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Return of the Light and the Promise of Warmth
by Graham Brazier

As | write, on January 19, the winter solstice is almost a month behind us and we have begun to
experience the subtle, but elemental, pleasures of longer hours of daylight. According to
records kept at the Comox airport, the sun rose at 8:14 a.m. and set at 4:21 p.m. on, what we
have come to call “the shortest day of the year” giving us a mere 8 hours and 7 minutes of
daylight. (Not to be mistaken for sunshine.) As of today, January 19, the time between sunrise
and sunset is 8 hours and 45 minutes; giving us almost 40 minutes more daylight than we had
on December 20.

There is a fascinating element to this statistic, however — one that early birds are likely well
aware of. The changes in sunrise and sunset times from one day to the next are not equally
divided between morning and evening. While, almost immediately after the solstice, sunset
times became later by a minute or so each day, sunrise times also continued to get later, but at
a slower pace, causing our mornings to continue to darken. In fact, sunrise went from 8:14 on
the day of the solstice to 8:17 before it began to recede on January 5 and it was January 10
before sunrise got back to where it was on the solstice. So, for early birds, the solstice didn’t
become evident until more than two weeks later on January 12 when sunrise was 8:13 — one
minute earlier than on the official day of solstice.

By that date, January 12, sunset was at 4:43. Which meant that we had picked up 22 minutes
of afternoon daylight and one minute of morning daylight since the solstice.

By way of comparison, our Nanaimo neighbours had 5 more minutes of daylight than we did on
the solstice and, curiously, only 4 minutes more on January 19 while our Victoria friends had 12
more minutes of daylight than us on the solstice and 10 minutes more on January 19. We seem
to be closing the gap!

Wouldn't it be nice if the return of warmth was as precisely predictable as the return of light. It is,
of course, generally predictable that, on average February will be warmer, or perhaps, less cold
than January is a better term, and March will be less cold than February and so on. But we
aren’t able to identify a specific day which guarantees that only warmth will follow; one that we
can anticipate and celebrate in the way we do the winter solstice. March 21st is, of course, the
end of winter according to the calendar but, regrettably, we can’t be assured that every day
afterward will be warmer.

However, in an attempt to identify a particular day that statistically might represent the promise
of warmth, and a cause for celebration, | selected the temperature of 15 degrees and searched
the weather statistics that have been kept at the Comox airport dating back to 1944. | recorded
the first date in each of the 73 years that temperature of 15 degrees or more was recorded. The
results were only mildly surprising. Over the course of the years between 1944 and 2017 a
temperature 15 degrees or more was first recorded most often in early to mid April with April 6
representing the average. There were, of course, anomalies on both ends. In 1968, for example
a temperature of 16.7 was recorded on January 20 while a week later it was below freezing. At



the other end of the spectrum, in 1993, it was May 8 before a temperature exceeding 15
degrees was recorded and it signalled the beginning of a heat wave which lasted much of the
remainder of the month. Nevertheless, statistically speaking, April 6 seems to be a better bet
than March 21 for a celebration of the promise of the return of warmth — though it’s by no
means a sure thing.

(Next research project will be to identify the average date of the latest recorded freezing

temperature. My guess is that we have at least one in May but that most often it occurs in
March.)



