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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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“The first hour of the morning is the rudder of the day.”
— HENRY WARD BEECHER






WAKING UP TO MAGIC


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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