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INTRODUCTION
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WHAT IS AMERICAN COZY?

Americans are welcoming people. We love to use—and share—our time, our resources, and our homes.

I call this American cozy. It’s a celebration of our unique brand of comfort, personality, and togetherness.

I was introduced to American cozy when I moved as a child to the United States from Canberra, Australia, where my parents had been living, working, and attending university. Our first American stop was the small Nevada town of Logandale, near the Arizona and Utah borders. This was the home of my mother’s parents, the Hutchings family. Their house, though overfilled with furniture and mementos, felt friendly. It was crowded with a mix of antique and new furnishings. Each room—from paint to flooring—was a different color. Each table and shelf displayed a mix of knickknacks. Framed family photos, religious sayings, oil paintings of the desert, and needlepoint hangings competed for space on each wall (even the garage and storage shed walls). The oversized chairs and sofas were draped with homemade afghans. And, best of all, their home was perfumed with the permanent aroma of pot roast and chocolate chip cookies.

If they weren’t cooking or eating, cleaning or wandering around outdoors, my grandparents and anyone else who was visiting would congregate in the living room, sitting on the sofas and chairs, using the organ and piano benches as seats, or (usually the kids) reclining on the shag carpet. Together, we’d talk, watch television, play checkers, or even nap, as my grandparents would sit in their matching recliners and read scripture (my grandmother) or crochet (my grandfather).

Ever since then, I have thought fondly of American homes. The colors, knickknacks, and aromas may change depending upon the lives inside, but the homes remain places of warmth, comfort, and togetherness, decorated in the trimmings of lives well lived. In fact, from the stories my American friends tell, the Hutchings homestead wasn’t that much different from their own families’ homes.

And there’s a good reason for that. We Americans love places and things that feel inviting. Our sofas, for instance, must actually feel great to sink into. Our artwork has sentimental value. We like photographs. We adore showcasing our signature style, and we enjoy weaving personal interests into our space (be that our home, our yard, our car, or our office). Whether it is using mounted guitars as art, hanging a homemade quilt on our office wall, or painting a garage door with chalkboard paint so our kids can display their artistic skill, most American spaces comfortably show off their owners’ personalities.
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American cozy is picnics, multigenerational walks around the neighborhood at sunset, barbecues, and pool parties. It’s field days, chatting with neighbors over the hedges, holiday dinners, and houseguests. It’s brunch, happy hour, and lemonade sipped on the porch. But we struggle to find the time for these elemental pleasures. In fact, Americans’ collective Achilles’ heel is “too much”: too much stuff crammed into spaces, too many activities, too many obligations, too much to do. We are so overscheduled that, while we have fond childhood memories of these comforting activities—and we deeply desire to make them part of our daily lives—few of us are able to enjoy them today.

Despite the frenzied, adrenaline-fueled world we live in, many of us can’t shake the feeling that there must be a slower, more magical, more comfortable way to get by in the world.

Speaking for myself, for years my life looked like most everyone else’s life: get up, get the kids ready for school (frantically looking for keys, a son’s missing tie, lost homework . . .), dash to work, get the kids, make dinner, clean, help with homework, do laundry, prepare for the next day, shower, go to bed. Wake up. Repeat.

Then one day I woke up and realized that I did not love my home, my work, my schedule, or even my life. All of these were crammed full of stuff: appointments, activities, and obligations that meant nothing (or very little) to me. I thought back to my childhood and remembered the quietude I had experienced when I looked out a window, weeded our kitchen garden, made cookies with my friends, or stretched out on the living floor to watch television with my siblings.

In an effort to retrieve some of that peace, I stopped answering my phone, texts, and emails. I avoided social media platforms. I said no to assignments that didn’t pay well. I told my kids they could be in either the school chorus or the local opera company’s fall performance. I set aside a 30-minute family cleanup period each evening so I wouldn’t be spending precious time folding laundry all by myself. And I started using my slow cooker.

All this cutting back helped immensely. But even as my life became less frenzied, it still didn’t exactly feel peaceful. So I went deeper, experimenting with “lifestyle systems” from other countries. First I played with feng shui, the ancient Chinese art of right placement. Then I tried the Kondo method of living that is so popular in modern Japan. And while these practices helped my home feel clean, clear, and more livable, they did not create those feelings of warmth and calm that I so craved.

I could not shake the feeling that there must be a slower, more magical, more comfortable way to get by in the world. This is when I remembered my father’s Danish family and their light-filled, uncluttered home, their love of easy traditions, and the feelings of warmth and comfort I always felt when I visited them.

Their house wasn’t fancy, nor was it large. But it was airy and light, with a feeling of tranquility. The floors were blond wood. The walls were yellow-beige with white trim. Ornaments were few. The light came not from a plethora of lamps (as it did in most American homes I visited), but from uncovered windows and, at night, candles. The house was perfumed with roast pork, butter-sautéed apples, and cardamom. Meals there were slow and unrushed. There was enough of everything, but not so much to create clutter. Noise and silence coexisted comfortably. There was something about life in this home that felt both cozy and expansive at the same time.

