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Inspirational Stories of Natural Birth

What a fabulous book. All women and girls need to hear these stories and know, really know, that
natural birth is full of magnificent, life-changing wisdom.” — Christiane Northrup, M.D., author of
Women's Bodies, Women's Wisdom and The Wisdom of Menopause




PRAISE FOR
JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

WHAT A WONDERFUL BOOK! It’s about time someone told the
other side of the story — that giving birth can be a time of peace,
joy and beautiful memories. This collection of inspirational sto-
ries, along with the practical information that follows each one, is
a “must have” for any expectant parent.

— LINDA ACREDOLO, PH.D.
AUTHOR, BABY SIGNS AND BABY MINDS

Every mother remembers her birth experience in vivid detail for
the rest of her life. You'll delight in these glimpses into the heart
and soul of birth. We share their convictions and praise their per-
sistence in having the births that they desire for their children.
Journey is a guide for women as they prepare for motherhood, and
for providers to see what natural birth looks and sounds like.
Thank you for sharing these powerful stories of natural birth and
women’s inner wisdom.

— BARBARA HARPER, RN, DIRECTOR OF WATERBIRTH INTERNATIONAL
AUTHOR, GENTLE BIRTH CHOICES (BOOK AND DVD)



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

Journey Into Motherhood will take its place beside Ina May’s Guide to
Childbirth as a book that should be read by every pregnant woman.

— DEEDEE LAFAYETTE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF
THE ASSOCIATION OF LABOR ASSISTANTS AND CHILDBIRTH EDUCATORS

Journey Into Motherhood is an anthology of pregnancy and child-
birth stories that emphasizes the positive. In today’s culture of fear
surrounding childbirth, Journey Into Motherhood offers a much-
needed alternative vantage. ... The 48 heartwarming tales are sure to
kindle the spirit with the knowledge that childbirth is indeed an
experience to look forward to, and offers suggestions toward creat-
ing an optimum birth to suit the mother’s desires and needs. Highly
recommended supplementary reading for expectant mothers.
— MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

With Journey Into Motherhood, Sheri Menelli has given us a won-
derful collection of positive natural birth stories. “Ordinary”
women, giving birth in a variety of settings, share their stories of
challenge and transformation, empowerment and love, illustrating
both the real possibilities and the immeasurable values of giving
birth as nature intended. Read these stories and be inspired! Highly
recommended!

— SUSAN HODGES, PRESIDENT OF CITIZENS FOR MIDWIFERY

The fact that we hardly ever hear an inspiring natural birth story
fills the whole process with fear for many first time mothers. If we
can just trade that fear for education and preparedness, I believe
many more women would opt for a more natural birth experience.
Menelli has provided women with a book that is both educational
and inspirational. By reading these stories while preparing for birth,
mothers can feel empowered by their decisions and know that oth-
ers have gone before them and had a beautiful, natural birth.

— C.J. WONG, M.S., M.L.LS.
EDITOR, ORGANIC FAMILY MAGAZINE



PRAISE FOR JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

I first heard of Journey Into Motherhood at one of my last prenatal
appointments. I asked my midwife if she had any additional advice
for me to overcome some of the lingering fears and apprehension
I had about the upcoming birth. She gave me the book to read, and
ithelped me tremendously. Each time I found my mind wandering
in a fearful direction, I read a couple of the testimonies. The stories
encouraged me and empowered me. I'm passionate about natural
birth — it is the best way!

— JESSICA J. DASSOW

I can’t recommend this book highly enough! It is truly amazing and
reminds all women that we have power over our bodies, and that
birth is a natural and wonderful process. This book is filled with
amazing, joyful birth experiences, not the usual birth “horror” sto-
ries. I am about two months away from delivering my first child,
and after reading this book, I feel truly empowered to make choices
regarding the birth process. I know I have nothing to fear.

— KELLY A. HADSELL

This book is tremendous! The stories are heartfelt and awe inspir-
ing. I recommend this to all of my patients who are preparing to
have a baby or are needing a book to lift their spirit about wom-
ankind. It is beautifully arranged and the editor’s notes are help-
ful for expectant moms. I relish my time with this book, looking
forward to reading a few more stories every night. I can’t wait for
Sheri Menelli’s next book. This is a treasure every woman should
receive.
— KRISTEN BURRIS, ACUPUNCTURIST, M.S., HERBALIST

Inspirational stories, indeed!! Whether you are already planning a
natural birth, or would like to but aren’t sure you can do it —READ
THIS BOOK. You'll then know, without a doubt, that not only is it
possible to birth naturally, but that it can be an ecstatic experience.

