended in the currents of wind and weather  

(p.130). 

And thinking about it, a path which was just on the ground would be of no use at all – the 

path is necessarily in the air at the same time as being in the ground. Humans and animals 

who walk the paths also have this dual existence ‘A living, breathing body is at once a body-

on-the-ground and a body-in-the-air’ (p. 122). Plants too bridge the air and ground, they 

‘grow in the ground, not on it, as their roots penetrate deep into the soil while their stems 

and leaves mingle with the open air, rustling in its currents’ (p125).   

There’s a patch of wild plants by the gate of the fields that I’ve been watching closely this 

spring. As the weather has warmed I’ve watched bluebells emerging, then being joined by 

the purple flowers of honesty nettles. As the bluebells died, the thistle-like flowers of 

knapweed opened, then dandelions, forget-me-nots, buttercups, red clover, and foxglove. It 

made me think about whether the flowers themselves are part of the weather. They bloom 

when the temperature, moisture and patterns of sunlight are just right, close up tight as 

darkness falls, thrive or die depending on the rain and heat. Perhaps we could just say that 

they are responding to the weather which is external to them. But plants also influence the 

weather – sucking water from the ground, up their stems to their leaves, then throwing it up 

into the atmosphere (a process of transpiration). The rain forests do this on such a scale that 

they make their own rain, altering the weather to ensure their own survival. In Japan the 

weather forecast includes a ‘cherry blossom front’ which tracks the wave of blooming 

cherry blossom trees as it moves north during April, through the southern island of Kyushu, 

up past Tokyo, and eventually reaching the northern island of Hokkaido. The flowers seem 

to be part of the weather, or rather, the weather and the world are not two separate 

systems but one weather-world.  
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On the same logic, humans are part of the weather-world too: umbrellas spring up when it 

rains, coats go on as the temperature drops, postures change, and language changes, with 

the word ‘horrible’ appearing on a gloomy or rainy day. And we also alter the weather 

through the impact our activities have on the climate, although unfortunately in ways which 

reduce our chances of survival rather than enhance them. Humans, flowers, plants, trees, 

rocks, paths, mist and rain are all part of the same weather-world, even if we don’t always 

recognise and appreciate the fact. Ingold writes that:  

Yet, even the residents of the hyper-modern city have to contend with the weather, 

despite their best efforts to banish it to the exterior of their air-conditioned, 

temperature regulated, artificially lit, and glass-enclosed buildings (p.131). 

I met Tim Ingold once and asked him if he thought that we have gone too far in our 

attempts to banish the weather from our world; whether we needed to reconnect with the 

weather-world. There was no hesitation before he wholeheartedly agreed that we should.  
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It was not the travel companies who invented the story that sunny weather is good and any 

other kind of weather is bad, although they certainly amplify and promote the story. No, the 

story runs much deeper than that, and goes to the heart of British culture. When strangers 

meet they greet each other with ‘Lovely weather isn’t it!’ (meaning only that it’s hot and 

sunny) or ‘Terrible weather, isn’t it’ (meaning there’s even a hint of mist, rain or cloud). 

Perhaps the stranger has different political or religious beliefs, but the one thing they can be 

counted to agree on is that sun is good and rain is bad. It’s a frame that exists in the mind of 

many people across Britain.  

I remember spending a long day sitting in a hot, stuffy meeting room discussing something 

abstract about teaching strategy. When at last it was time to go home it was getting dark 

already and a gentle rain was falling, invisible except where it sparkled under the 

streetlights. ‘Oh how horrible!’ my colleague Phil said as we emerged into the evening air. I 

tried to explain to him how refreshed, invigorated and alive I felt; how sitting confined 

indoors for hours on end goes against the way our bodies evolved; how more human it is to 

move our bodies freely in the fresh air and feel the gentle breeze and drops of rain against 

our skin. I think the way I put it was ‘But Phil, isn’t there something wonderful about this 

after sitting in that room so long?’ For a moment he looked around him with new eyes, ‘yes, 

there is’ he said, before continuing ‘but no, it’s still horrible’ and rushing off, head down, to 

his car. The story that ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS GOOD ran too deeply in his mind for him to see 

the rain as anything other than bad.  

 

The Weather 

Forecast 
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The story ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS GOOD is so widespread that it can be considered one of the 

stories we live by in Britain. The stories we live by are ways of viewing the world that exist in 

the minds of many people within a culture, and appear frequently in the everyday texts that 

surround us, from conversations with friends to weather forecasts. Sometimes they are 

helpful, but sometimes they are damaging and dangerous. A story like ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS 

GOOD can be damaging if it stops people enjoying the place they live in, alienates them from 

nature for large parts of the year, and encourages them to travel in cars, go shopping in 

covered malls, escape to virtual worlds, or fly off to the sun.   

Aside from everyday conversation, the story that ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS GOOD is most strongly 

promoted by the seemingly innocent and mundane language of the weather forecast. 

Weather forecasters never seem to talk about rain as something cooling, refreshing, 

invigorating or life-supporting, just as a disappointment or an inconvenience.  

My interest in the weather forecast started a few years ago during a long heatwave – three 

weeks of searing temperatures in July when I felt exhausted every day and oppressed by the 

sun beating down on my head and shoulders when I left the shade of the house. I longed for 

the cool, refreshing rain that would not only revitalise me, but also the wilting plants and 

the birds who were longing to splash their wings in puddles. What surprised me was how 

the weather forecast described the heat and sun so positively. This is a typical example, 

from the hottest day in the heatwave: 

It’s going to look fantastic weatherwise for tomorrow…anything that you’ve got 

planned outdoors will be unspoiled, glorious sunshine, some very high temperatures… 

a very low risk of rain so broadly speaking a glorious weekend (from my local weather 

forecast, BBC Points West) 

 

The pattern is clear: hot, sunny weather is positive (fantastic, glorious), and anything else is 

negative. There is the implication in ‘unspoiled’ that any other kind of weather would spoil 

the sunshine, and rain is a ‘risk’ rather than a welcome and tantalising possibility.  

 

All through the heatwave I watched weather forecasts and wrote down the expressions they 

used to talk about different kinds of weather. I found that dry, hot and sunny weather was 

represented positively using the words fine, pleasant, nice, lovely, beautiful, best, fantastic, 

glorious, decent, good, perfect, glorious, and cracking. And all other kinds of weather (misty, 

cloudy, rainy, overcast, thundery, muggy, showery, damp, breezy, wet, dull, or grey weather) 

were described negatively.  

