
  



Foreword 
When Esther asked me to write the foreword for her book I was overwhelmed with feelings; 

honoured to have been asked, excitement to be a part of her journey and humbled that she had 

asked me. 

When Esther joined my first Yoga Teacher training course in April 2013, she brought with her a crazy 

ball of energy. If you could have drawn this energy, it would have been a massive fuzzy purple 

scribble! It had a manic, restless, unsettled feel about it albeit with a loud and vigorous friendliness. 

You could not miss her. She certainly would not melt into the background and was always clearly 

going to stand out in some way or other. Although on the face of it Esther, with this ball of wild 

unbalanced energy, was really not the likely candidate for a yoga teacher training course I was able 

to see past this and could see the earnest, eager, honest and respectful side of her. 

The course is very intensive. It has to be in order for the individual to learn and change and take all 

of the teachings on so that yoga becomes a part of you and you become a part of yoga. None of 

Esther’s changes would have been subtle, gentle changes as she went through her hugely 

transformative journey. She had a lot that needed to change. Although I have seen many people 

transform themselves and grow over the years, I have never seen anyone change in such a short 

time as much as Esther did. You see people change in Ananda Aashram, where I did my 6 month 

training, when they do that training. I believed that you could only get that kind of transformative 

change out there, but my first year of teacher training proved me wrong. Esther and her peers were 

all changing but Esther was to change at a rate of knots. 

Every time Esther would turn up at the studio she would look different. Her face changed. Her 

complexion was healthier and had colour and the lines on her face lessened. Her eyes got brighter 

and her voice changed. Her physical body and her attitude softened and her energy completely 

changed. Her asthma and her general health both improved as did her diet and, as a consequence of 

all this, so did her lifestyle. Esther was changing who she wanted to spend her time with. She 

realised that she now liked her own company and could stay in on her own and not need 

distractions. By the end of the course Esther was a different person. Had you met the person she 

started out as and then met the Esther at the end of the course you would not have thought they 

were the same person at all! It was quite remarkable that someone could change that much and 

transform themselves for the better and hadn't done it in the ashram in India. Esther had done this 

huge transformation through hard work and dedication all by herself whilst living a busy life as a 

mum and a newly self-employed woman in Wales! 

I won't say that it was easy for Esther as it wasn't. There were times when she didn't get up and do 

her practice and there were times when the homework was handed in late. There were a few tears 

and chats to talk things through that she battled with. There were probably times when she thought 

she couldn't do this anymore but something kept her going. While deep down most people fear the 

prospect of change, Esther wanted to change, she knew she had to change. This kept her going. She 

knew that she couldn't carry on as she had been and I believe her survival instinct had kicked in and 

she wanted to live...really live. 

There is a saying that 'when the student is ready, the teacher will appear'. Google says it's a Buddhist 

zen saying but I know this though my yoga training in India. I strongly believe that this is the case 

with Esther. She was in the right place at the right time and doing the right thing. She was also 

conscious at the right time to recognise that. Had this consciousness not been there it may well have 

slipped her by. Had this been a different time or a different place then this overall effect would not 



have happened. Despite the darkness that she was in there must have been a light beckoning her 

and leading her to what would be her salvation. Her salvation was herself. Esther had been fortunate 

to find yoga and love yoga and trust in yoga for all of this to happen but it was all through the doing 

of herself. She did all the hard work and it paid off. 

I'm so proud of Esther. I think the transformation that she has endured is amazing and I know that 

she is in such a good place to be able to help others who want to transform themselves as she has 

done. To teach from experience is the best place to teach from. You know what they are going 

through and where they are at, yet you know how to get to the place they want to get to. Esther has 

learnt so many amazing techniques and will be able to find those that are suitable for each situation. 

Not everyone will want to get onto a yoga mat and do a physical practice but there is so much more 

to it than that and Esther will be able to guide people in the right direction. She is very passionate 

about this and I believe she will go far and help many people along the way. 

This book is an incredibly brutal but honest story of how life can tread you down and how you can 

get lost in that but it also tells the miraculous story of how you can be saved by saving yourself. With 

a little courage, persistence and the desire to survive at all costs this too is possible for anyone who 

knows that they need to change and wants for a better life. There are so many yogic lessons and 

guidelines that Esther has weaved into this book that I am astounded again by how much she has 

taken in and learnt without going to the ashram. If you are using this as a self help book then I 

recommend reading it more than once so that you can become aware of these lessons that clearly 

impacted on Esther in such a positive way. I strongly recommend contacting Esther if you have any 

questions on any of the content but whilst on your journey just remember these three things; don't 

judge yourself, don't compare yourself and don't beat yourself up. 

