
“Had it with winter? Make like the Danes and get cozy with hygge”  By Donna Vickroy 

 

When you live in a northern clime, you have two choices: embrace winter or wait it out. 

Most of us choose the latter. But the older you get, the more you realize how valuable time is — even winter time. Who 

wants to spend it depressed and anxious and wishing time would speed up? And yet, so many of us do exactly that. 

Last year, the World Health Organization reported that depression is a leading cause of ill health around the world. Anxiety is 

right up there with it at the top of the list. Winter is a seasonal contributor. 

I'd heard about the Danish custom of hygge (hoo-gah), which is defined as a way of turning cold, dark, lonely winter into 

something warm and inviting, but I didn't really understand it. 

So last month, when the Oak Lawn Public Library announced the program "Hygge and Wine," I immediately reached out. 

Good thing, too, because it quickly filled to capacity. 

On a recent Sunday afternoon some 25 winter-weary men and women headed to the library for insight into how the Danes 

turn winter blues to bliss. 

In search of coziness 
In a downstairs meeting room, where the lighting was subdued, the background music serene and the buffet of hot beverages 

inviting, we gathered to chat, learn and simply be cozy. The complimentary comfy socks and assortment of cakes and cookies helped 

in that department. 

This, librarians Shannon Kazmierczak and Melissa Apple explained, "is hygge." 

Turns out, the Danes have known for a long time how to make winter not only tolerable but comfortable. 

Hygge, which works both as a verb and a noun, is a way of life during the colder months in Denmark, you know that country 

that often tops the list of the happiest people in the world despite the fact that it has a longer and harsher winter than we do. 

Although there is no exact translation into English, hygge extends from the Norwegian word for "well-being," Kazmierczak 

said. 

It is an intentional way of fending off Seasonal Affective Disorder throughout the long, cold winter, she explained. 

We sipped our hot drinks, got to know our table mates and learned about Danish culture and what might help to give them 

such a positive outlook on life. 

Danes start practicing hygge even before the Christmas holidays, Kazmierczak said, because from November until the 

beginning of April they're experiencing short days — with less amounts of sunlight than we get. 

To soften the harshness and brighten the darkness, Danes take moments, even hours, to surround themselves with warmth 

and comfort, which can come in the form of a favorite blanket; a crackling fire; a buffet of comfort foods, savory or sweet; and the 

company of friends and family. 

They're really big on coffee, Kazmierczak said, but you can substitute tea or mulled wine or whatever. 

People hygge in their homes or in cozy coffee shops, she said. 

"Traditional Danes believe hygge is about being together with family or friends," Kazmierczak said. But now that social 

media is such a big part of everyone's life, some have stretched the definition of hygge to include moments spent alone — in a comfy 

chair, with a fluffy blanket, wearing cozy socks or perhaps with a dog or cat on your lap. 

The idea is just to feel relaxed, be cozy, be content, be connected and forget life's worries, she said. To basically use the cold, 

dark harshness as a reason to gather and cocoon. 

As you might expect, hygge has become such an integral part of the Danish lifestyle that shops often advertise hygge pants or 

hygge slippers. You can search Pandora or Spotify for a hygge playlist. And you can download a hygge calendar with ideas on how to 

practice it everyday of the month. 

But, Apple added, there really are no hard and fast rules. Hygge is simply doing things that make you feel good. 

Hygge encourages people to gather with friends or family because interaction relieves stress and reduces loneliness. "If 

you're feeling good, you'll spread that to others," Apple said. 

Maureen Neidle is of Danish descent and first heard of hygge from distant cousins who live in Denmark. From time to time 

they post things about hygge on their Facebook page, she said. 

Neidle, of Palos Hills, is a member of the Danish Brotherhood Lodge 35 that meets in Tinley Park. 

"We've never done anything with hygge," she said. "But we kind of do all of the things hygge is during our meetings. We 

chat and we eat." 

If you want to impress your hygge gatherings with a bit of authenticity, Neidle suggests you serve a kringle, which is an 

authentic Danish coffee cake that usually comes in a round shape but originally was made to look like a pretzel. 

Melissa Brummerstedt, of Oak Lawn, who also attended the event, said she learned hygge is similar to a custom the Swedes 

have made famous. 

"I went to Sweden with my mom two years ago and they had fica — which is like their coffee break," Brummerstedt said. 

She loved that, and now she also loves hygge. 

"I love the idea of being so cozy and warm. I love the candles, the music," she said. "Life is so stressful every day, to be 

running, running, running. It's nice to just take some time to relax. Like today, just sitting here with strangers and talking. We all feel 

so relaxed right now." 

Doris Chin, of Oak Lawn, attended the program with her husband. 

"I think it's a great idea," Chin said. "There's something lacking in American culture and lacking in my life, too. We are anxious as a 

society. I do a lot of driving on the highway and I see a lot of people stressed out and cutting each other off all the time." 



Maybe if people practiced hygge, she added, they could calm down. 

"I know I want to incorporate some of this into my life now," she said. 

The Oak Lawn Public Library offers a selection of reading materials on hygge, including the books "Hygge: The Danish Art 

of Happiness" by Marie Tourell Soderberg and "The Year of Living Danishly," by Helen Russell. 

Time among the trees 
The Danes aren't the only ones searching for peace and harmony. But while hygee invites you to get cozy indoors, the 

Japanese custom of shinrin yoku, which translates to "forest shower," encourages you to head outside. To the woods. 

Amy Julian, a Cook County Forest Preserves naturalist at the Little Red Schoolhouse, explained. 

Western culture has always believed that walking in the woods, or simply spending time in a forest — even in winter — is beneficial 

to one's mood and psyche, she said. 

"We always knew hiking in the forest, or just being in the forest, was good for us, because it makes us feel good. But the 

Japanese are actually researching the physical benefits. They're looking for evidence," she said. 

And now, she added, they have data to back that theory up. 

"Plants and trees release essential oils into the atmosphere to protect themselves from insects and bacteria or germs that may 

be harmful to them," Julian said. 

"The Japanese wanted to find out if the oils being released into the atmosphere also benefit humans," she said. 

So since the 1980s, they've been conducting studies. 

"They have been able to scientifically prove that forest bathing can lower stress, particularly cortisol, as well as blood 

pressure and a person's heart rate," Julian said. 

Some studies show it even can enhance natural killer cells, which are cells that help humans fight off viruses and cancer, she 

said. 

Forest bathing, which simply means spending time among the trees, is recognized in Japan "as a preventative form of 

medicine. But there is nothing indicating it is a cure," she said. 

Unlike hiking, running or skiing, forest bathing is not about how many miles you cover or how challenging the outing is, 

Julian said. 

"It's simply immersing yourself among the trees. There's really no destination. It's about the essential oils but it's also really 

just a sensory experience," she said. Being present and actually seeing, touching, hearing and smelling can be restorative, even 

rejuvenating, she said. 

"It's about unplugging and being mindful. Just take in all the sights and smells and sounds. Don't go on a forest bath with a lot 

of things on your mind," she said. 

The forest preserves offered a wellness program in January. It has plans to offer more in the spring. 
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