— CAROLYN MADRID-BRAMLETT, CERTIFIED HYPNOBIRTHING EDUCATOR

i



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

I read Journey Into Motherhood and now long to have another child
so I can experience a wonderful birth. I wish I read the book before
delivering my first two children. There is no other book like this
one. The stories are inspiring and give so much valuable informa-
tion about the choices mothers have while giving birth.

— HoLLY PIERSON, TEACHER

I've read it all... and this is my favorite! I could not put this book
down! I tried to save a story to read each night during my preg-
nancy, but I always read more! EVERY pregnant woman should
read this book. It minimizes fear of childbirth and will actually get
you excited about this amazing rite of passage into womanhood.
There are so many ways for babies to come into this world. If
you're pregnant, don’t even think of not reading this book!

— Lisa DrRuxMAN, CEO OF STROLLER STRIDES

As a labor doula, Journey Into Motherhood is now on my list of
required reading for all of my clients. Please join me in encouraging
all pregnant families to have this book on their night table. Not
just as women, but as an entire society, we need to stop scaring the
daylights out of women who are venturing into this beautiful jour-
ney of motherhood. My hope is that every pregnant woman reads
this fantastic book. It will prepare a woman for a fantastic birth,
whether she chooses medication or not.

— DawN THOMPSON, CERTIFIED DOULA

This book does need to be in the hands of every pregnant woman
— more so than any other book on the market. It is women talking
to other women — no agenda, no specific technique to sell. I have
been recommending this book at all of my childbirth classes, and
now I'm recommending it at the doula training workshop and the
Hypno-Birthing educator workshops I have recently been teaching
around the country.

— JENNY WEST, MIDWIFE, CHILDBIRTH EDUCATOR AND CERTIFIED DOULA
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as well as future generations. May you never again have to hear
another birthing horror story.
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Inever would have found the inspiration and courage to give birth
to this book.
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VISIT OUR WEBSITE!
WWW.JOURNEYINTOMOTHERHOOD.COM

I RECEIVED SO MANY birth story contri-
butions for this book—we couldn’t possibly include them all in the
printed version. But I couldn’t bear to just cast them aside; they're
all so special! So please visit the website for more inspiring stories
of natural birth, including the story of a teenage mother and one
from the Australian outback!

You'll also find pictures—lot of them!— of the births and fam-
ilies you read about in the book. Be a part of their births through the
intimate images they captured on film, and share their most ten-
der moments in a whole new way:.

In addition to more stories and pictures of the families, the
website connects you with a wealth of resources and information
for the expectant mother. You'll find:

* Articles for expectant and new moms, including:
The Top 10 Secrets for a Better Birth
Breastfeeding tips
Natural childbirth advocacy information

* An online community, where you can:
Chat with other moms in a discussion forum
Be a part of discussions with the authors of the stories
Vote for your favorite story
Subscribe to a newsletter
Shop for pregnancy and birth-related resources, books,

DVDs and CDs that were mentioned in the book

Sign up for free gifts, booklets and bonus material

The website is also the place to send your friends and family
when they’re ready to submit their own story for our next book!
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INTRODUCTION

THERE WAS A TIME when I thought that I
never wanted to get pregnant. It wasn’t that I didn’t want a baby; I
was just plain scared of giving birth. At that time I had never heard
a birth story that didn’t inspire horror and tell of unbearable pain.

In my late twenties, after taking a few hypnosis classes, I dis-
covered that it was possible to use hypnosis to achieve a painless
birth. I was so excited! Now that I knew it was possible, I felt com-
pelled to explore that option. Just a year later, I had experienced a
nearly painless birth and was teaching that method to others. I
haven’t been able to contain my enthusiasm! I want to share my
knowledge... I want to do everything I can to help women defeat
the fear that has pervaded the subject of birth for as long as any of
us can remember.

I'have taught childbirth classes to hundreds of couples over
the years and I have been continuously frustrated for my students.
Every television show about childbirth seems to focus on and
encourage that horror, pain and fear. Most pregnant women
encounter random strangers who share unsolicited horror stories.
Even on the Internet, when I go looking for stories of positive birth
experiences, I am repeatedly horrified by what I read. Most women
don’t even realize that they are contributing to the fear and pain of
others by retelling tales of difficult births.
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JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

More and more women are shunning the horror stories,
actively seeking inspiration and evidence of wonderful, natural
birth experiences. Women dramatically increase their chances of
having a satisfying birth experience when they take responsibility
for educating themselves, and creating a supportive team and envi-
ronment before labor begins.