Om Ganapathiye Namah 

Yoga Chemmal Yogacharini Kalavathi Devi 

Om Studio 

  



Gratitudes 
Gratitude is a vital aspect of a healthy life. It would therefore be remiss of me not to offer thanks to 

the people who have supported me in my journey through life, those who have helped me to get to 

the place where I can now write this book from a place of happiness. 

Having looked back at my life in great detail over the last couple of years, I see that everything that 

happened to me, the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’, all contributed to me being in the place I am today. 

Without the ‘bad’ things in life, I would not have the stories to tell or be able share the lessons I have 

learned. I have learned so much more, and grown and deepened as a person more from the bad 

things than the good. So I would like to start by thanking the people who I have previously resented 

for the ‘bad’ things. While I am not going to name them, or go into details about their part in my 

story, they have played a significant part in the development of the being I am today, and without 

their input into my life, I, and my life would have been very different. It feels good to be able to 

thank people who have hurt me, but it has taken a long time, and a lot of inner work for me to be 

able to! 

My deepest love and gratitude goes to the family and friends who have supported me and loved me 

despite me not always being deserving of that love. I have asked a lot of the people who care about 

me over the years, and have not always given much in return. I am eternally grateful for the many 

gifts they have given to me. 

My deep, eternal and utterly unconditional love as always goes to my three wonderful sons. I have 

let them all down in the past through my actions, but at no point was my love for them in doubt. I 

am inordinately proud of who they all are, and take great delight in seeing them all grow into 

wonderful, loving, spirited, bright and honourable men. I hope that I can be a good role model to 

them now that I am living my life with more dignity than I used to, and that they can continue to 

forgive my mistakes of the past. 

While I am grateful to all the Yoga teachers I have learned from over the years, I can never express 

my thanks and deep gratitude enough to Kalavathi Devi of Om Studio, Cardiff. When I arrived at her 

studio in April 2014, I was a mess of stress, ego and tension. I asked a lot of Kalavathi in the early 

months of our relationship, and she has always given me so much, given me opportunities, 

friendship, love and compassion. I am deeply honoured to have been lucky enough to meet, and be 

taught by her, and am proud to call her ‘teacher’. Through her training, I was introduced to the 

magnificent teachings of Swami Gitananda, his wife Ammaji, and his son Dr Ananda Balayogi 

Bhavanani, and Ananda Ashram. I am truly blessed to have had these teachings in my life. To say 

that the course I engaged in was life changing would be understating the case considerably – it saved 

me, of that I have no doubt. The life I live now that I have Gitananda Yoga in my life, and the life I will 

continue to live, with these teachings guiding me every step of the way, is a life filled with joy, 

fulfilment and happiness that I could only dream of before. I am constantly grateful for the many 

gifts I now have in my life, and that I have always had, but could never quite appreciate before. 

I am grateful to everyone who has supported me in some way specifically with the writing of this 

book, in helping me to get past the fear gremlins that told me that I shouldn’t write it, that I didn’t 

know enough, that no one cares what I think and that I had no business thinking of myself as a 

writer. There are many other people, mostly the amazing women I have been privileged to meet in 

the last 18 months, who have helped me to see past these gremlins and see that even if all those 

things are true, this book needs to be written. There are too many to name, but 4 key people directly 

involved in helping me to write this book are Natasha Davies, for the ‘1000 word a day challenge’ 



that helped me write my ‘terrible and unpublishable first draft’. Pat Duckworth for throwing down 

the gauntlet to me to get the book published ready to release at the Women Economic Forum in 

Delhi (with about 5 weeks to do it). Sue Revell, for helping me get clarity on how to get into my flow 

as a writer. Lisa Barry, for helping me so much in the frenzy of activity to get the book ready for this 

first launch. 

I would also like to thank you. You have bought this book, and are currently reading my words. I 

cannot tell you how proud that makes me, and it is my sincere hope that you benefit hugely from 

reading this book. I wrote the book to help people, I hope that I am able to do that in some way. I 

wish you all the love in the world, and would love to hear from you! 

My final thanks go to the miserable, alcoholic and self-loathing fuelled mess that I used to be. While I 

might look back at my past with shame and regret sometimes, the overwhelming feeling I get mostly 

is a longing to be able to reach back to that poor women and girl I used to be, and show her just how 

happy she will with herself one day be, and to tell her that she is loved. I owe her such a lot. I 

learned really valuable lessons when I was her. She is gone now, but will always be a part of me; I 

was meant to be her no matter how wrong my life felt when I was her. I don’t normally talk about 

myself in the third person, but when I think of the person I used to be, I really do, on many levels, 

see a different woman. As you will see in the pages of this book, I changed a great deal from the 

minute I stepped into the Om Studio in Cardiff, and I don’t feel that I am the same person that I was 

at all. I feel like Ebeneezer Scrooge looking at the ghosts of Christmas, the Past ghost makes me feel 

very sad, the present one is pretty cool to be, and the future – well, that is quite exciting to say the 

least – the ghost of Esther past wouldn’t have thought so! 

