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INTRODUCTION

Many people dream of a life as a successful
professional. Obtaining professional qualifications and working
hard is seen as the path to financial security, social status and
respect. Having that title of doctor or lawyer or engineer or IT
professional after your name is a mark of success – you are well
educated, high achieving – you have arrived.

Unfortunately the professional qualifications
and status often brings with it stress, depression, long and family
unfriendly work hours, and a feeling of being trapped on a
treadmill from which you cannot escape.

When I gave up my successful full-time career
as a lawyer almost a decade ago many colleagues asked me how I
managed to do it. Now that I’m totally divorced from my former
profession and happily pursuing other interests the queries still
keep coming from former colleagues who listen to what I say, and
then make excuses about why they cannot make a change. Frequently
they are miserable, unhappy, unwell and trapped by their material
success. They are also getting older.

I believe there is nothing so sad as meeting
highly educated, well qualified, talented men and women, who have
convinced themselves they cannot make the personal changes they
need to make in their lives to attain happiness and personal
satisfaction.

Hopefully, if some of them read this book
they will discover that escape is possible!


Chapter One A cautionary
tale

“One crowded hour of glorious life is
worth an age without a name.”
Thomas Osbert Modaunt



I can still remember my very first day
working in a law firm. Employed as a law clerk to the senior
partner of a leading commercial law firm, I arrived at the firm’s
offices bright and early. I discovered that my first job every day
was to carry the senior partner’s boxes of files from the firm’s
strongroom to his office.

The file boxes were always over-filled and
heavy. As I staggered along the corridor that first morning,
shedding files on to the floor like a tree losing leaves in the
fall, the senior partner who was following close on my heels
suddenly remarked -

“You know Terry until I had my heart attack
last year I used to work to mid-night six nights a week. I did it
for forty years and it never did me any harm.”

Perhaps he thought this observation would
inspire me in the years ahead and fill me with admiration at his
devotion to the legal profession, instead it had the opposite
effect. There I was, only a few months short of completing my law
degree, excited at being able to put into practice the skills I had
learned during my years at university and I was being told my
chosen profession required working to midnight six nights a week
for almost twice my life span to date. I immediately felt
depressed.

Perhaps I should have tossed in the law at
that moment but the starry-eyed idealism of a young newly trained
professional, the thought of the expected professional rewards and
the knowledge that I was the first member of my family to go to
university, and there was a family expectation that I would do
well, kept me going…and going for another thirty years or so.

What happened to the senior partner under
doctor’s orders to take it easy? Well, his typical day entailed
having clients constantly in his office, more clients waiting to
see him in the waiting room and often yet more clients sitting in
my office reading through documentation waiting for him to come
free. Usually there were another couple of clients holding on the
phone. He raced about the office in a constant state of excitement,
yelling at staff. It was hardly surprising that a year or so later
his second heart attack killed him.

The senior partner was in his early sixties,
a highly intelligent man, financially comfortable and recently
remarried after years of coping with being a lonely widower. He
could have had many more years of happy and relaxed life, enjoying
the fruits of his labours.

Instead…. HE LET HIS PROFESSION KILL HIM.

Why? Why do so many professionals: doctors,
lawyers, engineers, accountants, or whatever, go down a similar
path often ending in death, ruination of health or destruction of
good family relationships? In succeeding chapters we look at the
characteristics all professions have in common. We will examine why
intelligent well-educated people so often end up miserable and
virtually imprisoned by their success. And, more importantly, I
will show how as a professional you can escape, and get a real
life.


Chapter Two The
professional life

“Of the professions it may be said that
the soldiers are becoming too popular, parsons too lazy, physicians
too mercenary and lawyers too powerful.”
 Charles Caleb
Colton

The Tenth Edition of the Concise Oxford
Dictionary defines a profession as being, ‘a paid occupation,
especially one involving training and a formal qualification.’ This
is a simple definition that leaves a lot unsaid and really does not
do justice to our general understanding of a modern profession.

We know that most professions require years
of study to graduate with the academic qualification. Often further
training is required to obtain the professional prerequisites and
practical experience to become a working practitioner in the chosen
professional field. Acceptance into a professional organization
that regulates the profession, and sets and enforces standards can
be a further requirement.

Training and acquiring knowledge is likely to
be an ongoing activity for however long you remain in your chosen
profession. Because of your years of study and training, being able
to use the title of your profession whether it is doctor, attorney
at law, certified professional engineer, chartered accountant, or
whatever, gives you automatic respect and status out in the wider
world. You only lose the automatic respect and status, if you fall
from grace and no longer observe the best practices and ethical
standards of your chosen profession.

Acquiring that professional title and the
right to use it is important. For many people it will be one of the
most important events of their life. You can feel justifiably proud
of your attainments. It is not the purpose of this book to in any
way decry or disparage your professional achievements or the
professions you belong to. I am proud of being a lawyer and my many
years of professional endeavour. I know that I will think, approach
problems and view the world through a lawyer’s eyes for the rest of
my life, long after I have stopped practising law. My professional
training has had a large part in moulding me into the man I am, for
better - and perhaps sometimes a little for worse.