In support of this, I searched for stories of women who were
committed to creating the best experience they could; stories of
women who were really challenged as well as those who seemed to
sail right through labor; stories that instill confidence and dispel
fear, and strengthen the connection to our innate feminine wisdom.
Birth can be an ecstatic experience of unparalleled joy; a gateway to
the next chapter of womanhood; an experiential lesson in personal
power and trust in the divine.

Each story in this book is told in the authentic voice of a
mother, a woman who has completed the Journey and lived to
appreciate it. These stories chronicle some of the most vivid days of
awoman’s life. Following each chapter you will find notes from the
author, titled A Mother’s Guidance, on the resources and practices
she found most helpful as she prepared for and moved through her
Journey into Motherhood.

Whether you choose a medicated or natural birth, this book is
for you. These women will empower and inspire you, offering a
deeper understanding of what the female body is capable of, and
where the feminine psyche turns in moments of intense emotion
and vulnerability.

The intention of this book is not to dictate how you should
give birth; rather just the opposite—it was created to empower you
to make your own decisions, even in the face of popular dissent.
The decisions a woman makes about birthing her child are inher-
ently, intensely personal, and what is right for one woman would
not fit for many others. The book is designed to reveal the myriad
of options, techniques and tools available to pregnant and birthing
women, many of which you may not have heard of, so that you can
have the kind of birth that YOU want.
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INTRODUCTION

Accept the words of these women as guidance, and take only
what resonates with you. As many of them directly implore you, lis-
ten to your own inner voice on what is right for you and your baby.

Each person must make her own decisions, in collaboration
with her healthcare provider and parenting partner. Some people
may disagree with the decisions that some of the authors made,
but each story offers a contribution to a larger understanding of
the birthing process. Through these stories you will come to realize
that it is only the birthing mom who can do the mental, physical and
spiritual work required to bring a child out of her body and into
her arms. Even when women are surrounded by the world’s best
doctors, midwives, nurses, doulas, spouses, friends and family
members, each birth is, at some level, unassisted.

My dream is to see women demanding better care, and retelling
beautiful birth stories instead of horror stories. I hope that in subse-
quent birth story books, I can include stories from women who read
this book, were positively influenced by it and go on to have their
own beautiful births.

So, Happy Birthing! May you have the birth of your dreams.
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IKE THUNDER
RUMBLING THROUGH

BY KELLY CAMDEN

BEING PREGNANT brought me renewed
vitality, but as every mother knows, there comes a time when you
have had enough of being pregnant. Maybe it’s your body’s way of
preparing for the separation that is about to occur. In addition to
your own anticipation, there are the questions, the phone calls, and
people dropping by with hopes of seeing you in labor. Your hor-
mones are shifting and everyone wants to know, “HAVE YOU HAD
THE BABY YET?” Maybe these social annoyances are nature’s way
of conditioning us for the patience we will need as parents.

It was August and hot, of course. I was pitting the forty
pounds of cherries that I had picked from my favorite orchard. I
needed a project to pass the time, because I was nine-and-a-half
months pregnant. As I finished laying the fruit in the dryers, I
began early labor. I had the typical stream of emotions. Mostly I felt
excitement: it’s finally happening! Thad prepared our living room for
the birth a month before with a birth kit, birth stool, and a variety
of other things we would need.

Home birth is a common occurrence in rural areas of Colorado
and many women hire a licensed midwife. My midwives, Suzanne
and Jeanette, gave me such special care and attention throughout
my pregnancy; I knew I could rely on them during my birth. In the
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last weeks, we had been in contact every day, either by phone or by
home visits. When I called to tell them the good news, they assured
me that they were prepared to come at any time.

Since everything was ready for the birth, I decided to go out
to dinner. I was hungry and I figured this was my last chance to just
sit and eat. Besides, my baby’s grandparents had just pulled into
town and I wanted to visit with them. It was sort of nice, but my
meal and conversation were continuously interrupted. I would be
in the middle of a sentence and suddenly trail off... losing my train
of thought; another contraction. I was surprised that they kept
coming so regularly. The grandparents, seasoned in childbirth,
understood my incoherence, but I felt awkward when I couldn’t
carry on a conversation.