  



Karma Yoga 
While the writing in this book is mine, most of the ideas have been gifted to me through my study. 

My recovery has come to me from the same source. It wouldn’t feel right therefore that I should 

retain all of the profits that come from this book so I am going to be making a 20% donation of any 

profits to causes dear to me. 

These causes are Ananda Ashram in Pondicherry, the home of Gitananda Ashram. The Ashram was 

founded by Swami Gitananda, and is now run by Ammaji, his wife, and Dr Ananda, his son. 

Supporting them in this way will help them to continue to spread the word about the teachings that 

are so important to me. 

The other causes I will be supporting through this book are 2 organisations that support people with 

addiction in South Wales. There are so many organisations out there doing amazing things to help, it 

has been really hard to choose the two organisations this book will support, but after much 

deliberation, I was able to choose. 

NewLink Wales supports former addiction service users by offering the training and volunteering 

opportunities allowing them to perform their own Karma Yoga by giving back to the community, 

develop skills and confidence. They aim to inspire others through the example they show. Learn 

more about the work that NewLink Wales do at newlinkwales.org.uk. 

The second organisation I will be supporting is NuHi Training, a Cardiff based social enterprise run by 

former heroin addict and amazing force of nature Yaina Samuels. NuHi offers resilience training to 

former addicts and also has close ties with communities in Africa where they help with addiction 

problems. Yaina is an incredible woman and I am honoured to call her a friend. I have tremendous 

respect for the work she does, working tirelessly to make the world a better place, even when this 

puts strain on her. You can find out more about the work of NuHi at nuhi.co.uk. 

  

http://newlinkwales.org.uk/
http://nuhi.co.uk/


Introduction  
Yoga offers many tools that can help you to take control of your life and break free of stress and 

addictions. Through this book I will share with you some of these tools. My understanding of these 

tools deepens every time I read or think about them. I am not claiming that this is an ‘expert’ book. I 

have only been aware of most of these tools for less than two years, I am far from expert. I simply 

wish to share with you how my life has been enriched and maybe even saved by the teachings of 

some very wise people and how these teachings could help you develop your own toolkit for life. 

There is much I would like to explore deeper, particularly in relation to the neuroscience of 

addiction, recovery and Yoga, but I simply do not have a sufficient in depth understanding of the 

science nor am I likely to have in the near future. At another time of my life, I would like to study this 

in further detail but this is not an option now. 

For about 20 years I used alcohol, cigarettes and recreational drugs, as well as a whole host of other 

addictive behaviours, to hide my deep seated unhappiness from the world and from myself. Terrified 

of facing my emotions head on, I was unable to sleep sober because of the constant negative self-

talk from an inner critic that seemed to loathe me completely. I turned to alcohol and other harmful 

behaviours to give me a feeling of escape and relief from the self-loathing. I longed for a feeling of 

‘normality’ to enable me to put on a front of happiness and confidence that were non-existent in me 

sober. 

In reality of course, these behaviours simply fuelled the self-loathing and shame that brought me to 

them in the first place. Going to work with a hangover, feeling dreadful and knowing I probably look 

awful, and smell as bad didn’t add to my self-esteem. 

Following a breakdown in 2013, I found myself in Yoga teacher training, something I had wanted to 

do for many years. I was amazed to learn that there are depths to Yoga I had never even known 

about. As I learned about the many layers and threads there are in Yoga, I began to see that what I 

was actually discovering was a way I could live that may actually bring some peace and clarity to my 

life. I realised it could bring me far greater health and vitality than I had ever imagined possible and 

could set me free from much of the unhappiness I had lived with for so many years. 

As I learned to breathe properly, to relax and to release tension in my body, I also learned to look at 

my behaviour, my thoughts, my actions, and to look at how I was living. I was forced to ask myself if I 

was I living in a way that was ever going to bring me inner peace. I most certainly hadn’t been. 

Gradually through my practice and contemplation of these concepts and with a desire to change my 

behaviour I began to feel lighter, more at peace and happier. I was able to find acceptance of the 

demons that had blighted my life, to forgive myself and others for hurt I had experienced in the past. 

I saw that I could create a better future not by dwelling in the past, but by accepting, forgiving and 

learning lessons. 

