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et under your duvet and
hide from the world, because
Monday, January 16 will be
the most depressing day of the
year. Created in 2005 by a holiday company which was trying to
find new ways of selling winter
breaks, Blue Monday is the third
Monday of January, so chosen because of its distance from Christmas,
traditional cold weather and general
feelings of malaise that abound during the beginning of the year.
The concept, according to leading
wellness coach, GP and motivational
speaker Mark Rowe is ridiculous.
“I think Blue Monday is the biggest
prefabricated phenomenon that I
have ever come across,” he says.
“The idea of it is ridiculous, it’s a
completely made-up phenomenon
that trivialises the idea of genuine
depression and mental health
disorders,” he says.
Rowe is the author of Prescription
For Happiness, and the founder of
Waterford Health Park, a renowned
centre of excellence when it comes to
integrated primary care. He believes
our environment can dramatically
impact our health and wellbeing.
“Our environment and our inner
environment — that is the environment between our ears — has a huge
impact on our health and wellbeing
each and every day. Our physical
health is very much connected to
our emotional wellbeing and our
psychological fitness,” he says.
Rowe says that while there is
absolutely no science to back up the
idea of Blue Monday, many of us feel
low at this time of the year.
“Yes, this time of the year is a time
when many people are feeling extra
down and that’s because in Ireland
we live a long way from the equator
and don’t get a lot of sunlight at this
time of the year,” he says.
“A lot of people suffer from what’s
called winter blues. I like to say that a
third of the people in Ireland suffer
from winter blues and the rest of the
people are in denial because I think
it’s that common,” he says.
So what are the winter blues, and
how do we know if we suffer from
them? Rowe says that there is a huge
spectrum to be aware of.
“At the severe end, you have
people who are really suffering from
clinical depression and they might
have marked symptoms of sleep
disturbance and persistent low
mood, feelings of hopelessness, and
these people should always seek
professional help to deal with the
issue,” he says.
“Then on the milder end of the
spectrum, we might see people suffering from low energy, tiredness,
oversleeping, changes in the appetite
like craving carbohydrates, gaining
weight and feeling heavy in their
arms and legs,” he says.
Rowe says that these feelings are
epidemic in Ireland, and that’s down
to the long winter nights changing
our circadian rhythm, disturbing our
sleep and making us feel groggy and
down. “People tend to feel irritable
and more oversensitive,” he says.
“The lack of sunlight can also
affect our serotonin levels, which is a
neuro-transmitter which can really
impact on confidence, self esteem
and overall happiness. As well as
that, the long nights and short days
can affect our melatonin levels, so we
start making too much melatonin
when we don’t get enough sunlight
and that in turn can affect our
mood,” he says.
The answer, according to Rowe, is
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Blue
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contrived
marketing
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be happy,
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health is very
much connected
to our emotional
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Mark Rowe: Lack of sunlight can affect
serotonin levels, which is a neuro-transmitter which can impact on confidence,
self esteem and overall happiness.

not at the end of a
prescription bottle.
Rather, we need to
address our lifestyle to
combat the effect of
winter on our bodies.
“There are lots of things we
can do to combat the blues,
Awareness is extremely important. If you are aware that you or
somebody close to you is suffering,
it can give you the clarity to take
action. Knowledge is power, as I
always say,” he says.
Regular exercise is a fantastic way
to boost our mood, and can help to
realign sleeping patterns during the
longer days of the year, he says.
“Exercise is essential. We know
now taking 10,000 steps a day is key to

overall health. Get
up and walk around
every hour if you are
sitting at a desk all
day, get outdoors if
you can. Have your
coffee break outside or
take a short walk at lunchtime. Get some rays, soak in
some sunlight even if it’s a day that’s
cloudy. It all helps,” he says.
Eating a balanced diet is hugely
important at this time of the year.
Rowe recommends incorporating
good mood food into your daily diet
during winter months to boost mood
and reset the body clock.
“Start eating more food that is good
for you. Specifically in terms of
mood, omega 3 fats are extremely

helpful. These fats can be found in
nuts, seeds, oily fish, free-range eggs,
kale.”
Rowe regularly advocates a vitamin D supplement to his patients.
“Many people in Ireland lack vitamin
D and I often recommend a vitamin D
supplement. It’s hard to get enough
vitamin D in your diet. A lot of people
tend to go back into their shell when
they are feeling depressed or sluggish. It’s almost a primitive hibernation — retreating back into our
cave during winter months. Don’t go
back into your cave alone! The best
way to boost your happiness is to
focus on someone else,” he says.
■ To find out more about Dr Mark Rowe
and his Prescription For Happiness
check www.doctormarkrowe.com
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RDINARY people doing
extraordinary things. It’s a bit
of a mantra in the inspiration
industry. No harm in that —
it’s a succinct and powerful
phrase. But I’d like to pay tribute to
the extraordinary things doing
ordinary things.
The objects that you take for
granted. It sounds a bit corny but
watching a baby be fascinated with
an everyday object does make you
look at it again differently.
Take your average biro (no,
seriously, take it away from the baby,
she’ll have her eye out). You don’t
think about biros, except when they
don’t work, until you start scribbling
on something of value. But you try
releasing the right amount of nonsmudging ink onto surfaces as
diverse as paper, plastic, wood, wall,
a suit trousers, or accidentally on the
upholstery of a friend’s new car. See?
Can’t be done without a biro.