After dinner I walked home, and put everything and every-
one else aside. I labored through the night, sweating, moaning and
even vomiting at times. During my pregnancy I had read every
book on childbirth that I could find, watched lots of videos and
talked with nearly every mother in town. I understood the physiol-
ogy of childbirth, and part of my coping mechanism was to ration-
alize each sensation I felt. When there was immense pressure in my
lower back, I told myself, “OK, the baby is against my back and I
can counteract this pressure.” Luckily, the baby shifted positions
after a few contractions, so that feeling didn’t last long.

My midwife came over and spent the night with us. Although
her presence was comforting, I knew that I was the only person who
could give birth. I retreated to the deepest parts of my mind, review-
ing scenes from my childhood like an old film. Every spoken word,
whether or not it was directed to me, became a distraction. I wanted
silence. I just sat there, letting my body do its work. I didn’t want
to move or be touched, just to be still. Contractions came and went,
and in between I would drift off, resting without sleeping.

Unlike the hospital setting, where a classroom-sized clock is
staring at you from across the bed, I had a tiny clock placed strate-
gically behind me. But in the childbirth time warp, the hours, min-
utes and seconds didn’t hold any meaning. Soon the sunlight was
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shining softly into the room. My labor was changing. I felt the baby
moving, like thunder rumbling through me, and I had to surren-
der. I pulled together every bit of strength I had left. Suddenly I
was re-energized, as if I had slept through the night. For every bit
of pushing, I had to do just as much letting go. I could not hold on to
the fact that I was totally naked in front of a room full of people, or
consider the sounds I would hear coming from my mouth. I under-
stood why they call it the “urge to push”—I remember asking
Suzanne, “Do I have to wait for another contraction?”

Finally, at 9:03 on a Monday morning, my son was born. The
midwife immediately put him in my arms. I was stunned —the
sight and sensation of holding your own child for the first time is
not truly conceivable before it happens. He did not cry or breathe
right away, and it seemed everything was in slow motion. I was
speechless and holding my own breath. My midwife said, “Talk to
your baby!” as she suctioned his airways and he began to breathe.

I felt as if we were calling his soul into his body. My words
were probably a jumble, but in my heart I said, “I'm so glad that
you're here!” I watched him fill with oxygen and a rosy color
spread through him. He was aware, but silent, and we watched
each other closely. I felt that I was looking at a stranger, and gaz-
ing into the eyes of an old friend. Maybe, as he gazed back with a
slightly wrinkled brow, he felt the same way. I barely noticed when
our physical tie, a purple and shockingly rope-like cord, was sev-
ered. We had completed the journey and evolved into two indi-
viduals. With some practice I was able to nurse him, and we recon-
nected. Afterwards I began to cry. I was sobbing, not only tears of
joy, but also relief and gratefulness. I realized the fullness of my
being. Every muscle, every hormone and every action of my body
was nature. I had experienced the completion of one cycle, and
the beginning of another.

Instead, I read midwifery books and spoke with women

@ A Mother’s Guidance: 1 did not take any birth classes.
who had faith in the birth process. Some of the books that
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I read were Spiritual Midwifery by Ina May Gaskin, Heart & Hands:
A Midwife’s Guide to Pregnancy & Birth by Elizabeth Davis, Birth
without Violence by Fredrick Leboyer, and Immaculate Deception and
Seasons of Change, both by Suzanne Arms. I read everything that my
midwife had in her office, and anything in the library that sup-
ported normal birth.

The secret to having a great birth is... hire a midwife! Finding
a midwife for your hospital or home birth is the best thing that
you can do for yourself and your baby! The midwifery model of
care encourages freedom of movement, use of water during labor,
and no separation of mother and baby. Midwifery care is very
respectful of the process that mother and baby are experiencing.

Additional Thoughts: Kelly mentions that she strate-
gically placed her clock behind her. You will find that
0 it is much easier to labor if you are not concentrating on

how long it’s taking. If you are giving birth at a hospital, drape a
towel over the clock or take it off the wall.

Kelly Camden is the mother of two boys, both born at home. She has worked with fam-
ilies as a labor support and postpartum doula since 1999. Kelly facilitated the creation
of the Albuquerque Birth Network (www.abqbirthnet.org), an organization that edu-
cates the community about options for healthy pregnancy and birth, and advocates for
evidence-based care.



LOVE LETTER

BY ANNA STEWART

LISTEN, MY CHILD, I have a story to tell
you. On the day you were born, my whole body smiled.

The morning of your birth day, I got up about 8 a.m., had a
bowl of shredded wheat and orange juice for breakfast, and read
the newspaper. My friend Sue called at 9:30. I told her [ was tired of
waiting for you to be born.