In this book I will share some carefully selected stories of my own journey, I will also be including 

some blog posts I had written on my website, posts that I have had good feedback for and that have 

helped people. There will be practices you can incorporate into your own life, and invitations to 

contemplate your life in a gentle but deep way. It is my sincere hope that you will find something of 

value in these pages that can help you find some balance in your life whether you are dealing with 

addiction or not. We all, to some extent, find a way to soothe ourselves against the world, the tools 

Yoga offers us can benefit us all. 

  



The Long and Wine Filled Road 
When I discovered, at the age of 16, that alcohol gave me a mask behind which to hide my 

insecurities and low self esteem, I felt as though a great gift had been given to me. I drank only at 

weekends, and generally had a good time. I was able to talk to people, to relax, to dance, and even 

more amazingly, I was able to talk to boys I was attracted to. This alone, to a girl so insecure that she 

was completely incapable of talking to boys sober, made alcohol seem like nothing short of a miracle 

potion! 

When I was 20, my life fell apart in ways I could never have imagined possible, and the low self-

esteem developed into deep self-loathing and a conviction that I was a despicable person. The mask 

became a comfort blanket to soothe my deep pain and I turned more and more to alcohol, and 

other drugs to escape the inner critic who constantly wanted to tell me how awful I was. 

This established a pattern of coping strategies that developed into total dependence on alcohol 

within a short space of time, a dependence that raged for over 20 years (punctuated only by 

pregnancy and breast feeding related abstinence), accompanied by increasingly poor mental health. 

As my addiction deepened, I lost countless hours of my life. I got so used to the blackouts that I 

began to think it was normal to forget huge chunks of the previous day. I experienced ‘the shakes’ 

more times than I ever wanted to count and would find myself craving alcohol, tasting it in my mind 

so clearly I would have to have it. I would construct any excuse possible to drink and found social 

occasions when drinking wasn’t possible difficult, usually squirreling a bottle of something away to 

drink when I got home. I found it really difficult to establish and keep friendships that didn’t have 

alcohol at their centre; if people didn’t drink I didn’t know how to communicate with them. 

In my more self-reflective moments I knew I had a problem, but I was unable to face that fact. The 

fear of what would happen if I admitted my problem, the worry that my children might be taken 

from me, that people would judge me for my addiction was too scary. I carried on in denial. Of 

course I was making the risk to my children far worse, I see that now, but I failed to recognise that at 

the time. 

In 2013, after around 20 years of deepening addiction and worsening mental health, life took over; I 

was forced into the surrender that Alcoholics Anonymous talk about. 

That surrender happened long before my recovery seemed to start, and was, in fact, an acceptance 

that I was powerless over every aspect of my life; it was more like a surrender into a nervous 

breakdown. 

I sat on the step of my house, cigarette in one hand, glass of wine in the other, bottle just behind 

me. My mind was racing. I had just returned from a training course at my new job, a job which I 

really felt utterly under qualified for, in an organisation I felt lost in. The job itself was great. A couple 

of years previously it would have been a dream opportunity and would have given me the skills and 

experience required to create a potentially lucrative business when the project ended 18 months 

later. I was excited at everything I had learned during the training and the possibilities the job 

offered me (the arrival of my first salary during the training had been great too) and the people in 

the team were lovely. I should have been very happy. 

So why was I sitting on the step of my house at 11pm, smoking, drinking and working myself up into 

a state of great anxiety, destined not to sleep until about 3am, and be late for work? 

The music I was listening to, and had been pretty obsessively for months, gave me a bit of a clue. As I 

listened to the words of "I Appear Missing", my favourite track from the latest album from Queens 



of the Stone Age, I realised with a sinking heart the reason I had fallen in love with that track so 

much and why it spoke so deeply to me. The lyrics reflected my emotions exactly. 

I had always preferred to express my emotions through other people's words and music than to 

vocalise my own. I was able to express anger easily enough but that was the only emotion I could 

ever really manage. Yet here Josh Homme was telling me of the pain I felt, how lost, how 

disconnected from my life, how out of control I was. I had been listening to this song and the album 

it is on for months without realising it! I shared on Facebook that I was almost incapable of NOT 

listening to it; I was addicted to it, just as surely as I was addicted to cigarettes, wine and misery. 

The album tells many stories of depression, feeling lost, not knowing what life is about, mistrust, fear 

and isolation. This album, ...Like Clockwork, was telling me the story of my life, and I hadn't ever 

realised it. This had been my state of being for so long it was normal, but things had been getting 

worse all year. 2013 was already proving to be a hugely challenging, utterly life changing year. The 

realisation that I too felt 'missing' from myself and that I had done for a very long time was to prove 

to be the catalyst for change, although at the time it just seemed to tear me apart. 

