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B e c a u s e  t h e 
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e 
p o w e r  o f  t h e 
s t u p i d - e a r l y 
r i d e  m a k e s 
y o u r  w h o l e 
d a y  a w e s o m e

dawN

PATROL
A  s u n r i s e 
C o m m u t e
My routine starts the night before. Coffeemaker 
filled and ready to brew. Cereal bowl and spoon 
set on the kitchen counter. Clothes chosen so 
I can dress in the dark. I try to make it easy on 
mornings I ride the 21 hilly miles to work, to 
make it excuse-proof. Otherwise I might not do 
it. And if I didn’t, I’d miss this: my neighborhood 
still shrouded in darkness, a window glowing 
with the lamplight that guides another early 
riser. The click of my cleat meeting pedal, more 
resonant in the predawn silence than at any 
other time. The glorious cool of the not-yet-
sun-infused air on a summer morning. The trees 
and buildings and blades of grass reclaiming 
their familiar shapes as the sky glows orange, 
announcing the new day.
—Leah Flickinger is BICYCLING’s executive  
editor. On her westbound commute she sees  
the sunrise in quick glances over her shoulder. 
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In my mid-30s, childless freedom 
allowed me to do three-hour group 
rides on Wednesday afternoons, out 
to Carter Lake with up to 100 other 
shaven-legged Boulder racers in a 
big pack. That changed 13 years ago, 
when my daughter was born. When 
it was my turn to tend to her crying 
after 3 a.m., I usually didn’t fall back 
asleep. I’d lie awake fretting about 
work and the fitness I was losing.

Then it occurred to me: I might as 
well be productive and ride. If I could 
get back before 6:30 a.m., no one 
would even notice my absence. So 
that’s how the “vampire ride” started. 
I’ve been doing it nearly every day for 
over a decade. 

I have two morning riding bud-
dies, but even when neither can 
join, I’m not alone: I’ve seen at least 
a dozen bears, two mountain lions, 
countless foxes, bald eagles, coyotes, 
moose, and elk. There’s almost never 
traffic, and when I do see cars, my 
1,000-lumen headlight and bright LED 
taillight make me feel more conspicu-
ous than I do in the daytime. 

There’s one more perk. I snap 
photos daily with my iPhone or a 
point-and-shoot. It keeps my Insta-
gram (@toutenhoofd) populated and 
my creative juices flowing. I’ve prob-
ably seen, relished, and photographed 
more sunrises than anyone I know.
—Elite masters cyclist Nico Touten-
hoofd has softened a bit on his wake-up 
time since his kids got older. These 
days, he sleeps in until 4:30 a.m.
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1. stop  
sleeping in on 
weekends
It confuses your 
system, says Frank 
Scheer, PhD, a 
neuroscientist at 
Harvard Medical 
School in Boston. 
Scheer says shift-
ing your wake-up 
time from 6 a.m. to 
9 a.m. on Saturday 
has the same effect 
as going from East-
ern Standard Time 
to Pacific Standard 
Time, then trying 
to wake up on EST 
again on Monday.  

2. ease into it
The part of your 
brain that con-
trols your internal 
clock is evolution-
arily wired to shift 
your wake-up time 
gradually with 
changing seasons. 
Scheer recom-
mends going to bed 
30 to 60 minutes 
earlier and setting 
your alarm back by 
the same amount 
each day until you 
reach your goal 
time. Then give it at 
least a week to feel 
normal.

3. eliminate 
decisions
Humans are prone 
to “decision 
fatigue”—we have 
a finite amount 
of willpower, and 
deciding to get up 
early flexes that 
willpower muscle 
hard. Eliminate as 
many subsequent 
decisions as pos-
sible, says  
Stephen Graef, 
PhD, a sports psy-
chologist at the 
Ohio University 
Sports Medicine 
Center. Prep your 
bike, clothes, 
breakfast, and 
workout plan the 
night before.  
Continued on p. 34