I'hung up and tried to sit down on the couch again, but I was
too uncomfortable. I was feeling cramping and pressure low in
my pelvis. So I walked around the house, feeling restless. The
cramping got more intense in just a matter of minutes. I called your
dad at 9:50. “I think I'm in labor,” I told him, “but I'm not sure. I'm
going to take a bath so why don’t you finish up whatever you're
doing and come home.” I sounded calm but then I started to cry. I
felt strange—lightheaded, flushed. Dad was home in 10 minutes.
He found me leaning against the shower wall, the hot water mas-
saging my back.

Before Dad got home, I talked to you. I said, “OK Kyle, this is
it. We're going to birth you now. You tell me if there’s anything I
need to know. We’ll do this together, gently, easily. I love you so
much. I can’t wait to meet you and hold you in my arms.” I know
you heard me. Do you remember?
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My uterus was squeezing you down into the birth canal, hug-
ging you tightly, pushing you down firmly and softly. My contrac-
tions were two minutes apart, each lasting about 30 seconds. Dad
changed his clothes and called our birth assistant, Alice, between
contractions. I wanted him close to me during them. I got out of
the shower and walked around the house between contractions.
It was hard work but I felt exhilarated, energized, excited.

Alice got to our house at about 11 a.m. and watched me
through a few contractions. I was focusing on relaxing and keep-
ing my voice low. Alice asked me if I was nauseous. I was. She said,
“I think you're in transition. We had better go to the hospital.” It
hadn’t occurred to me that I would have to go anywhere. I was fully
concentrating on our belly hugs.

Dad drove to the hospital in a hurry, arriving in six minutes. I
was trying to hang on in the back seat as he changed lanes. I didn’t
want to sit down. At the corner of Broadway and Arapahoe, I cried
out, “I feel his head. I think he’s coming.” You were moving down
the birth canal, gently and easily, just like we’d talked about. Dad
was worried you'd be born in the car!

Dad stopped in the emergency entrance. I closed the car door
and tried to walk to the maternity wing, but I only got about 20 feet
before another contraction took over. I leaned on the pay phones
in the lobby and moaned loudly. Heads popped out of doorways
all down the hall. A nurse nudged me into a wheelchair and rushed
me to the maternity ward.

When I was ready, the nurse checked my cervix. I was com-
pletely dilated. She wanted me to start pushing you out, but it
wasn’t time yet. Dad put on the CD I had been listening to at
home, Ocean Dreams. You and I had listened to it many times as we
rested and prepared for this moment.

At one point when I was pushing hard, working with you,
squeezing Dad’s hands, I noticed Dad was crying. “What is it?” I
asked him. He could barely speak. I kissed him. “We’re about to
have a baby. Our baby,” he whispered. That was the moment he fell
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in love with you. He hadn’t seen you yet but he knew he loved
you as much as anyone can love someone.

Slowly, the top of your head emerged. Dad could see your
black hair. My body stretched big enough so your head could pass
through. You were born at 12:54 p.m. on Friday, October 7th. You
started breathing right away and making little noises. Finally, I got
to hold you in my arms. I was so happy... my whole body smiled.
I whispered in your open, curving ear, “Welcome Kyle. Welcome to
the world. Welcome to your family. We are so glad you're here.”

A Mother’s Guidance: Practice surrendering by breath-
@ ing and relaxing to music, especially in the last few weeks

of pregnancy when the reality of impending birth is
coursing through you. I took an independent/alternative birth
class and read tons of books, especially other women’s birth stories.
At that time, one of my favorite books was A Good Birth, A Safe Birth
by Diane Korte and Roberta Scaer. I also like Penny Simkin’s book,
The Birth Partner. Having a doula made a huge difference, both pre-
natally, because I could talk more about my feelings than I could
with my OB, and during the birth. A doula reinforced the belief that
birth is natural, and helped me stay centered and not get lost in
the hospital environment. I also “daydreamed” a lot by meditat-
ing to the same ocean sound track that I used in my birth.

Additional Thoughts: Before your child is born, write
Q out your vision for an ideal birth. Writing down your
0o intentions will help your mind and body to manifest
that. Then let go of that plan, so you are holding no expectations.
If you can think of your contractions as belly hugs or bear hugs,
you will perceive those sensations as something more pleasant.
Doulas are a wonderful addition to your birth team; they pro-
vide great emotional support, and so much more. There are two

large organizations that certify doulas: Association of Labor
Assistants & Childbirth Educators (www.alace.org) and Doulas of
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North America (www.dona.org). Interview at least three doulas,
and choose the one that both you and your parenting partner feel
most comfortable with.

