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“The first hour of the morning
is the rudder of the day.”

— HENRY WARD BEECHER





WAKING UP TO MAGIC
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If you’ve ever spent a night in a tent, you’ll know what it’s like to wake to birdsong: that initially hesitant lilt, slowly growing into a crescendo of confident trills, so perfectly complementing the early morning mist. There is something utterly magical about such things we can’t control. We know the birdsong will come, we just can’t quite predict exactly when – so we wait, we pause, perfectly still. And we listen.

I have always been tuned into the sound of birds, perhaps a legacy of my school biology lessons when a stout, mustachioed teacher from way up in the north of Sweden would play cassette tapes of different bird sounds on repeat and then quiz us on them. Or, perhaps more likely, it might be due to the deeply sincere appreciation of the arrival of spring among a nation of people that grew up surrounded by thick, persistent darkness for months on end. We learned to appreciate birdsong when spring brought it to us. Perhaps, in some way, it is all linked to the Swedish tradition of gökotta.

EXPERIENCING GÖKOTTA

Picture early morning mist in Sweden at around the turn of the 20th century. Imagine the villagers in the leafy localities of the hilly county of Dalarna gathering in the woods on Ascension Day (40 days after Easter) and during the build-up to midsummer. Together, the villagers would listen to the first of the morning’s birdsong, in particular the cuckoo – gök in Swedish (otta means “early morning”, so gökotta means “early morning cuckoo”). Some would bring a Thermos of coffee or stay for a picnic in the park.

While few Swedes practise gökotta today, the tradition lives on, among other things as part of a “gökotta service” in local churches on Ascension Day, followed by a stroll through the woods. Moreover, as more and more Swedes wish to reconnect with nature and cherish offline moments in an increasingly busy world, nature groups and bird-watching societies have seen a revived interest in gökotta experiences. Perhaps the old tradition has a very relevant thing or two to teach us.
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POSITIVE PROOF FROM
THE TOP OF THE MOST
SUCCESSFUL COMPANIES
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In business and personal development circles, the morning ritual is quickly becoming a must. It’s not for nothing that successful business people such as Robert Iger, CEO of Disney, and Tim Cook, CEO of Apple, rise at 4.30am and 5am respectively. Indeed, the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle once said, “It is well to be up before daybreak, for such habits contribute to health, wealth and wisdom.” Although we focus less on material riches in this book, the sentiment certainly resonates.

RITUALS OF THE BIG SHOTS

In fact, the list goes on. Barack and Michelle Obama rise early for daily exercise, and Bill Gates, co-founder of Microsoft, starts the day with exercise for both body and mind. Arianna Huffington, co-founder of the Huffington Post, has spoken about a morning ritual of deep breathing, gratitude and intention setting – one that, crucially, is entirely cell phone-free. Howard Schultz, former CEO of Starbucks, gets up at dawn every morning to walk his dog, then has a special grind of coffee with his wife. The late Steve Jobs is said to have started each day by looking at himself in the mirror and asking, “If today were the last day of my life, would I be happy with what I’m about to do today?”.

THE SCIENCE OF RISING EARLY

But don’t just take the big-shot CEOs’ word for it. Science and biology are here to back up the benefits of rising early.

Our circadian rhythm (also known as our internal body clock) is regulated by daylight, which is why going to bed early and rising early has been shown to contribute to better sleep. What we eat and drink – or refrain from eating and drinking – in the morning tells our body and metabolism how to behave for the rest of the day (for more on this, see chapter 5).

Morning exercise can increase concentration and motivation throughout the day (see here), not to mention the fact that a dip in the cold sea or a run in the fresh air certainly wakes the body up and makes you feel alive. And that’s in addition to the many health benefits of spending time in nature (see chapter 7).

Practising optimism and gratitude, meanwhile, has a similar effect on the brain to taking antidepressants (see here). How much more proof do we need in order to end that unhealthy relationship with the snooze button?
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“Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise.”

– BENJAMIN FRANKLIN



RECLAIM THE MORNING
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I once heard someone describe the morning as the seed that blossoms into what becomes your day. I think, for many of us, it’s true. That feeling when you run for the bus and miss it; the guilt of starting the day by snapping at your kids; the dismay as you realize your shirt needs ironing but you don’t have time – those feelings linger. But so, too, do the positive, empowering moments.

BEING PRESENT HERE AND NOW

In a world of “always on”, a world expecting us to dwell on the past or worry about the future, a world of 24/7 notifications and counting likes on Instagram, choosing to be present here and now is quite the radical act. Yet, without that presence, how could you possibly deal with the unpredictability of modern life? It’s that very choice, the commitment to being with ourselves, fully, if only for a short moment every morning, that helps us take notice of our inner compass and trust that we are able to deal with whatever comes our way.