 

The words for describing what are actually completely normal British weather conditions are 

almost comically negative. One forecast uses the adverb alas in ‘Alas, a lot of cloud…’ 

indicating total despair. There are outbreaks of rain and a plague of cloud, as if they were a 

disease. Clouds encroach, linger, mull about and are a nuisance, as if they were teenagers up 
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to no good. Emotions are brought in when sadly Scotland will be ‘a bit showery’ (while 

England is ‘basking in lovely weather close to 30 degrees’), and ‘bits and pieces of rain’ are 

described as disappointing. Low coastal mist, fog, and showers are described as a threat. 

When at last the heatwave broke and there were heavy showers, the weather forecast 

described this is as nasty weather.  

 

Looking closely, it is clear that everything that is treated negatively in the weather forecast 

is related either to water (cloud, rain, mist, or humidity) or to darkness (dull, gloomy, grey 

weather). This suggests a profound cultural fear of water, and a fear of the dark. In terms of 

sustainability, this worrying since 60% of the human body is water, and we, along with all 

other life on the planet, depend on water for our continued survival. And darkness: there is 

certainly far more time that is dark, dull or grey than bright sunshine, particularly in Britain. 

This cultural fear of water and dark could stop us from enjoying the world we live in for 

most of the year, and the weather forecast could be accused of stoking this fear.    
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‘Another glorious day, no threat of rain’. As I sat sweating in 33 degree heat, I realised that 

the weather forecast had got it wrong. Not that it had failed to predict the weather 

accurately, but that it had failed to predict me, the viewer correctly. The weather forecast 

had presupposed that I was the kind of person who obviously thought that hot sun is good, 

and hated the mist, rain and clouds. My worry is that if weather forecasts constantly 

presuppose that hot sun is obviously good and any other kind of weather is obviously bad, 

than viewers may eventually end up thinking like that.    

So I decided to do some unusual research. I would check the accuracy of the weather 

forecast by listening to it carefully, then going out running every morning in the fields 

outside my house, in all weathers. I would experience the weather directly with my body, 

noticing very carefully how I felt, and compare it with images in the forecast. If the forecast 

said ‘A murky and disappointing start to the day’ I would check its accuracy not by looking at 

the weather conditions around me to see whether it was actually murky or not, but whether 

I felt disappointed. I would blog about my experience, comparing the accuracy of the 

weather forecast with other sources, like nature writers who describe the fog rolling in off 

the hills in reverent tones rather than as a nuisance. This is (in a way) ‘serious’ research, but 

the intended outcomes are personal discoveries about myself, the place I live in, and about 

the nature of humans and the world. And there are other more practical outcomes, gaining 

health and wellbeing in ways that don’t require consumption – something that is essential 

 

Running in the 

weather-world 
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for sustainability. Perhaps, I thought, what I learn about myself might also encourage others 

to explore their own relationship with the weather-world, which is why I am writing this.  

Now I’m looking at the blog, my weather-world diary, and scrolling down the screen to find 

the start of the research. And scrolling and scrolling and scrolling until at last I get to the 

start, 9 September 2014. So it has been almost two years now, although there are some big 

gaps when I wasn’t writing (but still running!). 

I can see that at the beginning it was hard to get out of bed at 6:30am into the dim morning 

light and cold and push an unfit body to run. But on the first day, the 9th of September, I had 

already started on my journey. This is what I wrote: 

Still light on this morning’s run, coolness in the air. It looked like the sun but it was a 

low full moon, hazy behind the thin clouds. There was a coldness and light mist above 

the ground; line after line of hedgerows standing out of the mist; heavy dew on the 

grass showing up the spider webs; feet getting wet. I pushed past the tall corn plants 

and their wet leaves slapped against my T-shirt. A slight recoil from the coldness of the 

leaves but not unpleasant, or at least I reminded myself that it was not unpleasant. I 

started to run and noticed how my attention contracted – the demand for air 

becoming everything. Then settling down as I got into a rhythm, attention slowly 

returning to the world. The one thought I had then, or maybe I have now, is that this 

place was there every morning just outside my house while I was in bed. And then, 

coming back I saw my house, so cosy but now part of somewhere larger. I felt I 

needed to live in that larger place rather than just in the house. Perhaps the larger 

place is the weather-world and the house is part of it, but only a small part. I feel that 

something has changed, even though it’s only been one day.  

The weather forecast that day stated ‘It’s a bit of a cold start to the day tomorrow morning, 

some mist and fog around at first as well but otherwise I think a nice bright picture, some 

good sunny spells’. It was wrong. Wrong in the sense that it put the positives on ‘bright’ (a 

nice bright picture) and sun (good sunny spells) and used ‘but’ to contrast this with the mist 

and fog, as if mist or fog cannot be nice and good in itself. But they were ‘nice’ and ‘good’. I 

wrote that something had changed by the time I got home, and that was because of the 

beauty of the fog and mist and moon and trees, the feeling of being alive and running 

through this, through the weather-world. The realisation that this was there outside all the 

time, but I had not noticed it. And that it would be waiting for me tomorrow morning and 

every morning.    

The next day, September 10th, the weather forecast talked about an ‘invasion of cloud’ and 

used the negative word ‘linger’ for the mist, then ‘hopefully we’ll get some sunny spells’. I 

took my camera with me, an ancient Nikon coolpics camera, more of a children’s camera 

than a proper one, but one which had been with me on lots of adventures.  
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September 10, 2014 

 

When I got home and uploaded the photos I realised how impossible it is to capture the 

experience in a flat, square photograph. The experience of being in the same mist as the 

trees and grass, smelling it, breathing it in, taking in the wide sweep of the hedgerows and 

trees. It’s a theme I returned to often – the impossibility of capturing the experience of 

being out in the weather-world in either words or photographs. I hear a chorus of birdsong 

in a bush and as I peer in I see the see shadowy shapes of birds flitting from stem to stem. I 

want to capture this – in a photograph? Impossible. In words? Also impossible because 

there was something wonderful about what I saw that is not captured at all by the word 

‘wonderful’. I’ve been searching among the most talented of nature writers and poets, and 

some seem to get closer than others to describing the weather-world, but none can capture 

it fully. And that is why it is essential to be out there, in the weather-world and experience it 

directly, not just on the internet, on TV, in books, photographs or magazines.  