From the start of the year, I had felt like I was under siege. With job insecurities, the discovery of 

mental illness, alcoholism and cancer in my family, a vicious separation and child court battle with 

my ex, and trying to juggle all that as the single mum of a toddler and a teenager, the assault on my 

ability to cope with life seemed relentless. The mental illness and alcoholism in my family, while 

being incredibly difficult and traumatic for us all, was really hard for me to be with as it seemed to 

me to be a mirror. While I was trying to comfort and be there for my family, I was desperately 

worried and fearful of the outcome. I was looking inward a lot, thinking 'this could be me, I am doing 

this too'. I wasn't swallowing the pills or being admitted to hospital, but it could have so easily been 

me. There was a really big part of me that felt that I deserved to be and couldn’t quite understand 

how I had lasted so long without being the one who was there. 

A month later, with my level of anxiety and depression rising, I realised that the only way I was going 

to cope with life was to give up work and take some time to recover from everything else that was 

going on in my life. I had accepted that my life was out of my control and I could do nothing but 

allow myself to ride the waves. I surrendered into what I now have no doubt was a nervous 

breakdown, and, while I didn’t realise it at the time, began the long process of healing on a far 

deeper level than I even realised I needed.  

  



The Yoga Path, the path to recovery 
This healing led me to my Yoga teacher, to the Om Studio and to Gitananda Yoga, and the most 

incredible year of learning, releasing, forgiving and healing. I had gone to Yoga classes for several 

years before this point and it had definitely made me feel better while I was in the class, but the 

effects always seemed short lived. I would go home and open a bottle of wine, roll a joint and smoke 

some cigarettes. I never learned how to relax, never really saw Yoga as anything other than a way to 

improve my body shape and get a little bit of time out from my life.  

Through the training I received from Kalavathi at the Om Studio, I leaned about the teachings of 

Swami Gitananda, of Rishiculture Ashtanga Yoga (Gitananda Yoga) and the teachings of Maharishi 

Patanjali in the Yoga Sutras.  

I have often joked that I experienced about 5 years’ worth of therapy in the space of that year. This 

may not be such a joke. I have had counselling in the past; while the counsellors I saw were very 

good, I never experienced the massive shifts that I got during my year in the Om Studio. 

That the course changed my life is understating the fact; I would go so far as to say it saved my life. 

On October 12 2014, after just 7 months of learning, intensive personal development work and 

physical practices that were changing me at every level of my being, I woke up one morning with the 

hangover from hell and decided I was not going to do this to myself anymore. I didn’t declare I was 

quitting drinking at that point; having had some clear insights into my self-sabotaging tendencies, I 

knew myself well enough to know that even at 41 I would rebel and kick back against any attempt to 

control my behaviour, even when (especially when), I was the one doing the controlling. I simply 

went through a few weeks of ‘not drinking today’ and when I attended my brother’s wedding and 

shunned the free flowing, expensive red wine in favour of delicious, refreshing, non-alcoholic fizzy 

elderflower cordial, I knew I had turned a corner. I could have drunk that night, no one would have 

minded or tried to stop me, but my experience of the day and evening would have been very 

different indeed. 

From that night on I knew I was no longer a drinker, no longer an alcoholic. I had barely begun to use 

the word about myself when I started referring to it in the past tense. I choose not to identify myself 

as an alcoholic in recovery, or such similar terms, because I am such a different person now. 

The practices I learned during those first 7 months of teacher training shifted things in my mind. I 

released a lot of the physical tension I had carried around with me for years. I learned to breathe 

and gained all the numerous benefits of that, I learned to still my mind a little, to let thoughts pass 

and to change my reactions to challenges. I was able to sleep well, a new experience completely as I 

had not slept well since I was a child, scared of the murderers that were obviously going to come to 

attack us at night. Even though I had stopped being afraid of imaginary intruders, the anxieties just 

evolved. Yoga helped me see that I no longer needed to live in fear.  

Through the practices I was learning during my training, I was able to look back at my past and make 

peace with lots of it. I started to spot patterns and make connections between things that had 

happened in the past and the person I had grown into. I learned new ways to relax that didn’t 

require alcohol, TV, sex or drugs. I found a way to access and talk about spirituality that didn’t make 

me feel uncomfortable. I was developing resilience that I had never had before.  

When trying to lead a more yogic life, we must go through many changes in habits, thoughts, words, 

world views and, in many cases, the company we keep. As we grow and begin to live differently, we 

begin to see that we need to let go of many of the things that we once thought vital to our lives. 