H o w  t o  B a g  
a  S u n r i S e
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1 0 0  m i l e s 
B e f o r e  W o r k
Bleary-eyed, my jersey pockets sagging with 
food, I pedal square-edged turns through 
dark New York City streets. My teammates 
and I are in the middle of “Epic Week”—
eight workouts in seven days designed to 
boost our aerobic base and build mental 
toughness. Today’s goal: Complete a  
century—something I’ve never done 
before—by doing 6-mile loops in Central 
Park 17 times. At 5:06 a.m., I hit start on 
my Garmin and roll into the yellow-orange 
glow of the street lamps. The first two laps 
go slowly; we chat and try to get warm. But 
within an hour, hordes of walkers, runners, 
and triathletes flood into the park, forcing 
us into a single line. And then, just as fast as 
they came, they’re gone to their desks and 
other midweek obligations, leaving us to the 
rotation of our paceline and our thoughts. 
Harlem Hill, Horseshit Alley, Cat’s Paw—we 
pass the same landmarks over and over. 
Fifty miles go by, then 60. It starts to mist. 
My back wheel slides out from under me 
and I hit the pavement. But we keep riding. 
After four-and-a-half hours, my legs start to 
complain. My teammate hands me a can of 
Coke he has stashed on the side of the road. 
It powers me through the last three laps. 
At 10:36 a.m., the Garmin ticks 100 miles. 
I make it home for a shower and am in the 
office by noon, my leg still weeping, drunk 
with exhaustion, but also glowing with the 
thrill of accomplishing something so huge, 
weird, and crazy that no one else at work 
could understand.
—Danielle Kosecki is now a freelance writer in 
Redwood City, California, where it’s easier to 
ride 100 miles without having to go in circles.
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t h e  d a y  B e f o r e  m y  d a y
Apparently, feeling short on time is not unique to our modern era. In 
1910, writer Arnold Bennett observed in the book, How to Live on 24 
Hours a Day, “Now the great and profound mistake which my typical 
man makes in regard to his day is a mistake of general attitude…He per-
sists in looking upon those hours from ten to six as ‘the day,’ to which 
the ten hours preceding them and the six hours following them are noth-
ing but a prologue and epilogue…[But] if my typical man wishes to live 
fully and completely he must, in his mind, arrange a day within a day.” 

There are a number of reasons that I often wake up presunrise for trail 
rides—how quiet and pretty the woods are, getting my ride done, even 
warding off seasonal affective disorder in the winter. But my favorite thing 
about dawn patrol is that I roll into work feeling like I’ve already had a day 
before my day. Seeing and doing something a little unconventional before I 
start “adulting” at 9 a.m. makes me feel like I’m sneaking in extra adventure 
time, and that it all eventually adds up to some bonus living.
—Gloria Liu is a senior editor at BICYCLING. Her favorite way to patrol is with 
one other person—those early-morning conversations are the best.
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4. make a date
A study published 
in Group Dynamics: 
Theory, Research, 
and Practice found 
that exercisers who 
felt like part of a 
group were more 
likely to show up 
on a regular basis, 
regardless of the 
hour. It’s easier 
to bail on yourself 
than a friend. 

5. sleep in 
cycles
Your body cycles 
between light to 
deep sleep and back 
in about 90 minutes, 
says Shawn Steven-
son, author of Sleep 
Smarter: 21 Essen-
tial Strategies to 
Sleep Your Way to 
a Better Body, Bet-
ter Health, and Big-
ger Success. Being 
roused mid-cycle 
leads to that groggy 
feeling. Instead, 
Stevenson says, try 
to get five or six full 
cycles (seven and a 
half or nine hours of 
sleep) before your 
alarm goes off.

 
6. get a  
light-emitting 
alarm clock
A 2014 study  
in the European 
Journal of Applied 
Physiology found 
that when people 
were gradually 
exposed to light 
30 minutes before 
they woke up, they 
performed bet-
ter in a 4K cycling 
time trial and also 
had quicker reac-
tion times, a good 
thing if your patrol 
includes techy 
trails or pack  
riding.—AC Shilton 

H o w  t o  B a g  
a  S u n r i S e
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