Since I was going out every morning at about the same time, I saw for the first time the 

waxing and waning of the moon. When I’d seen the moon before it was sometimes full, 

sometimes half, and sometimes just a tiny sliver, a snapshot rather than a cycle. On the first 

day I started running the moon was full and hazy through the thin clouds, then the next day 

bright and round against a bluing sky, then noticeably smaller, then I just caught a glimpse 

of the moon through the clouds, then it was three quarters, then half, then crescent, then 

gone. I started to learn the names of the phases of the moon – the waning gibbous, the 
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waxing crescent, the third quarter. And later I learned the names of the clouds: the cirrus, 

the altostratus and the cumulonimbus. And much later in the spring I learn the names of the 

wildflowers. I watched a patch of weeds by the gate that leads to the fields and saw 

bluebells, forget-me-nots, honesty nettles, cow parsley, knapweed, red and white clover, 

dandelions, and the wonderfully named ‘hairy cat’s ears’.  

But the names are always less than the reality. The term ‘waning gibbous’, and the 

thumbnail of a bright moon against a black background that illustrates it on the internet 

cannot capture the reality of the ‘up-there-ness’ of the moon as I crane my neck, the wisps 

of cloud that pass in front of it for a moment, the soft monochromatic light it shines on the 

trees around me, and the way that it follows me behind the hedgerow as I run.   

The weather forecast said ‘disappointingly grey to start with’ but I notice that the sky is 

never grey, it’s an ever changing swirl of different greys and whites as the cloud thins and 

thickens, sometimes with blue or pink patches opening and closing. I am not ‘disappointed’ 

at all. I’ve started looking at Gilbert White’s weather diary, to see his thoughts on the 

weather on the same day in 1768, and on October 30th he wrote Fine grey day. Fallows 

glutted with water, and full of weeds. The phrase ‘fine grey day’ would now be considered 

an oxymoron, a complete contradiction.  

As the winter draws in it gets progressively darker as I leave the house each morning. Things 

look different in the dark, not worse. There are stars. The ghostly outline of deer running 

through the field sends a shiver through me that I would never have experienced in the day. 

I wrote ‘As I went through the hedgerow into the field I could see three deer running away 

in the shadows – tiny, they looked like dogs but their running was more like ethereal 

floating.’ Starting the run in pitch dark means I catch the first rays of the morning, a halo of 

white against the distant trees, the outlines of clouds slowly emerging, and then, 

sometimes, burning brightly with the colours of sunrise. 
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6 November 2014 

On 6 November, the weather forecast said “a bit of cloud to begin with but actually skies 

should brighten nicely”. I brought my camera along with something of a mission – 

showing that clouds can in themselves be nice, and it’s not necessary to wait until they 

clear before enjoying the bright sky. I’ve noticed that often when weather forecasters 

mention clouds they immediately express the hope they will go away, rather than 

encouraging their viewers to stop and enjoy the variety and beauty that clouds give to what 

would otherwise be the monotone blue of the sky. Some examples are ‘I’m hopeful that 

some of the cloud begins to break up’, ‘A fair amount of cloud but hopefully some 

brightness breaking out here and there’, and ‘Today it’s been quite cloudy but I’m hopeful 

that tomorrow should bring some sunny spells’.  At least Gilbert White appreciated the 

clouds – on 3 November, 1783, he wrote “Lovely clouds, and sky!!”, with two exclamation 

marks.  

I’m running in the same place each day, but it is never monotonous, never boring, because it 

is always changing. Slow changes as the winter warms to spring, flowers start appearing and 

dying; and fast, minute-by-minute, second by second changes as clouds sweep overhead or 

a fox runs across my path. I write: 

I felt strongly this morning how unique each experience of the weather-world is. There 

was warmth, a peculiarly warm wind, a hint of rain in the air, a black line of clouds in 

front and the pink, white and blue of the sunrise behind. As I walked the black line of 

http://naturalhistoryofselborne.com/1783/11/03/november-3-1783/
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clouds swept overhead, unstoppable, and as I broke into a run the rain swept down. 

An instinct of wanting to hide or take shelter gave way to a feeling of exhilaration and 

being alive as I ran through the rain, getting wetter and wetter. 

I noticed that in the rain and wind I can hear the trees around me as well as see them, the 

patter of raindrops and rustling of the leaves responding to the rain and breeze I feel on my 

cheek. My senses adjust themselves to perceive the world in new ways.  

The weather forecast was almost always negative about the rain, of course: ‘a rogue 

shower’, ‘rain creeping in’, ‘a rash of showers developing towards the afternoon’, ‘the day 

we’re worried about I think will be Friday when the showers could turn out to be slow 

moving’. It’s the ‘we’ in ‘we’re worried about’ that concerns me because it brings the 

viewers in and includes them (and me), as if we are the kind of people who are worried 

about a little rain.  

I have ideas when I’m running – thoughts which just arrive in my mind, brought there by the 

pattering of the rain or the sound of a crow. I realise things, like this, as I watched the clouds 

turn red edged with gold:  

I realize that I feel like a different person in different weathers, running through the 

dark with rain slapping my face, or standing under a blazing sunrise. And perhaps I am. 

I also realised that I’ve seen very few sunrises in my life – I was just asleep or checking 

email every morning for decades rather than being outside. If I am a different person 

in different weathers then perhaps I was restricting the range of people I could be by 

sleeping through the sunrise. 

John Ruskin once wrote “Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, wind braces us up, snow is 

exhilarating; there is really no such thing as bad weather, only different kinds 

of good weather”. Ruskin may be overstating it, however. Not every moment in the 

weather-world has been enjoyable – the driving hail stinging my face was surprisingly 

painful, the frost soon soaked through my thin running shoes and my feet felt like blocks of 

ice. There are often practical problems that the weather causes – it may be highly 

inconvenient to be soaked through on the way to work, trainers getting mouldy. Or more 

seriously, the floods and droughts and heatwaves caused by climate change will become 

increasingly severe, threatening life.   

What I can say about my running in the weather-world is that I have had experiences that 

have increased my wellbeing and helped me learn about myself and the world around me. 

And I have had these positive experiences in a far wider range of weathers than the narrow 

range praised in everyday conversation and the weather forecast. If I had a fear of the dark 

and a fear of water in my mind from being immersed in British culture I have banished it, 

and now will gladly throw myself into the rain at 6:30 am, looking forward to the feeling of 

being alive and at one with the weather-world.  