While the process of letting go can sometimes feel liberating, and undoubtedly is in our best 

interests, it can, at the same time, feel like we are losing things that are an integral part of the fabric 

of our lives. It can be hard to let go because we are still caught up in our ego, our emotions and our 

animal instincts, we might try to cling on despite our growing awareness that if we want to tread the 

yoga path we must let go. It is important that we are gentle to ourselves when doing this, trying to 

do too much at once can lead to distress, an overwhelming feeling of loss and a feeling of failure. It is 

better to take baby steps, and adopt the approach of ‘little and often’ rather than thinking we must 

launch head first into a totally new lifestyle. 

The Yoga path is known as a razor’s edge because it is so difficult to walk; one can fall off 
from either side at any moment. It is largely our emotional responses that make the Yoga 
path such a ‘razor’s edge’. 

In the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna falls off the razor several times. He wavers in his determination, his 

ability to follow his dharma and his attachment to the fleeting lives of the people in the battle. 

Krishna counsels him and helps him to get past his doubts, fear, grief and all the human emotions 

that caused his fall from the path. 

One of the problems we face is that our behaviour is still rooted in our animal, primitive origins. We 

are very much controlled by our emotional response to stimuli, even those people who don’t think 

of themselves as ‘emotional’, are still ruled by emotional responses. Our emotions are controlled by 

the limbic brain. In evolutionary terms, this is far older than the neocortex, the ‘human’ part of our 

brain. Fear is a very powerful emotion that drives much of what we do. If we can find ways to calm 

our fears, we find that we approach life in very different ways. 

Swamiji tells us that it takes great discipline to be able to walk the razor’s edge of the yoga path. This 

is very true and I have seen at first-hand how the discipline of a regular yoga practice can make 

letting go of these attachments easier.  

Yoga gave me tools for resilience that I had never had before; the ability to cope, to be with myself, 

an acceptance of who I was and what had happened in my life. The development of this resilience 

meant that eventually I no longer needed the ‘crutches’ that I ahd used to get through life before, 

wine and cigarettes no longer were necessary. Yoga gave me a new way to be, a new Me to be, the 

Me that I had always dreamed of being, the Me I had referred to as ‘Fantasy Esther’ for several 

years.  

The ultimate aim of Yoga is freedom; it helps us find our true self, the one we hide behind our 

masks; addiction was my mask. I have felt more in tune with the real me since giving up drinking 

than I ever did when I was drinking. The alcoholic wasn’t the real me, so why would I want to keep 

referring to myself as an alcoholic? 

I have often wondered if I swapped my dependency on alcohol for a dependency on Yoga. I am fairly 

sure that if I went a month without any form of yoga practice in my life I would again become at risk 

of addiction as I would lose touch with my coping techniques and lose connection to the real me. I 

am not prepared to ever find out. So yes, I now have a dependency on yoga, I have a yoga habit, but 

isn’t our whole life largely a series of habits? Some are good for us, some are destructive. Better to 

have one good habit than 20 destructive ones. 

  



What is yoga? 
If I was to ask you what you think Yoga is, you would probably think about a slow paced form of 

exercise, of people tying themselves in knots and sitting cross legged chanting ‘Om’. You may have 

some ideas of the type of people who ‘do’ Yoga – hippies, dropouts, very thin, flexible people and 

‘yummy mummies’ to name a few stereotypes. You may think Yoga is linked to a religion, probably 

Hinduism or possibly Buddhism. 

Yoga is many things. Yoga can be seen, as it is by many, as an exercise system that you ‘do’ once or 

twice a week by attending a class. If you regularly practice the postures, breath exercises and 

relaxations you will benefit immensely. Just one Yoga class can offer a huge range of benefits to 

body and mind. However, simply doing this excludes you from the many other benefits that are to 

be gained from integrating Yoga into your life on a deeper level.  

According to the Yoga Sutras, one of the key scriptures of Yoga, it is ‘the cessation of the whirlpools 

of the subconscious mind’. It is a way to achieve peace and calm, to bring the subconscious mind to 

our awareness, learn to control it, and discover the True Self that can be found once these 

whirlpools have stopped.  

Swami Gitananda tells us that Yoga is “a way of integrating your whole nature, so that all aspects of 

your life work in harmony, one with another”. This is the true meaning of Yoga. Yoga comes from the 

Sanskrit word ‘Yuj’, which means to ‘yoke’ or to ‘join as one’. Its traditional primary purpose is to 

bring us closer to the Divine. While some may see this as ‘God’, to the ancient Yogis, we are all 

Divine, Yoga is the way we connect with the Divine aspect of ourselves, our eternal soul. Yoga is a 

truly holistic practice. It connects mind, body and soul together. It is so much more than an exercise 

class. 

