
HOW I STARTED PRACTICING YOGA 
 

NICK BIRRELL 
 

May 2002 
 
Left side. Right side. Back. Front. It didn't matter which way I lay, the pain in my 
groin was excruciating. Back on with the light - 2am in London where I lay, midday 
in Australia where I had flown in from that morning.  Impossible to sleep with the 
pain.  Got up to walk around.  Even worse walking or rather limping. 
 
It started after the flight to London.  It was near the end of a long drawn out and 
tense sale of the company of which I was chief executive. Twenty-two hours in an 
aeroplane, the stress of the sale and the lack of bodily flexibility that I had been 
warned about at successive medicals had taken their toll on my muscles and joints. 
 
It couldn't go on that way.  To make matters worse, following the sale of my 
company the plan was for me to be in a role involving near constant travel.  I was 
heading towards being a physical wreck. 
 
That was December 2000.  In the following couple of years I have spent literally 
hundreds of hours in aeroplanes travelling around Asia and back-and-forth between 
Australia and Europe. All that travel with no muscle pain, no aggravation from jet lag, 
much less stress and at my annual medical being complimented on my flexibility. 
 
The change started at Christmas 2000.  A friend left his introductory book on yoga 
lying around my house.  Typically cynicism or derision would have greeted the pictures 
of people in contorted poses.  This time, my memories of the pain in London were 
too recent and instead I marvelled that anyone could be so flexible.  They surely 
wouldn't suffer after twenty-plus hours in a plane? 
 
I decided to give yoga a try.  I knew that with my schedule the only way to 
progress would be to get a private trainer.  With a trainer recommended by my health 
club, I embarked on my first lesson in a meeting room at work. 
 
My initial feelings were a mixture of terror, scepticism and embarrassment. Would I 
snap at the hips as I bent forward while sitting cross-legged on the floor?  Was I 
being inducted into Hindu ritualism in undertaking "salutes to the sun"?  How stupid I 
must look sitting on the floor in a tracksuit trying in vain to reach my toes. 
 



Fortunately, my teacher was not only expert at yoga but also experienced with dealing 
with business types, having a regular schedule of classes at law firms.  With a 
combination of coercion, encouragement and reward, in the form of blissful relaxation 
(in "Savasana" or less picturesque "corpse pose") at the end of each lesson, she 
gradually had me progress and enjoy practice. 
 
Slowly my flexibility, strength and confidence increased. I could at last reach my toes.  
Positions that I swore would be impossible for me were eventually mastered.  Head-
stand against a wall.  Head-stand without a wall. The plough, lying on my back with 
my feet over my head on a chair. The plough with my feet all the way to the 
ground.  Sitting in half-lotus.  That was difficult enough, how could anyone contort 
themself into full-lotus.  Then one day, full lotus.  Handstand against a wall and one 
day I'll do it without the wall. 
 
Now, whenever I travel I practice yoga daily, just half an hour each morning and as 
soon as I get to the hotel from the airport, no matter what time of day or night.  
The post-flight yoga makes apparent the debilitating effect of sitting in an airplane for 
hours - the joints click into place, the spine realigns, sometimes with a crack, and 
the muscles stretch.  Without yoga, the impact of the flight persists for days. 
 
Yoga classes in London, Tokyo and Hong-Kong have introduced me to new aspects 
of those familiar cities and provided a satisfying diversion when I find myself in a 
foreign city over a weekend. 
 
Yoga is a marvellous way to overcome the stress associated with business. Releasing 
the tension from the muscles and joints and then relaxing deeply in savasana clears 
the body and mind of stress. Yoga breath control exercises are a further antidote to 
stress. Loosing control of breathing because of stress ensures that the mind becomes 
even more confused, ineffective and likely to make poor business or personal 
decisions. 
 
Yoga seems to have been invented for the harried business traveller. Even yoga 
philosophy in the form of the ancient "Yoga Sutras of Patanjali" appears to be 
speaking to the modern businessperson with its lessons on controlling the fluctuations 
of the mind that stop it focussing. But that's another story! 
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