THE GOLDEN PROMISE OF WHAT’S YET TO BE DETERMINED

“The early bird catches the worm,” goes the old English proverb. Indeed, you could think of it as a way to be one step ahead, to have cleared the deck before the working day even begins. But, as a Swede, I prefer the Swedish metaphor morgonstund har guld i mun, meaning “morning time has gold in its mouth”. You need to rise early to notice, but the beauty is not so much in the victory as in the discovery, in the dedication and commitment to seeing what’s there: the shadows cast by those early morning rays, the silence of a house still asleep, the promise of a city that’s only just waking up.
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CARVING OUT TIME TO
LISTEN TO YOURSELF
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The idea of starting each day with birdsong may sound overly romantic, but incorporating an element of peaceful ritual into our morning routine doesn’t have to be difficult. With work starting increasingly early, often on the commute, and chores leaving little space for “me time” in the evenings, more and more of us are choosing to set aside a portion of every day as an almost-sacred time – a time for checking in with ourselves and our world without interruption.

Some people see their morning ritual as a conscious choice to reclaim their individuality – not necessarily for the benefit of self-development and self-realization, but as a healthy commitment to their own wellbeing through the investment of time and awareness. How often have you heard people express surprise at their own burnout or depression? They were fine and then they were fine again and then still fine – until suddenly they were not. They had been too busy to notice the warning signs.

RITUALS FOR AVOIDING FRICTION

Small things like frantically looking for your keys might not seem significant enough to change the infrastructure of your entire morning, but keen morning ritualists have started trying to erase this so-called friction from their day. Not only do they make sure things like keys are in their designated places, but they also adopt habits like creating a capsule wardrobe and eating the same thing every morning. By removing the need to make these everyday decisions, they leave more space for the person underneath to emerge.

THE KEY TO UNLOCKING YOUR DAY

It’s not easy to check in with yourself and get an honest answer in between replying to messages and making phone calls. But the freshness of the morning provides that opportunity: a chance to be fully present as you open the door, to really feel how you are carrying yourself as you step into your day.
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“We turn not older with years, but newer every day.”

– EMILY DICKINSON



HOW TO BECOME
A MORNING PERSON
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I believe in self-kindness, and I believe in doing what works – and I don’t think rising at dawn necessarily needs to be the goal you’re striving for if getting out of bed early in the morning makes you miserable. That said, if you are going to add a morning ritual to your everyday life, you will at least need to find a way to get up earlier.

Night owls can become early birds. It has happened before, and successfully, too. The reality is that, although changing the rhythm of the day can be tough at the start, very few people stop rising early once they’ve started. Do you want in on their secret? Motivation is key, but a little strategy also goes a long way. Here are a few tried-and-tested tips to get you started.

ASK YOURSELF “WHY?”

Ignoring what other people tell you, think about why you want to change. Picture that time set aside for yourself – imagine the peace and quiet or that feeling you’ll have after some morning yoga. Try to paint a vivid picture for yourself.

IDENTIFY AND REMEDY OBSTACLES

Consider the reasons why the idea of rising early makes your head hurt. That feeling of getting out from underneath the duvet and putting your feet on the cold floor can be relieved by bringing your slippers to the bedside at night or setting the heating to come on a little earlier. The sheer exhaustion can be counteracted by making sure that you sleep during the most important hours, starting at around 11pm when melatonin (a hormone that regulates sleep) peaks. It will take willpower, of course – you might need to remind yourself of those good reasons for doing it that you identified when you asked yourself “why?”.

CHANGE YOUR ALARM

The snooze function on an alarm is a night owl’s best friend and an early bird’s worst enemy. Moreover, sleeping right next to the alarm has all sorts of negative effects, from disturbed sleep to (in the case of sleeping next to your cell phone) potential links to some forms of cancer. Some people advocate a cold-turkey approach, leaving their alarm in a different room so that they have to get out of bed to turn it off. Whether you do that or not, make sure the alarm sounds pleasant rather than loud and strident – there’s a lot to be said for waking up to your favourite tune.
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MOTIVATION FROM WITHIN
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When I was 11, I had a headache every Thursday morning. It just so happened that Thursday was violin lesson day and I knew that, if I was unwell enough to stay home from school, I wouldn’t be made to go to my violin lesson. By the time I turned 13, I’d stopped playing the violin altogether.

The lesson in this? Motivation can’t be handed down. This book provides inspiration, ideas and support, but the motivation must come from within. If you picked up this book, you are probably hoping for some aspect of your life to change and thinking that starting each day a little differently might be a good step. Keep that in mind as you read through – remember why you picked it up in the first place.

The more I read and speak to people, the more convinced I am that a little awareness goes a long way, and that having time for reflection can make us happier and more grounded. But does that mean that everyone should get up at dawn? Probably not.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SELF-CARE

There will be things in this book that don’t speak to you and that you would never do. Skip those pages if you want – not everyone was made for an early morning workout. If you design your morning ritual to please someone else, or as some notion of what self-care should look like, you’re not going to keep it up – and it probably doesn’t qualify as self-care anyway.

TREAT YOURSELF WITH SELF-KINDNESS

I once heard someone say that love is meeting in the middle. I think we could all do with meeting ourselves in the middle – forgiving ourselves if we can’t do it all. That’s what self-care is: it’s not about choosing to be happy, but choosing to try. You don’t have to be the best version of yourself every single day – but you can try your best, all the time. That halfway point represents self-kindness and compassion. If more of us were able to find that sweet spot, what a world we could live in.
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“The sun is new
each day.”
— HERACLITUS
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“Be willing to be a beginner
every single morning.”
— MEISTER ECKHART
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If you can do that, you can

make anything happen.”
— JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE






