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Sleep Mode
OLIVIA STREN pulls back the 

covers on her life-long struggle 
with INSOMNIA to get a GOOD 

night’s SLEEP once and for all.

bout a year into my first real job, as a junior 
editor at Toronto Life, I arrived at my perfor-
mance review—a breakfast meeting scheduled 
for 9 a.m.—25 minutes late. I’d been wild 
with nerves the night before and couldn’t 
sleep. At 4 a.m., I made the decision—the 
kind of decision you make at 4 a.m.—to pop 
a trusty tranq. I was in my mid-20s and deep 
into an Imovane phase—my blue period. 

(For the blissfully uninitiated, the tablets 
are Smurf blue.) I recall arriving at the 

restaurant to meet my boss with about as much grace 
and limb control as Molly Ringwald’s older sister, 
Ginny, in Sixteen Candles—in that scene when Ginny 
staggers down the aisle on muscle relaxants. 

This was hardly my first nuit blanche. Even when I 
was a child, the prospect of a sleepover roused in me an 
unholy dread. I’d lie there fantasizing about things » 
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like fainting and the first flush of daw
n w

hile m
y friends 

fell, w
ith infuriating im

m
ediacy, into the deepest slum

ber. I 
proceeded to go through m

uch of high school and university 
popping a great variety of over-the-counter sleep aids like 
S

kittles. M
any years have passed since those days, and I 

(blessedly) struggle less w
ith insom

nia than I once did. I 
have a toddler now

, and one of the secret upsides to being a 
brand-new

 parent is, as far as I can tell, a kind of advanced 
level of m

ind-blunting exhaustion that got rid of m
y insom

-
nia: In that first postpartum

 year, I basically w
ent from

 being 
an insom

niac to a narcoleptic, expertly dropping into short 
com

as m
ore oft

en than m
ost soap opera characters. 

U
nfortunately, I have not definitively put the problem

 
to bed. W

henever I feel anxious or nervous, I tend to 
stop sleeping. A

 few
 m

onths ago I turned 40, and I w
as 

visited by a fresh bout of insom
nia. In fact, this offi

cial 
passage into m

iddle age felt som
ething like staying up until 

4 a.m
.—

a realization that I had only so m
uch tim

e left
 and 

that the quality tim
e m

ight be behind m
e. I’d lie aw

ake, 
stricken by m

y hyperactive tag team
 of w

orries (profes-
sional, financial, fam

ilial, etc.), w
hile m

y son, L
eo, slept 

soundly in his crib. F
riends of m

ine asked m
e, vis-à-vis his 

R
E

M
 habits, if I had “sleep trained” him

. A
nd I realized 

that L
eo doesn’t need sleep training; I do. 

S
o, by the w

ay, does m
y husband. T

here are different kinds 
of insom

niacs—
including those w

ho have trouble falling asleep 
(m

e) and those w
ho w

ake up in the m
iddle of the night and have 

trouble falling back to sleep (husband). W
e are sleep-crossed. It 

now
 occurs to m

e that in our early candlelit dating days, I should 
have asked him

 “S
o, w

hat kind of insom
niac are you?” 

W
e are not alone in our respective 
sleep issues. A

t least 30 per cent of 
A

m
ericans are sleep deprived, and 

15 per cent are getting less than five 
hours a night. (M

ost adults need 
betw

een seven and eight hours.) 
In C

anada, nearly tw
o-thirds of 

adults report feeling tired “m
ost of 

the tim
e.” A

rianna H
uffi

ngton’s book T
he Sleep R

evolution 
explores (in exhaustive detail) how

 w
e, as a culture, are in the 

throes of a sleep crisis but are too disordered to acknow
ledge 

it. H
uffi

ngton, by the w
ay, w

as inspired to w
rite the book aft

er 
collapsing from

 burnout at her desk and breaking her cheek-
bone. A

s a civilization held in thrall to ideals of productivity 
and stam

ina, w
e devalue sleep, deem

ing rest the indulgent 
hobby of the w

eak. B
ut, H

uffi
ngton argues, if w

e can rehabili-
tate our relationship w

ith sleep (as in, get m
ore of it) w

e can 
im

prove our lives, be m
ore successful and discover joy. W

e can 
also, evidently, be sm

arter—
or, if not sm

arter, then less stupid.
If w

e’re in the m
idst of an epidem

ic of exhaustion, w
e 

m
ight also be on som

e kind of zom
bie w

alk tow
ard an “age 

of idiocy.” A
s published by the A

m
erican A

cadem
y of N

eurol-
ogy, researchers discovered that persistent sleep deprivation 
is associated w

ith a decline in brain volum
e. A

 2014 study 
from

 D
uke-N

U
S

 G
raduate M

edical S
chool established that 

the less w
e sleep as w

e grow
 older, the faster our brains 

age. A
 lack of sleep can lead to an irrevocable (irrevocable!) 

loss of brain cells. S
o, if I feel stupider now

 than I did 10 
years ago, it’s because I am

. 

Sleepeasy
N

aturopathic doctor and bestselling author 
of  T

he H
orm

one Boost, N
ATASH

A 
TU

RN
ER shares her top sleep secrets.

1. SLEEP NAKED. “Sleeping in 
tight-fitting clothing keeps 
you too w

arm
 and prevents 

the release of m
elatonin, 

w
hich allow

s you to go into 
deeper, m

ore recuperative 
sleep.” Keep your room

 cool, 
not cold or w

arm
.

2. SOFTEN THE LIGHTS.  
“As soon as you eat your 
dinner, you should dim

 all 
the lights in your house 
because you need to start 
to create a ritual.” Also, 
use blackout curtains in 
your bedroom

.

3. GO CAMPING. “[In one study, 
researchers] took a group of 
people cam

ping for one w
eek. 

W
ithin the w

eek, their natural 
sleep cycle set to the light 
exposure of the day and all 
the night ow

ls stopped being 
night ow

ls and all of their 
sleeps im

proved.” Just don’t 
bring your screens along.

4. SW
AP YOUR FEATHER DUVET FOR 

A SILK ONE. “Silk is an am
azing 

therm
oregulator. I got rid of m

y 
feather duvet…

You can get one 
at C

ostco for about a hundred 
bucks.” G

et a size bigger than 
your bed if you can.

5. TRY SUPPLEMENTS. “M
y N

o. 1 
that I put all of m

y patients on is 
m

agnesium
 glycinate. It’s the m

ost 
absorbable form

 of m
agnesium

 
and about 75 to 80 per cent of us 
are deficient in it, it’s just naturally 
calm

ing and it’s an easy thing to 
do.” She also recom

m
ends m

ela-
tonin—

especially for shift w
orkers—

and Relora (a m
ix of m

agnolia and 
phellodendron bark) for those w

ho 
are excessively stressed. 

I began reading about the im
portance of sleep on a 

night w
hen I couldn’t sleep, feeling vaguely like a 

shopaholic on a spending fast perusing the B
arneys 

N
ew

 Y
ork site. For the sake of m

y health and sanity, 
and to preserve w

hat’s left
 of m

y cells, I resolved to 
revolutionize m

y ow
n sleep habits. I am

 not (yet) 
passing out at m

y desk but oft
en feel im

paired from
 

fatigue, som
etim

es w
aiting all day for the shutters to 

open on m
y (now

 apparently petite) brain.  
   O

ne piece of advice I encounter is to analyze m
y sleep envi-

ronm
ent. I take this advice quite literally and retire m

y springy, 
overtired m

attress in favour of a new
 one, specifically a C

asper. 
“A

s hum
ans, w

e’ve been trained to think about sleep as som
ething 

w
e have to do, as opposed to som

ething w
e w

ant to do,” says N
eil 

P
arikh, chief operating offi

cer for C
asper. P

arikh, w
hose father 

w
as a sleep doctor and w

ho has the clear, bouncy voice of the w
ell 

rested, continues “W
hen w

e w
ere kids, w

hat w
as the punishm

ent 
our parents gave us? It w

as oft
en ‘G

o to your room
! G

o to sleep 
early!’ S

o, since childhood, it has been rooted in our psyche that 
sleep is a negative thing.” B

ut w
e don’t need to follow

 the rigid 
latteless, w

ineless (and generally joyless) prescription of yore to 
excel at sleep. “W

hen there are too m
any rules, you say to yourself 

‘T
his is too diffi

cult; I give up!’ he says. “It’s the 80/20 rule. T
here 

are high-yield things that w
ould m

ake a huge difference.” A
nd 

the C
asper does m

ake a big difference. It m
anages “m

otion trans-
fer,” w

hich m
eans that w

hen m
y husband gets up in the night, I no 

longer feel like the boy in Life of Pi, clinging to the edge of a raft
. 

I also seek the counsel of a sleep doctor and catch a repul-
sively early flight to N

ew
 Y

ork to speak w
ith D

r. R
ebecca 

R
obbins about the need to prioritize sleep. R

obbins, of N
Y

U
’s 

S
chool of M

edicine and co-author of Sleep for Success: E
very-

thing Y
ou W

anted to K
now

 A
bout Sleep B

ut W
ere Too T

ired to 
A

sk, tells m
e that consistency is the cornerstone of good sleep 

and that I should go to bed and w
ake up at the sam

e tim
e 

every day (even on w
eekends). Im

posing this kind of routine 
can be challenging w

ith a toddler, how
ever, as L

eo is m
y 

alarm
 clock. R

obbins also orders m
e to turn off all electronics 

before bed. (B
asking in the blue light of our sm

artphones 
suppresses the release of sleep-inducing m

elatonin, tricking 
our m

inds into thinking it’s daytim
e.) S

he also extols the 
soporific, therapeutic delights of engaging in pre-bed rituals, 
like applying a fragrant sleep m

ask. 
I follow

 doctor’s orders. I apply A
m

orepacific’s T
im

e 
R

esponse S
kin R

enew
al S

leeping M
asque, w

hich is scented 
w

ith a rest-inducing cocktail of neroli, rose, ylang-ylang, 
sandalw

ood and bergam
ot. (If I don’t w

ake up rested, at least 
I w

ill look the part.) A
nd w

hile m
y phone is enjoying a full 

night’s sleep in the other room
 (I adopt a no-phone-gazing-

aft
er-10-p.m

. rule) and m
y face is lavished in calm

ing botan-
icals, I cozy up to m

y C
asper to follow

 H
uffi

ngton’s advice 
on sleeping w

ith a snorer. “If trying to get the snorer to stop 
doesn’t w

ork, you can try changing how
 you react to snoring,” 

she says, recom
m

ending that one learn to enjoy the sound of it. 
T

he attem
pt to pretend that this nasal soundtrack is as m

elliflu-
ous as, say, the sound of a M

ozart clarinet concerto is exhaust-
ing and one I decide to put to bed. B

ut that particular failure 
aside, a few

 w
eeks into m

y new
 sleep regim

en, I w
ill adm

it that 
I am

 feeling and sleeping better than I have in years. I’d prefer 
not to consider just how

 m
any years (counting years is not like 

counting sheep)—
I can’t afford to lose any m

ore sleep. 

W
IDE-LEG CHILD’S 

POSE: H
elps you 

feel grounded and 
reduces anxiety

HEADSPACE: C
reated by form

er 
m

onk Andy Puddicom
be, 

this m
editation program

 
includes a 30-day sleep 
pack, w

hich teaches you how
 

to observe your thoughts 
w

ithout reacting to them
, 

so you can keep your m
ind 

from
 racing and get to sleep. 

$
11 per m

onth for 12 m
onths

M
asterm

ind
Three digital w

ays to take charge of 
your tim

e under the covers.

Turndow
n Service

FITBIT: You m
ight think that 

activity trackers are good for 
only one thing: exercise. B

ut it’s 
also a good idea to track how

 
often you toss and turn in your 
sleep, as w

ell as how
 long you 

sleep. Fitbit’s sleek new
 Flex 2 

activity tracker also w
akes you 

up silently w
ith a light vibration 

on your w
rist. $

130

SHUTI: C
ognitive behavioural 

therapy has long been used 
to treat anxiety and depres-
sion, but it also treats insom

-
nia. The six-w

eek online 
program

 helps you identify, 
and replace, the thoughts 
and habits that inhibit sleep. 
$

180 for 16 w
eeks’ access

M
ake these poses, recom

m
ended 

by M
ontreal-based yoga instructor 

Trish Belafi, part of your bedtim
e 

routine. Take at least 10 deep 
breaths in each pose.

LEGS UP AGAINST THE 
W

ALL: Soothes the 
nervous system

 and 
eases low

er-back 
tension

RECLINED  
COBBLER’S POSE: 
Allow

s you to 
take deep belly 
breaths to help 
relax the m

ind