24 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In her article Longing for Clouds - Does Beautiful Weather have to be Fine? Mădălina 

Diaconu criticises what she calls ‘the poor blue-sky thinking that underlies widespread 

consumption of tourist destinations at long distances’6.The problem, she says, is that we like 

dry sunny days because they allow us to ignore the weather and get on with other things 

like transport, sport, or leisure activities that are unconnected with appreciating the ever-

changing diversity of the weather conditions around us. It is this diversity which fulfils our 

deep psychological need for variation in life, and living in a paradise of endless sunny days 

would end up monotonous and boring. Diaconu calls for ‘a reflective aesthetic attitude on 

weather, as influenced by art, literature, and science, which discovers the poetics of bad 

weather and the wonder that underlies average weather conditions’ (Diaconu 2015).  

To put it another way, in the UK the story ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS GOOD is so deeply entrenched 

in the culture that it is a story we live by. We need to become aware of these stories, 

question them, and if we find there are problems with them then we need to search for new 

stories to live by. One place to turn in this search is literature.  

Over the last few years I have been reading contemporary UK nature writing to help me see 

the world around me through the eyes of other people, people who go out into the 

weather-world and explore it with a sense of wonder and appreciation. They go out into the 

rain, into the dark, into the mist, and in stark contrast to the messages of their culture, find 

UK Nature 

Writing 
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something wonderful there. And not only that, they find ways of expressing what they 

discover in vivid prose that conveys the essence of their experience to the reader. Of course 

they cannot capture the full experience in words, but they can encourage us to go out and 

explore the world around us for ourselves, approaching it in a new way and making new 

discoveries. 

Nightwalk: a journey to the heart of nature is a book by Chris Yates, who is best known as an 

advocate of fishing as a way of getting closer to nature. In Nightwalk, however, he leaves 

the fish alone (luckily for them) and instead explores nature at night: ‘This evening, the 

ponds and lakes will be jumping but I will be elsewhere’ (p.6). 

Yates’s description of his dusk to dawn journey from his garden, over hills and through 

woods, resists the deep seated fear of the dark that is built so deeply into British culture. He 

makes the point that in the dark it’s possible to see things which are impossible during the 

day: ‘At night there were no people anywhere [just] all kinds of…creatures, each one 

casually going about its night-time business, a whole secret world coming alive in the 

undisturbed dark’ (p.15). Or to see familiar things in quite literally in a new light: ‘I like the 

way my familiar surroundings are differently transformed by the twilight as I walk through 

them’ (p10).   

As he walks across the shadowy hills and woods he 

encounters deer, hares, birds, trees, hills, woods and 

rivers. But at the same time he is intensely aware of the 

weather, pointing out ‘a single vaguely fish shaped 

cloud that was drifting from the south’ (p5),  beech 

trees ‘quivering restlessly in an isolated nocturnal 

breeze’ (p.28), ‘subtle and complex interweaving of 

currents: cool air pouring down from hilltops, warm air 

rising up the valley sides’ (p.28), and the way that as 

the moon floated higher ‘the interior of the valley 

below filled with a blueish mist’ (p.46). He is exploring 

not just the world of the night, but the weather-world 

of the night.  

The positivity Yates gives to the weather-world comes 

partly from the detailed descriptions of the sights, 

sounds and smells around him. Just mentioning them indicates that they are noteworthy or 

special in some way, for example:  

Everything along the ridge above me was in solid unilluminated silhouette: a heart-

shaped hawthorn, a young ash tree, several clumps of thistle and at least five pairs of 

rabbit ears. (p.23) 
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By mentioning the light and shapes rather than giving an objective description (‘there was a 

hawthorn, a tree, some thistles and some rabbits’) Yates is placing the reader in his position, 

looking up at the ridge and seeing the outlines of other beings above. And that is what this 

writing does – it places the reader in an ordinary place and conveys a sense of positivity 

about being there, encouraging readers to go out themselves and have similar experiences.   

As well as the detailed description, Yates also draws on a particularly powerful lexical set (a 

group of words from the same area of life). It is a lexical set of myth, magic and religion. 

Here are some examples: 

the antlered deer appeared ‘slightly unreal – a mythic descendant from the time when 

all this was one vast medieval deer forest’ (p.24) 

‘a wood pigeon began to coo, repeating his familiar soft-toned mantra – a 

mesmerizing sound in that setting’ (p.46) 

‘the magical light, the intoxicating air…’ (p.24) 

‘there is something miraculous about the way the bird materialises out of a clear night 

sky’ (p.29) 

In using these powerful and positive words, Yates resists the cultural story DARK IS BAD and 

replaces it with THE DARK CAN BE GOOD, very good indeed. He opens up the weather-world at 

night as a place of wonder and mystery instead of being somewhere we cut ourselves off 

from by closing the curtains. The new experiences that can be had in the dark contribute to 

the diversity and variety that is necessary for a satisfying life, in a way which does not 

require buying shiny new things or traveling to distant countries. The story THE DARK CAN BE 

GOOD is therefore a useful counter story to ONLY SUNNY WEATHER IS GOOD, a story we could live 

by. 

 

 

 

What Chris Yates does for the dark, Melissa Harrison does for the rain in her book Rain: four 

walks in English weather. She walks in Wicken Fen, Shropshire, the Darent Valley and 

Dartmoor, in four seasons, in the rain, and discovers that the rain can be inconvenient but 

also wonderful. And more than that, she discovered that rain plays a role in making us who 

we are as human beings. Together Yates and Harrison address the two deep phobias built 

into British culture: fear of the dark and fear of water, and through vivid language suggest 

new stories to live by.  

Like Yates, Harrison goes out into the weather-world in conditions that would normally 

deter us: ‘Because it’s something that sends most of us scurrying indoors, few people 
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witness what actually happens out in the landscape on a wet afternoon’ (p.xi). The solution 

to getting wet is simply waterproof clothing. Quoting Alfred Wainwright, she states that 

‘There’s no such thing as bad weather, only unsuitable clothing’ and then describes in detail 

the sights and sounds of the world in the rain: 

That day, we walked from Keswick to Threlkeld along an old railway line in full 

waterproof gear (even the dog had her coat on) and it absolutely hossed it down, as 

the locals say. But…it was wonderful; we were dry and warm inside our clothes, the 

River Greta rushed and roared white, a dipper dinked smartly from the gleaming rocks 

and the leaves dripped green and glossy on the trees (p. xiii). 