“

Each biro is a little
miracle. Something
that small and that
cheap can write
‘milk’ on a shopping
list or a signature
on a nuclear
non-proliferation
treaty

Each biro is a little miracle. Right
down to the crappiest “Buy Our
Intermittent Broadband” promotional pen. Something that small and
that cheap can write “milk” on a
shopping list or a signature on a
nuclear non-proliferation treaty.
Lazlo Biro — that was handy, that he
was called Biro — noticed that newspaper ink didn’t smudge but
wouldn’t flow through a fountain pen
so he figured out a rotating ball that
would draw the ink, by capillary
action, no less. His patent was bought
by a man called Bich — of Bic pens.
Another point of fascination is the
radiator. I never really looked at it
before my daughter started staring at
it, but they’re mighty things. Its
precursor was the hypocaust, a sort
of underfloor heating invented by the
Romans but disused partly because
of the devastating attacks of barbarian tribes pushed westward by the
Mongols — but also because people

were sick of forgetting to take the
butter out of the shopping bags when
they’d leave them on the floor. The
heating radiator as we know it was
patented by a Prussian called Franz
Radiator (joke, his name was Franz
Van Galli). He is said to have called it
a “hot box” and we commemorate his
achievement now by using hot box to
describe smoking hash in a Fiat
Punto in an industrial estate.
The sprayer for surface cleaner —
look at it again! One trigger doing two
jobs — sending air into the bottle and
then forcing it up through the atomiser onto the surface to make the nice
lemon smell that tells us that germs
are dead and civilisation has been
restored. Spray bottles were
perfected by the Drackett company
who made Windex, or Windolene.
The atomiser which makes it all
misty was invented by a doctor who
wanted to get medicine to the back of
his patients’ throats and used fluid

mechanic principles such as the
Venturi effect and Bernoulli’s
equation (I don’t have room to
explain how, but I definitely know).
What does YKK mean to you? It’s
not a computer bug threatening all
the computers in Kilkenny. Have a
look at your zip. Hah! Made you look!
Chances are, your zip has YKK
written on it. YKK stands for Yoshida
Kōgyō Kabushiki geisha or Yoshida
Manufacturing Company — the
largest manufacturer of zips in the
world. How’s business for them? Up
and down! The first time (place
name-drop alert) I was in Japan, one
of my highlights was seeing a huge
YKK sign over a factory. It’s like
seeing the Guinness harp. And
ironically, Guinness has its own
causal effect on zips. Nothing can
happen without zips. The most
powerful men and women can’t sign
important agreements or go to war
without first doing up their flies.

omance is in the air in February as we welcome (or perhaps merely acknowledge!)
Valentine’s Day on the 14th.
Venus is the mythological
Greek Goddess of Love and this year
you can impress your valentine by
pointing out the planet Venus as it
shines brilliantly in the southern
sky from dusk until about 9pm (depending on your local horizon). Find
a restaurant with a south-west
facing window and you can even
watch it as it gradually dips below
the horizon while you sip a glass of
bubbly. You can impress your Valentine further by explaining that
Venus is the hottest planet in the
solar system, not because it is the
closest to the Sun – that honour
going to Mercury – but because it is
undergoing a runaway greenhouse
effect. Venus’ atmosphere is
composed of 96% carbon dioxide that
acts as a heat-trapping blanket,
raising the surface temperature to
over 450 degrees C, or hot enough to
melt lead.
To make matters worse the clouds
which permanently obscure its surface from view are composed of sulfuric acid, so if the heat doesn’t get
you the sulfuric acid rain certainly
will. For adventurous valentines
with a pair of binoculars or small
telescope, and do think carefully
about bringing either on a first date,
you can see that in February Venus
is about 30% illuminated and will appear as a small crescent. T
he first observation of the crescent
Venus was by Galileo in 1610 and it
had major implications for our
understanding of the solar system as
it could most easily be explained if
one assumed the Sun, not the Earth,
is at the centre with the planets revolving about the Sun, overturning
almost 2000 years of perceived wis-

‘ Romance is in
the sky in
February – and
Venus is the
hottest planet in
the solar system
dom. Technically, Venus is at its
brightest on 17th in February and it
remains visible in the evening
throughout the month. To the upper
left of Venus, a couple of Moon diameters away, is Mars – the Greek God
of War.
While nowhere near as bright, it
does have a distinct red hue, reminiscent of blood and hence the association with war. 2017 is not a particularly good year for observing
Mars due to its considerable distance, but that will change in 2018. In
any case, pointing out two planets to
your valentine has the potential to
win you major brownie points.
The morning sky is lit up by the
giant planet Jupiter throughout the
month. Though not as visually
bright as Venus it is still a spectacular object and it actually rises
around midnight.
Throughout February it can be
found close to the bright star Spica,
or Alpha Virginis, the “alpha” meaning the brightest star in the constellation of Virgo. Spica is not one, but
two stars, separated by a mere 18
million km that orbit each other in
only 4 days. The two stars are not directly visible with a telescope and a
technique called spectroscopy is
needed to infer there are actually
two stars.
On Feb 10/11th there is a “penumbral” eclipse of the Moon, when our
nearest neighbout passes into the
Earth’s partial shadow (penumbra).
Careful skywatchers will notice a
slight dimming of the Moon, with the
greatest effect at 00:43 on Saturday
11th. A penumbral eclipse is not the
same as a partial eclipse, however,
where you will see a definite “bite”
taken out of the Moon.

DID YOU KNOW?
The temperature on the night side
of Mercury plunges to -173 degrees C
even though the planet is only 1/3 of
the Earth-Sun distance.
The reason is that without an atmosphere there is no way for the
heat from the hot side to be effectively transported to the cold side.