As it turns out, my father’s family members were not the only ones who had found a way to wrap a clean and uncluttered life with a deep sense of contentment and warmth—this was a characteristic of Denmark itself.

If you’re not familiar with this small northern European nation, it can help to know that Denmark is the happiest nation on Earth. At least that’s what the World Happiness Report 2016 states. This tiny Scandinavian country—known for pastry, political cartoons, statuesque blondes, and sleek modern furniture—has been found by the authors of the report to have the most personal connections between citizens, overall health, education, social services, charitable giving, benevolent government, and average income of any of the world’s countries. All of which—again, according to the report—lead to happiness.
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Danes themselves agree with this assessment. But, they quickly add, there is something the report forgot to mention: the uniquely Danish idea of hygge. Pronounced HEW-guh, it’s an ancient concept that Danes use to spin their love of comfort into a lifestyle.


GET TO KNOW DENMARK

Here are some fun facts about one of the world’s coziest countries:


	Approximately 5.7 million people live in Denmark.

	The Copenhagen harbor in Denmark is clean enough to swim in.

	There is no word please in the Danish language.

	Lego® blocks are a Danish invention. The word is a combination of Danish words leg godt, meaning “play well.”

	Fifty percent of people living in Copenhagen ride a bicycle to work each morning.

	Denmark’s wind turbine industry is huge; more than 40 percent of Denmark’s energy supply is produced by windmills.

	Copenhagen’s Strøget, at almost 2 miles (3.2 km) long, is the oldest and longest pedestrian street in the world.

	The world’s oldest (Dyrehavsbakken) and second-oldest (Tivoli) amusement parks are in Denmark.

	Because of its small size, no matter where you travel in Denmark, you will never be more than one hour, or 50 kilometers (31 miles), from the ocean.






JUST HOW HAPPY ARE THE DANES?

Danes are the happiest people on Earth. Literally. At least if you believe the World Happiness Report, which ranks the happiness of each of the world’s countries. Denmark took the top spot in 2012, 2013, and 2016, and came in third in 2015. (The authors did not issue a report in 2014.) In 2017, Denmark came in second behind its Nordic cousin, Norway. Another Scandinavian country, Iceland, was third.

The World Happiness Report, which ranks the happiness levels of 155 countries, studies the business and economic health of a country, how engaged its citizens are in civic causes, the communications and technology available to citizens, diversity, what social issues concern its citizens, education levels, family life, physical and mental health of the population, the country’s environmental policies, energy sources, hunger and shelter, the state of the government, public safety, religion, infrastructure, access to transportation, and employment. To read current and previous reports, you can visit http://worldhappiness.report.



While hygge cannot be described in a single English word, it can be explained in several. Hygge is experiencing quiet joy in any given moment. It is the complete absence of anything annoying or emotionally overwhelming. It is taking pleasure from the things around you. Like the Danes themselves, hygge is a practical word, one that encourages you to create beauty in your daily interactions, objects, and activities. It is the Danish ability to spin the functional into an almost spiritual experience. It is the magic of turning any situation into a moment of coziness.

Think of hygge as a kind of a Danish law of attraction meets feng shui with a dash of positive thinking—all snuggling near a warm fire while wrapped in a down comforter. Fortunately for those of us in the US, hygge is the perfect complement to our unique comfort culture. It is also the perfect antidote for America’s culture of “too much.”

It sounds almost too good to be true, doesn’t it? When I first committed to applying hygge to my overstuffed American life, I didn’t know what to expect. Would the Danish-style uncluttered walls or the well-edited calendar or the more streamlined weekday dinners even be possible for me and my family? Were a fireplace and a bunch of candles all I needed to give my house the same warmth and magic of my father’s childhood home? Would holidays celebrated in a contained, homemade way even work here? Could I focus more in some areas in order to gain more time and freedom in others?

After several years of implementing hygge (often imperfectly), I am happy to say that my life has been forever changed. People comment on how calm I am, how I get so much done, how warm my home feels, how sensible and centered my children are. Much of this is true—I am calmer than ever. My kids are unruffled. I do get more done in a smaller amount of time. My home does feel warmer. It’s almost as if by magic.

We Americans want this magic. And we can get it—easily—by implementing simple changes in our homes, schedules, and offices. We’ll start by exploring what coziness is and why it’s so important to our overall happiness. Then we’ll move on to how you can use the Danish principle of hygge to cozy up every single part of your life—from your schedule to your work life, your home to your holidays. You’ll even try on easy ways to use hygge to upgrade your personal style. Along the way you’ll find tips for creating hygge for yourself, simple recipes for comforting and nourishing meals, and a paradigm-shifting way to “hyggeify” your world by changing your relationship with time.

Grab a cup of coffee (or tea). Light a few candles. Snuggle into your favorite chair. Queue your favorite music (at a gentle, low volume). Let’s dive in and learn the Danish art of “right living”—what it is, why it works, and how to use it to improve your life. You’ll be amazed at how wonderful your life can be.
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