The theme of water on plants is one that she returns to ‘There 

were a few bare hawthorns hung with silver drops’ (p.10), ‘I 

find a single tiny speedwell in flower…its petals close in wet 

weather to prevent its pollen being washed away’ (p.14). These 

images bring together the weather and the world into a 

seamless weather-world.   

One of the ways that Harrison gives positivity to the rain is to 

describe the claustrophobic feeling of being cooped up on rainy 

days as a child, in contrast with the freedom of being outdoors: 

Being stuck indoors was the most terrible punishment: 

outside was where everything exciting happened (p.11) 

On fine days we had the run of the local woods…a really 

wet day…meant the reduction of that vast territory to the 

smaller, duller, enclave of the house itself; and we chafed at it. (p.12) 

What I like most about Harrison’s writing is the way that she represents nature actively. 

Rain, she says, is ‘co-author of our living landscape’ (p, xi), and it often appears as the agent 

(the one doing something) in clauses: rain ‘dimples the surface of the lode’ (p.9), it ‘begins 

to patter invisibly once more on [the pub’s] blistered roof and streak it’s ancient, cloudy 

panes’ (p.26). And all kinds of living beings are also represented as active agents, getting on 

with their business in the world: 

April…is changeable, rainclouds tend to build and blow in (and over) quickly…April is 

about change on the ground, too. Deep in the warm, damp-earth seeds are 

germinating, the hedge-rows are coming into leaf, wild flowers are beginning to bloom 

and insects breed, and everywhere the birds are at their most active, building nests 

and defending their territories. Life is getting on with the grand business of growing 

and reproducing; rain may feel like an inconvenience, but at this time of year it’s 

essential (p.29).  
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This is one of the best descriptions of the weather-world that I have come across: it 

describes the weather actively, with the rainclouds blowing in, and life active on the ground 

below, with seeds, hedgerows, wildflowers, insects and birds all doing things, and then 

describes the interconnection and dependence of that life on the weather. The human is not 

separate from all this either – she is right there, in her waterproof clothes, seeing 

everything.  

 Of course rain is not always benign. My colleague Tim recently walked down the 

same path along the River Greta that Harrison walked on. Two railway bridges over 100 

years old had been pushed aside by the flood waters that hit Keswick this year and parts of 

the path have vanished. The flooding in the town itself was blamed by one local on artificial 

bends that were put in the river at Keswick to power an increasing number of factory water 

mills many years ago. If true, it is an example of an impact of humans on the weather-world, 

which leads to a corresponding (and negative) impact on humans later on. Interestingly, the 

same Keswick local who mentioned the river bends told Tim about his daughter who is an 

up and coming singer song writer. One of her more famous songs is one called ‘I hope the 

rain comes in’. Her thoughts seem to be about the times sitting around as a young child 

swapping stories and songs after coming in from the wet. Clearly having the right clothing 

for the weather, and somewhere warm and dry to come back to, is essential for enjoyment 

of the rain. It is a social justice issue that not all communities have green space to 

experience the weather-world in, or the means to afford dry, warm accommodation and 

suitable clothes.  
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The search for new stories to live by can take us to distant places, and distant times, when 

traditional cultures had very different ways of viewing the world. Robert Macfarlane 

describes the Shan-Shui (山水,mountain-water) artists and writers of China:   

[Shan-Shui writers] explored their mountains in what they called the “dragon-suns” of 
summer, in the long winds of winter and the blossom storms of late spring. They 
wrote of the cool mist that settled into valleys at dawn, of bamboo groves into which 
green light fell, and of how thousands of snowy egrets would take off from lakes like 
lifting blizzards.  

 

These writers lived in the weather-world, describing the changing weather, the changing 

seasons, and the animals and plants whose lives were intimately linked with the weather. 

They did not think of the ‘cool mist’ as a disappointment, but as a part of nature as beautiful 

as the bamboo groves or the snowy egrets.  

My early research took me to China in the search for new stories to live by about life, death 

and illness. But it was only much later when I lived in Japan that my outlook broadened 

beyond the human world to consider and reconsider the natural world around me.  

 

Japan 
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I was living in Futsukaichi, a village in the southern island of Kyushu surrounded by 

mountains, temples, hot springs, and bamboo groves. I started reading Japanese haiku 

poetry, short poems about nature in the form of a five syllable line, a seven syllable line, and 

another five syllable line. These poems spoke of a moment of connection where the poet 

stopped and noticed something ordinary in the natural world around them: a frog, a 

shepherd’s purse flower, a bee, a sparrow, a pine tree, the moon, cherry blossoms. The 

poems capture the experience concisely and as authentically as is possible. And by framing 

an ordinary part of nature in the form of a poem they make a statement that it is worthy of 

attention, special, to be appreciated.  

The haiku below is one of my favourites because of the tenderness it shows towards an 

insect being swept away on a floating branch by the river: 

鳴ながら  naki nagara 

虫の流るる mushi no nagaruru  

浮木かな  ukigi kana 
   
still singing 
the insect drifts away... 
floating branch (Issa7) 

 

Reading haiku poetry helped change the way I saw the world around me – I paid attention 

to things I would have disregarded before: flowers by the side of the road, an ant crawling 

across a leaf, a bee flying out of a cosmos flower, shiny colours reflecting from the back of a 

starling.  

In the same way that haiku poets find beauty in ordinary plants and animals, they also find 

beauty in ordinary weather. Here are some examples taken from haiku anthologies8: 

 夜はうれしく/昼は静かや/春の雨 Joyful at night / tranquil during the day / spring 
rain (Chora). 

 おもしろし/雪にやならん/冬の雨 What fun / it may change into snow / the 
winter rain (Bashō). 

 山陰や涼みがてらのわらぢ茶屋 Mountain shade /while enjoying the cool 
air/straw sandals, teahouse (Issa HK6). 

 五月雨/ある夜ひそかに/松の月  Summer rains / secretly one evening / moon in 
the pines (Ryōta). 

 春なれや/名もなき山の/朝霞 Spring is here / morning mist / on a nameless 
mountain (Bashō). 

 梅の樹の/かたちづくりす/初時雨  Sculpting the shape / of the plum tree / first 
winter rain (Kitō). 

 三たびないて/聞こえずなりぬ/雨の鹿 Calling three times / then no more to be 
heard / the deer in the rain (Buson). 

 春雨や/木の間に見ゆる/海の道  Spring rain / visible through the trees / a path to 
the sea (Otsuni). 
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The positivity that these give to the rain, mist, dark, snow, and cool comes partly from just 

appearing in haiku poems, which traditionally praise aspects of nature. It also comes from 

combining the rain and mist with culturally valued natural features: mountain, moon, pines, 

plum trees, deer and the sea. The combination places the poet, and hence the reader, right 

there in the middle of the weather-world, looking up and down and appreciating the 

surroundings.  

Looking closely, it is possible to see the drops of water in the character for rain (雨). And this 

character combines with other characters to create dozens of expressions for different kinds 

of rain. Among the many expressions there is 春雨 (harusame) which the Goojisho 

Japanese-Japanese dictionary describes as 春、しとしとと静かに降る雨 (gentle, quietly 

falling rain in spring). There is 村雨 (murasame) which the dictionary describes as ‘light stop-

start rain between the end of autumn and the start of winter’; 時雨 (shigure) ‘passing rain 

that falls in large drops between the end of autumn and start winter’ and 夕立 (yūdachi) 

‘cooling rain that falls on a summer evening’. These expressions are often used in haiku 

poems to distinguish, represent and celebrate a great diversity of kinds of rain, opening up a 

new world of experiences to those whose reaction in the past would be to run inside at the 

first drop of rain.  

 

 

While reading poetry is not for everyone, Japanese animation has proved popular far 

beyond the shores of Japan, and provides a route for vivid depictions of the beauty of the 

weather-world to spread across the world. To pick one example, the animated film Tonari 

no Totoro (my neighbour Totoro) has a highly memorable rain scene which lasts a full 11 

minutes. 

The scene begins with black clouds moving slowly in the background against a foreground of 

pink flowers with green stems. Raindrops fall into the water of the rice paddy, rippling into 

circles. Rain falls against a background of fields, hedgerows, trees, purple hydrangeas, and 

wooden shrines. A frog walks slowly across along the path, taking its time. A last drop lands 

in a puddle with a splash. The frog lets out a croak.  

And within this weather-world are the two main characters, Mei and Sasuki, girls who are 

waiting by the bus stop for their father’s bus to arrive so they can hand him his forgotten 

umbrella. The dark and rain give an other-world feeling to the scene. 

 

  



32 
 

 The rain scene in Tonari no Totoro 9 

Beyond the natural elements there are also sacred ones as Mei is startled by the mysterious 

statues in a fox spirit shrine. There are also supernatural elements too. Mei and Sasuki 

encounter the forest spirit Totoro (the ‘mori no nushi’, keeper of the forest) who borrows 

Sasuki’s umbrella and plays with it in the rain. When the father eventually arrives the 

children jump for joy and describe their adventure.  

The film represents the dark and rain as another world, one that can be scary but is filled 

with beauty, wonder, and adventure. The sense of wonder arises not only from the 

supernatural forest spirits, but also from the very ordinary frog walking slowly along the 

path in the rain. And in the background there are rich green plants and trees. The depictions 

of ordinary nature in the scene, and across the whole film, resemble haiku – short moments 

where the shot lingers on a snail, a leaf, a frog, a butterfly, in its full natural context, long 

enough to show that it is special and worthy of attention, respect and care.  

The importance of representing ordinary nature in inspiring ways in haiku and animation is 

that after reading the poetry or seeing the films, we are likely to come across the same 

flowers, plants, birds, insects, mist, or rain in our everyday lives. The haiku help us to notice 

them and set up an appreciative way of approaching them, opening up paths to 

participation and enjoyment of nature that may not have been open before.  
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There are many ways to experience the natural world around us, the natural world that we 

are part of. One way is to do so alone, stepping out of the front door, finding whatever 

nature is to be found nearby, running, walking, or just generally moving within it, noticing 

the birds swooping overhead, the sounds of insects, a red clover flower by the side of the 

path. As Mellissa Harrison points out, being alone makes it ‘easier to tune into the haeccitas, 

the ‘thisness’ of the place’ (p.27), to see the essence of things as they are, and to gain new 

insights into the workings of life around us. It is also a way of finding health and wellbeing 

which does not rely on expensive travel or the accumulation of unnecessary possessions.  

Solitary observation of nature could be considered a form of personal resistance to the soul-

destroying and ecologically devastating industrial civilisation around us. However, it is a 

form of passive resistance which does not directly address the forces that are making the 

earth less hospitable for life. On its own it could also be considered a form of quietism (a 

calm acceptance of the way things are). There is a need, then, to translate the inspiration, 

health and wellbeing gained from local nature into action to benefit family, community and 

world.  

 

Community 
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Children are a good place to start, since the commercial and social forces on them to 

consume are leading to unprecedented obesity, retreat into virtual worlds, and general 

dissatisfaction with life. Rachel Carson was author of Silent Spring, a text which inspired the 

environmental movement, but was also author of the important but often overlooked book 

Sense of Wonder10. In this book, Carson shows how to explore nature with a child: by being 

out in nature in all weathers, ‘calling attention to this or that’, expressing pleasure, and 

sharing ‘enjoyment of things people ordinarily deny children because they are 

inconvenient… involving wet clothing that has to be changed or mud that has to be cleaned 

off the rug’ (p.20). She starts the book by describing a shared moment with her nephew: 

One stormy autumn night when my nephew Roger was about twenty months old I 

wrapped him in a blanket and carried him down to the beach in the rainy 

darkness…Together we laughed for sheer joy…I think we felt the same spine-tingling 

response to the vast, roaring ocean and the wild night around us. (p.15) 

 

Children are quick to respond to the pleasure, pain, and fear of the adults around them – it’s 

how they learn to survive. It is at this stage that we can influence the stories they will live by 

throughout their lives through our reaction to the weather-world around us. Rachel Carson 

would like each child to be given the gift of: 

a sense of wonder so indestructible that it would last throughout life, as an unfailing 

antidote against the boredom and disenchantment of later years, the sterile 

preoccupation with things that are artificial…If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense 

of wonder…he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, 

rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in (p.54-

55).  

It is an immensely difficult task to extract children from TVs, video games, the internet, 

electronic toys and the countless other commercial distractions vying for their attention. To 
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encourage them out to experience a sense of wonder on a cold or rainy day. But it is a vital 

task for their future and the future of our society, and one that everyone, not just parents, 

could be involved in, as Rachel Carson showed.   

