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FIT FOR LIFE with Carol Westmorland

How to leave the wide awake club

� Carol  
Westmorland lives 
in the Eden Valley. 
She is a Cycling 
Time Trials na-
tional champion, 
clocking up 445 
miles in 24 hours. 
She also teaches 
pilates. www.
pilates-cumbria.
co.uk

A
hh, sleep I remember that. 
Being blissfully refreshed, is a 
distant memory and memory is 
something that goes when sleep 

deprivation strikes. I think.
I have studied sleep on behalf of those 

of us who are deprived and, as a conse-
quence, cross. It can happen to anyone 
and it happens all the time. It can result  
in lots of weeping – you’ll get the odd  
curious look when it’s public and 
perhaps someone kind will frogmarch 
you to a coffee shop but in the long 
term you must take charge – of 
yourself.

I want you to pull up a 
chair and start paying at-
tention. I will need to be firm 
because if there is one thing the 
sleep-deprived need it is firm  
guidance. You will be allowed lots of 
rest breaks for strong coffee because 
your concentration span will be 
that of a newt.

Before I begin I would like to 
share with you a saying I loved as 
a child: What did thought do?  I 
will tell you: “Thought thought his 
big toe was sticking out of bed 
so got out of bed to put it  
back in again”. That always 
makes me chuckle, even without 
sleep.  If you are unmoved you 
really do need to read on and 
get sorted out with some sleep.  
Misery is not attractive.  

A complete adult sleep cycle 
is 90 minutes and in a healthy 
night’s sleep you will go through 
four or five of these. Initially we 
drowse (the bit I love the most 
and still achieve): at this stage 
you may hallucinate. Next you 
begin to move into a light sleep, then it’s 
deep sleep. Now I always say to Mr M if I 
drift don’t wake me - I find a second drift 
never occurs and I am suddenly back to 
the wide awake club. He forgets and this 
reluctant stake makes it very hard when  
Mr M drifts off himself and begins to snore.  
At this point I wake him tell him to go down 
the landing to the end bedroom and then 
settle back and feel on equal terms. If there 
is something the sleep-deprived hate it is 
listening to someone else sleep.

You can be instantly forgiven for not 
knowing anything about the hippocampus 
- it’s not a camp for Hippopotamus, but a 

component of the brain that, together with 
the neo-cortex, transfers anything new we 
have learned and store it in memory for 
future use. 

To store new information you must ab-
sorb it into your hippocampus at least an 
hour before bed and then to process it in 
your sleep. This is the problem. What hap-
pens when you haven’t slept for months? 

Your intellect is being compro-
mised, that is what.

During dreamy sleep, the 
brain shuts off the nerves to 
the spinal column to avoid 

us acting out our dreams. We 
are almost completely and 

temporarily paralysed 
with only a few bits that 

still work. I am going to 
guess that the few bits that still work 

are the ones that keep us alive.  
Breathing, for instance. Our motor 

skills are given a polish at  
this stage.  

Cheese before bed will not 
give any of us vivid dreams 
after all. In the good old days 
I would sleepwalk: now I just 
walk. 

Natural daylight will 
encourage a routine. My 
beautiful Birman cats Maisie 
Mittens and Daisy (Mitsy and 
Ditsy) will always come and 
let me know when dawn has 
broken. The little darlings 
meow endlessly until we 
trot to the kitchen where 

they are promptly left with 
the bread maker - putting its 
final crunchy crust on - and 
Mischa in charge. It works 

every time. Truly Scrump-
tious doesn’t ‘do’ mornings and is last  
to move.

Men need less sleep than women. It is 
thought (and I promise I am not making 
this up) that women use more of their brain 
by multi-tasking and therefore need more 
repair time. Worse still, men sleep soundly 
and women do not. Men are able to ignore 
noise while sleeping whereas women are 
tuned in to respond. I am finding it hard to 
forgive them for this.

The latest research for a good night’s 
sleep – under canvas. Now there’s an idea.  
Now where should I stick those poles?

Class dismissed.
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