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‘ I  F OU N D S UCC ESS 
W I T HOU T ST R ESS’

‘I  GOT SOBE R  
T H ROUGH YOGA’

Joanna Kane, 49, from Bournemouth, Dorset, ditched her
high-powered job in favour of a better work-life balance. 

Esther Nagle, 42, from the Rhondda Valley, South Wales, turned her 
life around and lived her teaching dream with a little help from yoga. 

I’D NEVER KNOWN WHAT I WANTED TO DO 
WITH MY CAREER. In my late teens and early 
20s, I tried many different jobs from admin roles 
to marketing and IT. I was 24 when I had my son 
Liam, and it made me want to do something 
with my life. So, when he was nine months old,  
I started a teacher training degree in Swansea. 
Liam went to nursery while I went to lectures.  
At night, after I’d put him to bed, I’d write my 
assignments. I’d often have a glass of wine to 
help me relax while I worked. One glass would 
turn into two then eventually the whole bottle.  
It helped me to de-stress and get to sleep. 

Four years later, I graduated with a 2:1 
honours degree. I was so proud of myself.  
I moved back to Rhondda but it was a small 
place and teaching jobs were few and far 
between. I needed to earn a living, so eventually 
I did a college course in web design and 
programming and got a job in IT.

In 2010, I started seeing someone new and 
unexpectedly fell pregnant. It was a big shock 
and I knew the relationship wouldn’t last, but I 
went on to have my son Marcus. The company  
I worked for gave me paid maternity leave but it 
was a struggle. In 2013, things reached crisis 
point. The company where I worked looked like 
it was going to fold and my mum was diagnosed 
with cancer. I coped with the stress by drinking 
more and more. I told myself I was healthy as  
I was a vegetarian and did a lot of walking, but 
every morning I felt terrible and it was a struggle 
to get out of bed. Inside I knew I was an 
alcoholic but because I could hold down a job 
and look after the boys, I’d convinced myself 
and everyone else I was coping.

One day it all came crashing down. Marcus 
was poorly and I was up all night with him and 
hadn’t slept. It was all too much and I had a bit 
of a breakdown. I burst into tears and realised 
that something had to change. I handed in my 
notice at work and claimed income support 
while I worked out what I wanted to do with my 
life. My GP referred me to the local mental 
health service as he thought I was depressed. 

I also started going to yoga classes for stress 
relief, and it really cleared my head, but I was 
still drinking every night. When my yoga teacher 
Kalavathi Devi announced that she was running 
a 13-month teacher training course, I 
immediately knew it was something that I’d love 
to do. I was given a business loan by a social 
enterprise company to pay for it, and as soon  
as I started the course, I began to drink less.  
I wanted to get up early to practice and I 

TO THE OUTSIDE WORLD, I WAS THE  
epitome of success. I’d always been a high 
achiever and very driven. By the age of 34, I  
was appointed the first female board director  
of a recruitment company. I had all the trappings 
of success: a generous salary, five star holidays, 
an apartment in central London and a sports  
car. But inside, I wasn’t sure it was all it was 
cracked up to be.

I was moving at such a pace there was never 
any time to slow down. I was working 60-hour 
weeks and if I exercised, it was gruelling 
high-impact routines. I’d keep myself going with 
caffeine and sugar and grab food on the go. My 
husband, Seb, was very supportive but as time 
went on, I started to suffer from lots of minor 
ailments such as digestive and sinus problems 
and headaches. Life was so busy I’d run to the 
chemist and pop a pill, as I didn’t have time  
to go to the doctor. The stress I was under also 
caused anxiety and chronic insomnia. I’d have 
trouble getting to sleep and would sometimes 
only manage to grab a couple of hours a night. 
The irony was, I was so busy I didn’t even have 
time to stop and register that I wasn’t happy.

couldn’t do that if I’d 
been drinking the night 
before. Doing yoga 
made me feel happier 
and calmer so I didn’t need alcohol to 
relieve stress and when I did drink, the 
hangovers were atrocious. I woke up one 
morning in October 2014 feeling 
dreadful and vowed never to drink again. 

I now run my own classes at Kalavathi’s 
studio in Cardiff and I’m hoping to start 
some ‘sober through yoga’ courses. I 
finally feel as if I’ve found my calling. Yoga 
not only transformed my life, it saved it. 
Thankfully my mum has fully recovered, 
and, for the first time, I feel good about 
myself and positive about the future. 

 
l For more information about Esther’s 
classes, visit balanceandbreathe.co.uk.  TS

Two years into the job, Seb and I went on a 
three-week holiday to Malaysia. It was my first 
proper break in a long time, and it gave me a 
chance to reflect. I realised that I had material 
success, but I wasn’t fulfilled. I felt physically and 
emotionally run down and I knew I couldn’t carry 
on like that. It was a real wake-up call, and when 
I got back from holiday, I handed in my notice. 
My bosses were shocked and tried to persuade 
me to stay, but my mind was made up.

Seb and I decided to spend six months 
travelling around South America. It was an 
amazing adventure, the stress had gone and  
we decided to try for a baby. But back in the 
UK, I got the biggest bombshell of my life  
when I was diagnosed with endometrial cancer. 
Luckily it hadn’t spread, but after surgery to 
remove it, I was told that I’d never be able to 
have children, which was devastating. The 
doctors reassured me that stress didn’t cause 
the cancer, but I did know that chronic stress 
wasn’t good for your immune system, which 
you need to fight off disease. It confirmed for 
me that I didn’t want to go back to a stressful 
office environment.
After I’d recovered, I started working with  

a corporate coach. Although I wanted to do 
something more meaningful, I still wanted to 
stay within the field I know so well. I just wanted 
more balance and less stress in my working life. 
The training made me realise so many things 
about myself, such as my perfectionist 
tendencies and that I was always so hard on 
myself. I never really felt like I deserved to be 
where I was.

For the first time in a long time I really began 
to look after myself physically and mentally.  
I changed my diet to make sure I was eating lots 
of vegetables and raw food, did meditation and 
practised yoga. The life I’d led before wasn’t 
sustainable and it would have eventually led  
to burn out. Working with a corporate coach 
had been so enlightening that I decided to train 
as one myself, and in 2004, Seb and I started 
our own company called Trailblazers, working 
with executives.

People are always going to have stress, you 
can’t eliminate that, but it’s about the way you 
choose to deal with it. People need to see they 
can still be successful and get results but be 
happy and healthy at the same time. 

Now life couldn’t be better. I have a successful 
business and I’m a mum to two beautiful boys 
– one through adoption and another through 
surrogacy. Seb and I have also written a fictional 
book based on our experiences called The 
Suited Hippy and the Stress Junkie. I travel all 
over the world doing corporate coaching and 
we’ve just set up an online programme to make 
it more accessible. I’m living proof that you 
don’t need to be stressed to achieve success. 

l For more information about Joanna’s coaching 
& consulting company, visit thetrailblazers.co.uk.

          With 
the right 

approach, 
you can 

be happy, 
healthy  

and 
successful.