However, pride in one’s profession and
achievement does not mean that everything about your professional
life is satisfactory and that you cannot question what you do and
how you do it. Professions can be very conservative and resistant
to change in their outlook. For example, older doctors who worked
long hours as hospital residents in their younger days, may wonder
about or even be contemptuous of modern day young doctors
complaining about their working hours. It was ‘good enough for us’,
or ‘that’s the way it has always been’ might be the attitude. I’m
sure that would have been the attitude of my boss I wrote about in
Chapter One in the first law firm I worked for, if I had complained
about anything. It was expected that his law clerk and secretary
would stay at the office long after 5pm, with no expectation of
additional pay, if the boss had work he wanted completed that day.
The incongruity of not recognising that long hours and work stress
contributed to his first heart attack was lost on him. Or, like
Lord Nelson, he deliberately put his telescope to a blind eye when
invited to look at the problems that faced him. His professional
life had become his whole life to the exclusion of just about
everything else.

Professions may keep up to date with modern
technology and scientific advances but the culture and personal
attitudes within a profession often lag behind the times. This
conservatism and resistance to change still exists today, even
after most professions were forced to make some major changes when
women starting flooding into their ranks in the 1960s and 70s. It
is likely that the technology that has made some amazing things
possible has also created other problems. Advances in medical
science means lives can be saved that would have been lost a
generation ago. Instead there are new questions about the cost and
ethics in keeping people alive relying on machines, perhaps with no
real quality of life. Email, modern multi-capable phones and
facsimile machines have sped up communication but at the same time
brought about an expectation that replies and answers will be
instant, when more time taken to think and ponder about problems
might lead to a better solution. Social networking sites have
raised privacy issues we have never had to think about before. At
least no one these days is repeating the 1960s prediction that
computers will lead to a totally paperless office.

If you are over the age of about fifty you
probably entered into your profession expecting it would be the
career you would follow until you retired from work in old age. The
generation that followed the baby boomers has been brought up to
believe and expect that they will have perhaps four or five totally
different careers during a working life time with retraining an
ongoing and normal part of life. Whichever age group you fall into
the important thing is to be prepared to make changes if you need
or wish to.

Someone once said that there are three
distinct stages in a professional’s life. In the first stage you
care only for the work. In the second you care only for the money
and you know you have reached the third stage when you care for
neither. I guess the secret might be not to reach the third stage
too quickly?

If you are genuinely happy in your
professional life and really want to carry on for many years then I
salute you. This book is not written with you in mind. However, if
you are stressed, overworked, don’t see enough of your family and
sometimes feel trapped by the profession you chose – then read
on.


Chapter Three What is
escape?

“The man that runs away. Lives to die
another day.” A E Housman

I use the word ‘escape’ frequently and
deliberately in this book. What do I mean by it? Is it capable of
only one definition and does it apply to only one set of
circumstances? In a word – no! Escape can mean different things to
different people. What constitutes ‘escape’ depends on your own
individual circumstances, and more importantly by what you are
trying to achieve when you initiate change in your professional
life. However, true ‘escape’ is not achieved by making only minor
or cosmetic changes that do not really address the major underlying
problems in your professional life.

For some, escape may require totally leaving
their profession and finding something entirely different to do. It
is probably the most difficult form of escape to achieve. It takes
real courage to walk away for the profession you spent years of
study to enter, and that has probably been financially kind to you.
To achieve this type of escape you need to spend time really
studying where your life is at, weighing up the pros and cons,
trying to get some idea of what other options there are for you in
life and then making the decision. It may be a decision that takes
several years to work towards, particularly if you have to reduce
debt and reorganise you finances before you take the plunge. (See
comments about debt in Chapter Eight) If you are in a relationship
then almost certainly you need to have many discussions with your
life partner and obtain a good measure of support and understanding
for what you intend to do.

If your total escape is going to take some
time to achieve you need to keep your eye on the ball throughout
the process. It pays to draw up a formal written plan, perhaps in
conjunction with your life partner. Break the plan down into
recognisable and achievable chunks so every three months or six
months whatever is appropriate for your overall time frame, you can
rule off the list something you have achieved that brings that day
of escape closer. It might be paying off a debt, or even just
making some proper enquiries and researching some idea you have for
an alternate career, or deciding upon the new town you are going to
move to when you escape your profession.

A proper plan is essential if, probably for
financial reasons, it is going to take you a reasonable period of
time to leave your current professional situation, otherwise it
will be all too easy to keep putting off the date of departure and
it will never happen. Having a proper plan and working towards it
is the difference between having a dream and achieving a reality.
Let’s face up to it - it is so much easier to do nothing, even if
you are stressed and miserable than make change. Others, if you
tell them of your intended life style changes may well try and talk
you out of it. You need to remain focussed.

Not everyone will be looking to a total
escape from their profession. There are some who will be in a
position to make significant changes in their professional life to
the benefit of themselves and their family, while continuing to
work in their profession. Often the changes will bring home to them
what it was that first appealed to them about their profession and
if the changes make them able to continue with more job
satisfaction then they have found their own escape. It is ironic
that often some of the best practitioners in their professions end
up in an administration role no longer practising the skills that
they were good at and what had attracted them to the profession in
the first place. A good doctor may end up administering a hospital
and spending almost all his or her time worrying about budgets and
hospital finances. Instead of spending their day seeing patients
and getting satisfaction in helping sick people it is spent
attending numerous meetings about the state of buildings and
staffing issues.
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