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Growing in the Dark
treVor Sharman

In this emerging view, soil and darkness can in fact be 
seen as a medium of creativity, growth, connection, 
transformation and reparation. Drawing on metaphors of 
life as soil, I aim to rehabilitate the view of darkness and 
re-balance its appreciation alongside light.

My priority as a gardener has changed over time. I no longer 
hanker after a bumper crop of beans or the largest marrow. 
My focus is on facilitating a healthy, lively soil. Crops are 
a by-product of this focus, very welcome ones, but not ‘at 
any price’ and only with the priority being a healthy biotic 
community able to gift such a surplus to me.

In order to promote and protect my soil I need to 
understand it. Soil is not ‘dirt’ as our transatlantic cousins so 
unfortunately call it, along with the connotations of unclean 
and unhealthy, but a community of life. Microbiology has 
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Our everyday language and culture typifies darkness 
  as fearful, a source of terror and sadness, whilst 
  light is seen as positive life enhancing and joyful. 
We generally avoid going out in the dark, yet crave the light 
of day.

Clearly there are strong roots to these archetypal views, 
supported by human evolutionary experience, and yet they 
oversimplify this dichotomy and obscure the realities of 
darkness as an essential ground for creativity and life. This 
is particularly apparent when transposing these concepts to 
the living world of plants and soil. As a gardener and grower 
I take a very different view of the value of ‘darkness’, both 
the darkness of the ‘under-ground’ soil and the seasonal 
darkness of winter. I am also amazed by the growing 
body of knowledge about the extraordinary richness and 
complexity of this darkness as exemplified by soil.
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Another aspect of the view of soil as ‘dirt’ can lead to an 
aversion towards soil (aka ‘mud’) as a medium of play. 
Despite the ease of laundry of today, with sophisticated 
washing machines and detergents, there are far too few 
children allowed to get dirty, in other words to play with 
and learn about soil. The stigma will remain with us as 
adults if we don’t investigate directly and become familiar 
and appreciative of the dark earth. The dramatic and 
continuing loss of topsoil globally and the constant urge to 
pave over our gardens seem evidence of this contempt and 
fear as we continue to recoil from what is truly valuable and 
a potent source of creativity.

The seasons remind us that biological life is not binary, 
dark/light, dirty/fecund, but cyclical. The value of 
winter, the season of darkness is great for the garden. It 
is a time of both rest and regeneration. Gardeners speak 
of ‘putting their garden to bed for the winter’ perhaps 
assuming it will do nothing. In fact much will be going on, 
particularly in our temperate climate. ‘Rot’ will be in full 
swing. Mycorrhizae will be digesting and transforming 
organic material as the alchemists of the soil, ready to 
share their richness with the plants, some of whom will 
have been napping, but also preparing for their time of 
great excitement.

Winter can be a good time for us too. Less pressured to 
‘do’, more time to ‘be’. Time to learn, read, self-educate 
and prepare for the season ahead, and perhaps above 
all, a time to dream in the darkness. How will we know 
what to focus on for our future growth if we have kept 
the lights on and failed to dream? Particularly in this 
Anthropocene era, when we humans have taken the 
rudder of evolution, we need to ensure we have the 
right kind of dreams to be in tune with life on Earth 
and its future rather than carry on blindly with business 
as usual.

The value of the dark living soil can be seen in what 
emerges into the light as spring and summer arrive. The 
strength, resistance to disease and resilience to drought 
and wind, will all reflect the qualities and vivacity of the 
darkness in which the plant is rooted and which in turn 
enables it to transform the energy of the light of the sun 
into maturation and fruitfulness.

So maybe darkness, winter, the soil are crucial to our lives. 
Not just as the home for plants, but as the resources we and 
life, need for reflection, restoration and for dreams of our 
future evolution.

Trevor Sharman is a member of GreenSpirit Council 
and the self-appointed Governor of the (Grassy) Bank 
of Ealing where he is active in his local Transition 
Town.

discovered that a huge number of living beings inhabit every 
teaspoonful of healthy soil. This community is largely a co-
operative, with exchanges of nutrients, mutual support 
and transformation of biochemical foodstuffs and energy 
exchange, all of which is a great place to be based if you are 
a plant with ambitions to grow and multiply. The soil has 
also been discovered to be the medium of extraordinary 
mycorrhizal networks, again with negative names such as 
‘rot’ and ‘fungus’, and yet these ‘beings’ neither plant nor 
animal, enable the community of plants to thrive through 
enabling of the absorption and exchange of nutrients and 
water. Extraordinarily, researchers have discovered that 
mycorrhizal networks can actually communicate and 
redistribute nutrients where needed over distance across 
communities of plants like forests.

All in all, some distance from soil and darkness as negative 
and dirty. In fact it is clear that this realm of darkness is 
vibrant, complex and above all, alive and thus essential and 
vital to the growth of plants.

How can this transformed knowledge of dirt and dark 
help us think of our own and wider health and wellbeing? 
Firstly, the general view of darkness could helpfully be 
changed to one where life is being processed, rather 
than suppressed and oppressed. Just as the community 
of soil is processing nutrients and energy into a medium 
of value to plant life, so our dark times can do the same. 
Rather than accept a negative view of dark times to be 
suffered and endured, we can look for their value. This 
may involve new learning and understanding, just as has 
been the case with soil dynamics. How can our bodies 
and emotions act together to transform fear, depression 
and grief into nutrients and understandings for life? 
Can we enable our own transformations or would some 
helpful ‘gardening’ interventions be useful? If so, what 
kind and from whom?

Our current society is characterised by a focus on activity, 
outputs, growth, efficiency, busy-ness. Our first question 
on meeting someone is often ‘What do you do?’ defining 
people by their activity. In working with the soil, many 
gardeners will spend great effort digging their soil 
each year, turning it over, getting rid of the ‘weeds’ and 
‘cleaning’ the soil. This in fact can cause great damage 
to the soil’s biotic community, who don’t thrive in light 
and are killed in great numbers as a result, so weakening 
the growing medium. Taking a gentler approach, ‘doing’ 
less, using organic mulches, growing ‘green manures’ 
and protecting the soil from light and excessive rain 
can often not just protect, but enhance soil fertility. It is 
interesting that we often refer to ‘beds’ in which we grow 
plants. Building on this gentler term, we can see that our 
role as gardener of soil and self is to be gentle, aware and 
appropriate, ensuring rest and reparation rather than 
over focus on doing and acting.