 

Another way of interacting with nature that goes beyond solitary, passive observation is 

political action to protect the natural spaces that are special to a community, the places 

where they can interact with the weather-world.  

As I run through the fields each morning, my joy is tempered by a shadow. There are plans 

afoot, in fact well advanced, to build a huge housing estate of 4700 houses on these fields, 

completely swamping my village, Swindon Village. Of course it is essential to build new 

houses for the growing population, and if they are built in the right place they can 

rejuvenate derelict areas of cities and make shops and schools in small villages viable. But 

this estate is to be built on protected green belt land, one of the largest incursions on the 

green belt ever in the UK. If it goes ahead, then nowhere is safe.  

Luckily, there is an enlightened paragraph of legislation in the National Planning Policy 

Framework which says than an area of green space can be protected from development if 

there is evidence that it is “demonstrably special to a local community and holds a particular 

local significance”11.  

The evidence needs to show that the area holds particular significance because of its 

beauty, historic landscapes, recreational value, tranquillity, or richness of wildlife. As a 

member of the Parish Council (at the time) and the local Save the Countryside group, I 

decided to gather as much evidence as possible, working with Helen Wells, also a parish 

councillor and chair of Save the Countryside.  

Gathering evidence involved nothing less than a community reflection on the importance of 

these fields in the lives of everyone who lived there. I produced a questionnaire for 

residents which revealed a deep love of the fields, with comments like:  

 The green fields around the village are an essential part of life. Sometimes we take 
nature’s beauty for granted but once lost, it will be forever! We all need the space for 
our emotional wellbeing, whether young or old.  

 In autumn the hedges are hosts to migrating flocks of redwing, and the hedges are rich 
with wild plum and sloe. You only have to look at the complex network of well-worn 
paths to see evidence of how widely and how often people form the village come 
through these fields. 
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Helen and I asked children and parents at the school to write and draw why the fields were 

special to them.  

Messages from school children and parents about the fields around the village 

Among other things, they mentioned mountain biking, nature walks, running, dog walking, 

sports, playing, football, doing cartwheels, mucking around, enjoying the fresh air, picking 

fruit, and watching wildlife and animals including butterflies, horses, and deer. We also 

asked local groups and societies what they used the green space for and they described 

history walks, biodiversity/wildlife observation, conservation activities, running, dog walking, 

fruit picking, sketching and painting, nature walks, children’s play, star gazing, orienteering, 

hiking, surveys of hedgerows, educational walks, den building, learning about wild plants 

and flowers and exploring the environment.  

The process was long and involved producing complex and detailed documents to present 

the evidence. But my daily runs in the weather-world provided a solid foundation for the 

task. They provided an understanding of why the green spaces are special and motivation to 

protect it. They provided detailed information about the footpaths, the views, the uses of 

the space, and the wildlife, in all weathers and seasons. They also provided photographs, 

which I used to demonstrate the beauty of the space directly. And those photographs were 

not all of sunny days, but also of the fields shrouded in mist.  

I discovered the historical names of the fields (thanks to Barry Simon): Green Dean Furlong, 

Wheatlands Orchard, Shepherd Close, Upper Hill Meadow. Giving them names helped them 

to be individual and unique, rather than just an anonymous number. And I was pleased that 

the developers who opposed the green space for commercial reasons also picked up and 

used these traditional names.   
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Fields around Swindon Village 

In the end we were successful, at least partially. The government Inspector has agreed to a 

large band of green space around the village which will displace 500 houses. There will still 

be 4,200 houses built, but those new residents will also be able to get health and wellbeing 

from being outside in the green space that remains.  

But even if we had not been successful, the process of gathering evidence involved a deep 

community reflection about why green space is so important in our lives, and hopefully will 

have encouraged everyone who took part to appreciate and use the space around them.  

With increasing urbanisation there are communities across the world which have no green 

space at all to fulfil their health and wellbeing needs. In this case it becomes not a question 

of fighting to save green space, but of fighting to create new areas of green space. And then 

of education programmes to encourage people to make use of this green space in all 

weathers for health and wellbeing. This is a key social justice issue for the twenty first 

century, and will require the involvement of everyone who understands the value of living in 

the weather-world.    

 

 

Last, but definitely not least, another key aspect of living in the weather-world is growing 

food. It is not enough to appreciate observing local nature and then go home to food 

produced by an industrial agricultural system that is destroying nature across the world. I 
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find that growing food gives me a different orientation to weather. The rain is welcome 

since it waters the apple, cherry, plum, nectarine and apricot trees in my garden, and the 

potatoes, peas, ocas, and courgettes, giving them life and allowing them to survive and 

grow. It also fills the huge water tank that nestles against the house, providing water for the 

washing machine, toilet, and hosepipe.  

Not everyone has a garden for growing vegetables, which is why community gardens are so 

important. A few years ago I started the Edible Garden at my university with local resident 

Daud Macdonald. There was a disused patch of ground outside a hall of residence that was 

gathering rubbish, so we brought together a group of staff, students and the local 

community to turn it into a community garden. Permaculturist Mike Bush taught the group 

principles of permaculture and we split into groups to put those principles into action and 

come up with a design for the new garden. Permaculture uses a deep understanding of 

people, plants, soil, sun, wind, temperature and rain to design a garden where all of these 

elements work together to provide food, where minimum effort is required from people 

once the garden is established, and a rich habitat is created for wildlife.    

Mike took the designs we made and using his knowledge of permaculture drew them 

together, adapted them and came up with a plan. The fruit trees were furthest from the 

entrance since they needed least maintenance, the plants were carefully placed in height 

order so that they made best use of the sun, rain from the roof of the outdoor classroom 

filled water butts and overflowed into the pond, the pond provided frogs to eat the slugs, 

and every aspect was carefully considered with an eye to both the weather and the world. 

We built the garden following Mike’s design exactly, although it has evolved over the years 

and is now more like a community orchard, with beans, chard, strawberries and raspberries 

nestled between fruit trees of all kinds.  

Occasionally the police would bring young offenders into the garden to dig potatoes or plant 

peas in the rain, working side by side in an environment far more conducive to cooperation 

than under the harsh artificial lights of a police station12. And although it’s a small project, 

people from all different walks of life have visited or worked together in the garden over the 

years – students, professors, local unemployed people, councillors, members of parliament, 

children and the occasional fox. The Edible Garden illustrates a very practical way of 

interacting with the weather-world that provides heath, wellbeing, socialising and, 

importantly, food.  
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The Edible Garden, plan drawn by Mike Bush 
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Aldo Leopold wrote that ‘It is inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to land can exist 

without love, respect and admiration for land, and a high regard for its value’ (p.189) 13. 