Many people link Yoga with Pilates. Now, while there are some similarities in the postures used in 

Pilates, as it borrows very heavily from Yoga, Pilates is entirely body focussed. Its purpose is to 

create very strong muscles and to develop good control. This is, of course, a very good thing, we 

need strong muscles and good muscle control. I used to go to Pilates classes years ago, and loved it – 

it is a very effective form of exercise. I was also doing a 20 minute physical Yoga practice most days, 

and created the best physique I have ever had through this regime. But Pilates is only about the 

body, it is not a holistic practice the way Yoga is. 

Yoga has a deeply spiritual element to it, but it is not a religion, nor is it connected to a religion. It 

grew out of Hinduism, but it was a radical departure from its constraints. Yoga does not require 

religious faith, but if you have a belief, it will deepen it. Swami Gitananda tells us that Yoga will make 

you be better at what ever you are, better Christian, better Hindu, better Muslim, better human. 

Yoga is a way to connect to our own personal Spirituality. There is a world of difference between 

religion and spirituality. Spirituality is “simply the discovery of our authentic self without any 

trimmings or labels which gives us a rich source of values and a deeper meaning to life, whatever our 

religion”. (Ed and Deb Shapiro, Huffington Post, 2011)  

Like Hinduism, Yoga teaches us that we are not our body or our mind, but that we are an eternal 

soul that lives through many different lifetimes in order to learn lessons, grow and evolve. It teaches 

us that our soul moves through various life forms, getting closer to human at every step and once we 

find ourselves in a human life form we continue to evolve towards the Divine, to Samadhi, or 

Freedom. This freedom from the cycle of rebirth is the ultimate aim of the soul. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ed-and-deb-shapiro/religion-and-spirituality_b_967951.html


The Yogic way of thinking tells us that we are born into the life we are in now because this life is 

going to teach us lessons that are vital to the evolution of our soul. While this is a hard concept to 

grasp, and not one that will work for everyone, it is one that I personally find very comforting. It 

gives meaning to our suffering. To know that we can choose to see the pain or the lesson is 

empowering. If we are able to see the lessons, then not only will our life be happier but we will aid 

the evolution of our soul.  

  



Yoga Sutras 
Rishiculture Ashtanga Yoga, the tradition of Yoga I was trained in, is based entirely on the Yoga 

Sutras. Codified by Maharishi Patanjali, who, it is believed, lived around 1500BC, they represent the 

first written record of teachings that had been passed down orally from Guru to Student for possibly 

thousands of years prior to this. They are a series of short sutras, or verses, which, though short, 

contain enough meaning to warrant essays, dissertations, entire books and probably entire careers 

to understand fully. Maharishi Patanjali was a very wise man who is believed to have also written 

about Ayurveda, the ancient Indian medicine system and grammar.  

In the 195 (or 196, depending on the interpretation you are working from) Sutras of this epic work, 

Patanjali lays down the problems with the human condition, and offers us solutions and the path to 

happiness and Enlightenment. This path is Yoga. If we can gain this peace in our mind, then we can 

learn the True Self that we really are, see through the mask of who we think we are, and find peace 

and connection to the world, our Self and the Higher Self (who or whatever you call God). 

Patanjali tells us that the general human condition is one of unhappiness and that we seek happiness 

in the external conditions of life. We can never be content though until we realise that happiness 

only exists within. Thankfully, to those who wish to find it, Patanjali offers, through the Yoga Sutras, 

a guide to help us. 

The Yoga Sutras are a clear insight into the human condition, which, if accompanied by the guidance 

of a knowledgeable and experienced teacher, can provide us with great insights about our individual 

selves and our society. Swami Gitananda’s Step by Step course provided the groundwork for my own 

understanding of this great work and this is being further deepened by Dr Ananda Balayogi 

Bhavanani’s ‘Understanding the Yoga Darshan’. 

In the Yoga Sutras, Patanjali sets out the path to freedom and enlightenment through Yoga. These 

are the ‘Eight Limbs of Yoga’ and are the basis of the system of Yoga known as Rishiculture Ashtanga 

Yoga, or Gitnanada Yoga, that I have trained in.  

Mind, body and soul are intrinsically linked. We cannot have a healthy mind with an unhealthy body, 

and an unhealthy mind leads to an unhealthy body and soul. Patanjali’s Eight Limbs tell us the steps 

we can take to ensure that all aspects of our being are well nourished and are working at their full 

potential. 

