Gillian’s Story

Gillian Cunnigham, 55, from Pocklington, started smoking when she was about 11 years old and quickly became addicted. She grew up in a smoking household where both her parents and her brother and sister smoked, so she often stole cigarettes before she was able to buy them for herself. 
Gillian smoked for over two decades and despite being diagnosed with Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) at 38, it still took her several years to finally quit for good. She has now been smokefree for nearly ten years and hasn’t looked back. 
“I started smoking when I was really young, as it was the norm back then. Everyone smoked, so I was surrounded by cigarettes every day as my mum, dad and my siblings smoked. I became addicted by the time was 14 or 15 and I smoked for around 25 years. I ended up smoking about 40 cigarettes a day. It totally controlled my life; I wouldn’t even go to the cinema for more than two hours as I couldn’t last that long without a cigarette.
“I didn’t really think about the impact of smoking until it started to affect my family. My dad had a heart attack at 59 and never smoked again. My auntie died of throat cancer and my brother had a collapsed lung twice. Thankfully, he’s managed to stop smoking too. But the worst thing I had to deal with was losing my mum. Sadly, the month before I was getting married, she was diagnosed with lung cancer and bone cancer, and she died five months after. It was awful watching her suffer. I stayed with her at the hospice, until she died.”
Mum of three, Gillian, who is originally from Bradford, was shocked when she was diagnosed with COPD. She had recently moved house and was doing renovations, so thought her persistent cough was due to plaster dust. 
“I’d had this awful cough for about three weeks, which I put down to the all the work I was having done on the house. So, when I finally went to see my GP, I was shocked when he did some tests and said I had the lungs of a 96-year-old. I was only 38, I was far too young to have severe COPD.

“It all happened around the time of me having my youngest son and when I was pushing his pram up hills and taking him out for walks, I was getting breathless. I wasn’t even forty and I could barely breathe. At that point I knew if I didn’t do something about my smoking, I wouldn’t even see him grow up. 
“However, the addiction was so strong, I didn’t manage to quit straight away. It was vicious cycle as I knew I had to quit but there was a part of me that thought what was the point as I already had COPD. I tried several times before I managed to finally quit for good.”


Gillian managed to quit in 2011 and during the first year she’d saved enough money to take her children on holiday including trips to Euro Disney and Turkey. She was then able to take her family on two holidays abroad every year from the money she had saved from stopping smoking. However, around three years later she sadly relapsed one night on holiday thinking she could have just one cigarette. 
“I tried so many times to quit, and when I relapsed on holiday, I even hid it from the kids as I knew they would be disappointed. The turning point was when I met my husband as he didn’t smoke and didn’t like the fact I smoked, so after a few weeks of pretending I had stopped I smoked my last cigarette. I used an inhalator as I needed the hand to mouth action and it worked really well. 
“Six months after quitting, I walked up Pen-Y-Gent which I would have never been able to do if I hadn’t stopped smoking. My breathing has improved dramatically and I’ve never felt better. I’m a keen walker now and I’ve started cycling. I also have more time for myself and my family, which is brilliant.”
Gillian now works as a Tobacco Dependency Advisor at York Hospital, where she speaks to in patients about smoking and encourages them to make a quit attempt. Her advice to anyone thinking about quitting smoking is ‘keep trying until you succeed.’
“Quitting smoking was life-changing for me. I feel so much better and I have been able to spend quality time with my family. I honestly think if I hadn’t quit nearly ten years ago, I would have died and after losing my mum to a smoking related disease there was no way I was going to put my children through the same situation. 
“No-one I’ve ever met regrets stopping smoking but every single person regrets starting. So, my advice to anyone thinking of quitting smoking is keep trying, because one day the penny will drop. It is extremely hard to stop, so take each day as it comes and find the right stop smoking aid for you.”
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