Over these pages I’ve been arguing for the benefits and importance of respecting and 

admiring not just the land, but the wider weather-world in which we live.  

This is how all the things I’ve been writing about come together: There is a story deeply 

embedded within British culture that only bright sunny weather is good. All other weathers 

are an annoyance to be avoided by staying indoors watching TV, escaping to virtual worlds 

where there is no weather, ducking into indoor shopping malls, or flying off on a sunshine 

holiday. If we can overcome this story then we can appreciate the great diversity and variety 

of the natural world around us, gaining a sense of health and wellbeing from being outside 

in all weathers in the green spaces we can find around us. And more than that, we can 

reflect philosophically on who we are, as beings who evolved within a green weather-world 

and are adapted physically and mentally to live in that world.  

In our unsustainable industrial society, however, the passive and solitary appreciation of the 

weather-world is not enough. It is also necessary to reach out, help children resist the 

pressures of consumerism, and help them build a sense of wonder about living in and 

 

Conclusion 
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exploring the weather-world. If local green space is appreciated and used throughout the 

year, in all weathers, then there is a foundation for political action to protect those spaces 

for the future. Political action cannot just be about protecting the local, however, but also 

about working towards a world where every community has access to local green space and 

the freedom to gain health and wellbeing from that space.  

Yesterday, 19 July 2016, was the hottest day of the year, 33 degrees, against a ‘normal’ 

average of 19 degrees for July. It was uncomfortable and my energy was drained, but more 

importantly it made me think about the trajectory that our planet is on. The BBC news today 

states ‘Last month was the hottest June ever recorded worldwide, and the 14th straight 

month that global heat records were broken’. If the dominant story about the weather is 

that hot, sunny weather is good then the climate heating up does not seem such an 

emergency. Certainly we need a more sophisticated way of thinking about the weather and 

its relationship with the global climate. Partly that means enjoying the range of weathers 

around us and appreciating the Holocene period with its benign climate that civilisations 

arose in. And then taking action to prevent this period coming to an end (if that is still 

possible), or doing our best to avert the worst impacts and adapt to a new, more hostile, 

climate.  

The climate is often a long way from people’s consciousness or priorities, perhaps because it 

consists of statistical averages over a long time period, so is much more difficult to imagine 

than something more immediate like a terrorist bomb. And in the end it is not the climate 

which has an impact on us, but the weather – it is droughts, floods, hurricanes and storm 

surges that kill. I would say that as well as climate awareness we need weather awareness, 

where we think directly of the impact of global overconsumption on the harsh weather 

conditions of the future rather than just on the more abstract ‘climate’.  

A final thing to think about is that as well as appreciating a greater variety of external 

weathers, there is also the more personal question of inner weather. Melissa Harrison 

writes that the rain imparts ‘a pleasurable kind of melancholy…a mirror of one of our key 

emotional states: not a negative one at all but deeply necessary – just as necessary as joy’ 

(p.xii).  

Perhaps the striving for dry, sunny weather matches our internal striving for pure happiness. 

Certainly in songs the rain is almost always used as a metaphor for sadness, from Ella 

Fitzgerald’s ‘Into each life some rain must fall. But too much, too much, is falling in mine’ to 

Rihanna’s ‘Now that it's raining more than ever. Know that we'll still have each other’. And 

perhaps just as we need to embrace and appreciate a greater variety of weathers, we also 

need to appreciate a greater variety of emotions. Unless we appreciate ordinary emotions, 

the danger is that the search for pure, bright happiness in every moment leads to 

disappointment and sends us on a shopping trip to buy the products that advertisers so 

misleadingly claim will bring us happiness.   
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I noticed, when I was analysing haiku about the weather, that there was an association 

between the coldness of winter and loneliness. Here are some examples14:  

さびしさに/飯をくうなり/秋のかぜ  Feeling lonely / I eat my dinner / autumn 

winds  (Issa). 

居眠りて/我はかくれん/冬ごもり  Taking a nap / I hide within myself / winter 

seclusion (Buson). 

淋しさの/うれしくもあり/秋の暮れ Loneliness / also has its pleasure / autumn 

dusk (Buson). 

This is not loneliness in a negative sense, however. Buson is quite clear in the last of these 

haiku that loneliness can have its pleasures, and the ‘winter seclusion’ he talks about (冬ご

もり fuyugomori) is a time for deep reflection rather than unpleasantness. The melancholy 

of aloneness is, in fact, aesthetically prized as Sabi, which Ueda describes as ‘the concept 

that one attains perfect spiritual serenity by immersing oneself in the ego-less, impersonal 

life of nature; the complete absorption of one’s petty ego into the vast, powerful, 

magnificent universe’15. 

So perhaps the search is not for happiness in all weather conditions, singing like Gene Kelly 

in the rain, mist, snow and dark. Instead the aim is to appreciate the diversity of weather 

conditions and the diverse range of emotions that we feel, rather than waiting them out 

until sun and pure happiness arrives.  

As I’m running through the weather-world, appreciating the storm clouds, the hail, the mist, 

rain and sun, I’m hoping that someone out there has read these words and is experiencing 

something similar in the place that they live. That we are both part of a growing movement 

that gains health and wellbeing from the weather-world in the green spaces around us, 

rather than from overconsumption. And that together we take political action to protect 

green spaces in our own communities, and communities across the world16.  
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This section is a retelling of part of the above story visually, using photography, and is 

included here as an example for students to see one particular way of photographing the 

weather-world around them. The photographs were taken by me, with an old Nikon Coolpix 

camera. For the most part they give an impression both of the weather (e.g., mist or clouds) 

and the more concrete physical world (e.g., trees), in ways that demonstrate that these two 

realms are not separate but intertwined. The aim is to show an ordinary person (me) taking 

pictures of ordinary things (wildflowers by the side of a path, a misty day, clouds at sunrise), 

with an ordinary camera, but also capturing how they are special in some way, worthy of 

stopping for a moment and paying attention to.   

 

The map shows the village I live in, 

Swindon Village, in Cheltenham, 

England – the red dot being my 

house. The photographs were taken 

very close to home, mostly in 

Bushby Close and Upper Hill 

Meadow, with one or two in Furzen 

Hill and Green Dean Furlong.

 

Visual Story 
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