The Eight Limbs of Yoga are:- 

1. Yama – these are about curbing the base animal instincts in us. They are concerned with how we 

behave in the physical world 

2. Niyama – these are to do with elevating us to a higher human life, to raise us above the animal 

and evolve our consciousness so that we can become the best humans we can be.  

3. Asana – this is the physical postures that we in the West often think of as ‘Yoga’. They are a 

small but important aspect of a wider Yoga life. Asanas exist to enable us to train the body to be 

able to sit for long periods of time to practice Pranayama 

4. Pranayama – this is control of the breath to enable control of the mind, and maximum intake of 

Prana, the Universal Energy, and oxygen into the body. 

5. Pratyahara - this can come about through the previous 4 steps, and particularly through 

Pranayama. It is said to be the moment when Yoga practice moves from the external to the 

internal. It is the control of the senses by cultivating and perfecting them. This is the activity that 

many people know of as meditation. 

http://www.theyogatutor.com/icyer-books/yoga-darshana


6. Dharana – this cannot be achieved until we have mastered Pratyahara. Dharana is the process of 

controlling the mind to concentrate and focus, and to ignore the sensory information from 

outside. It is the development of awareness of the activity of the mind, but not a surrender to it. 

It is developing awareness of the power of the mind to transcend this activity and actually 

control the emotions and sensory reactions 

7. Dhyana – once Dharana has been perfected, we can then slip effortlessly into Dhyana, the state 

of meditation in its true form. Dharana is concentration on an object or thought for a short 

period of time, Dhyana is when the concentration is held for an extended time. Dhyana, or true 

meditation, is a state we achieve through total dedication and skilful control of our mind and 

senses, and is not something we can simply ‘do’.  

8. Samahi - Samadhi is Cosmic Consciousness, the final stage in the Soul’s evolutionary journey, 

and the 8th Limb of Yoga as described by Patanjali. Samadhi is ‘Awareness of Awareness’. When 

one achieves Samadhi, the mind and self, stop focusing on the individual, the ego, the ‘I’, and 

become part of the Universe. Samadhi is what we would term enlightenment, and what Hindus 

and Yogis believe is the arrival of the soul at its ultimate destination, freedom from the 

reincarnation cycle, the soul becomes one with the Divine. Samadhi comes in stages, and has 

many elements to it, some of which last for ever, and some which are short lived. The early 

stages of Samadhi, which can be the shorter lasting phases, are known as Sabikalpa Samadhi, 

while Nirbikalpa Samadhi is a deeper state of being. When Samadhi is attained and perfected in 

the Nirbikalpa state, the soul or Jiva is known as a Jivan Mukhta, a free, realised soul and is freed 

from the cycle of birth and death. 

The first four limbs of Yoga – Yama, Niyama, Asana and Pranayama, are called the Outer Limbs, and 

are the very bedrock of the higher spiritual practices. The Outer limbs are very practical and physical. 

They are concerned with the physical body, our involvement with society and the evolution of the 

individual towards the higher spiritual plane. These four outer limbs are the Bahiranga, also known 

as Hatha Yoga. By consciously applying these four lower limbs to your life you will naturally create a 

stress free, healthy, content life. These must be very strong and secure before the next 4 limbs can 

begin to be built.  

The subsequent four limbs are Pratyahara, Dharana. Dhyana and Samhadi. They are known as the 

Inner Limbs. Collectively these are Antaranga. The Antaranga are totally dependent on the firm 

foundation of the Bahiranga; without this firm grounding the seeker will not be successful in 

attaining the Inner Limbs. As this book is about my journey to resilience and recovery, I will not be 

delving deeply into these limbs, as I have yet to achieve them. It is the Outer Limbs; the Bahiranga, 

that are the limbs that helped me to free myself from addiction.  

While the true aim of this path is spiritual enlightenment, it offers all the tools needed to develop 

resilience and coping strategies that will enable us to move from unhappiness, suffering, stress and 

addiction to find emotional and physical freedom; after all, spiritual freedom is not possible when 

we are in the grip of an addiction that consumes us. 

In the Sutras, Patanjali makes many interesting observations on the nature of human suffering that 

are as relevant now as they were over 2000 years ago. It seems that humans haven’t really learned 

much over the millennia; maybe we just found new ways to inflict suffering on ourselves! 

 

  



Want to read more? 

You can buy the full version of this book on Amazon 

UK http://amzn.to/2fDLF8D 

USA http://amzn.to/2fDLGJA 

The book is available worldwide on Amazon, so if you are from any other country you will be sure to 

find it in your local Amazon store 

 

http://amzn.to/2fDLF8D
http://amzn.to/2fDLGJA