Anna Stewart reads this story to her first-born on his birthday every year. They live in
Colorado, along with her husband and two other children. She has published over 250
articles, essays, columns and reviews, and is currently marketing two books for publi-
cation. She can be reached through www.motherhands.com.



HERISHING
EVERY SENSATION
BY SUSAN McCLUTCHEY

FroM THE MOMENT David and I dis-
covered our pregnancy, we were awash in blissful excitement...
tainted only by my fear of childbirth. After a lifetime of hearing
birth horror stories, I was worried about how I would handle it. But
at the same time, I didn’t understand why it should hurt. After all,
pain is usually a way for our bodies to tell us something is wrong,
yet pregnancy is a natural and healthy process. If Mother Nature
provided us with only one way to (naturally) complete a preg-
nancy, why would She make that one method painful?

With that question in mind, I began earnestly researching
childbirth... and I soon found answers. The more I read, the more
I realized that childbirth is not inherently painful. It is, however,
extremely intense and can be overwhelming without proper prepa-
ration and support through labor. When a woman is unprepared
for that intensity, she is likely to tense up and resist the process,
which leads to pain.

Armed with a new understanding of childbirth, I found a
course called HypnoBirthing that taught relaxation through self-
hypnosis. My husband and I enjoyed the classes, but when they
were over we still felt unprepared. Fortunately, we found supple-
mental resources on www.hypnobabies.com. Armed with these
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wonderful techniques, we settled confidently into a routine of prac-
ticing our relaxation, and waited for the big day with eager antici-
pation instead of fear.

We didn’t have long to wait! Four days before our due date,
our sweet little man came into the world and completely stole
our hearts.

I first began to suspect that labor was close when I noticed a
little bloody show late one Friday night. The show was still pres-
ent the next morning, and I was having easy little surges (that’s
hypno-speak for contractions) every seven to ten minutes for the
first several hours after  awoke. I was so excited to know labor was
starting, but I tried to remain calm, knowing it could take awhile.
I wandered downstairs, had some breakfast and made brownies
for the labor-and-delivery staff. By 9:30 a.m. the surges were four to
five minutes apart, but still gentle. I knew I wasn’t making dra-
matic progress, so I just napped and relaxed, enjoying time with
my husband.

When the surges intensified, David called our doula and she
joined us by noon. We were all happy and a little giggly with excite-
ment. In the midst of our mirth, David pulled out the video camera
to get some funny footage of me struggling to put socks on feet I
hadn’t seen in months. He turned the camera on our doula and
asked her to tell the audience who she was and why she was there.
Her dazed response: “Dude, I don’t know anything about babies. ..

1

I just brought the pizza!” The jovial atmosphere helped to keep
me relaxed, despite my excitement, and for the next few hours we
just hung out, chatting and laughing, while I used the birthing ball
and listened to my relaxation tapes.

To this point,  had been concentrating on staying relaxed and
visualizing my cervix opening easily. In the beginning, I worked on
using deep, relaxing breathing, but soon it just became second
nature. I spent quite a lot of time on my birth ball (which was really
a large exercise ball). When I felt a surge beginning, I would place
my hands palm-up on my knees and try to release all tension from

them. I found that if I kept my hands loose and free of tension, I

.40 -
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would automatically relax my shoulders, and the rest of my body
followed the trend. After doing this a few times I could feel a tin-
gling sensation in my fingers, and would picture all the tension in
my body flowing out of my fingertips. It wasn’t something that I
practiced prior to labor, I just found myself doing it.

We continued to relax and joke and have a wonderful time
while we waited for me to feel that I was making progress. My
surges grew more frequent, about two to three minutes apart, and
lasted well over a minute, sometimes peaking twice. The double
peaks concerned my doula, making her wonder if the baby might
be posterior. But thanks to my relaxation, the surges were still com-
fortable, despite the fact I was experiencing back labor. I knew I
wasn’t very dilated, but with my strange pattern of surges and the
fact that they were well under five minutes apart, I decided to go to
the hospital and make sure that the baby was well. When I felt
ready, I had a light snack and we headed to the hospital, elated
with the prospect of finally meeting our first-born child and finding
out if we would have a son or a daughter!

When we arrived at the hospital, we found that we had a full
moon working against us. With occupants in every Labor-and-
Delivery room, we found ourselves sequestered in a tiny triage
cubicle. Monitoring confirmed the healthy, happy state of the baby,
but despite strong and frequent surges, I had only dilated three
centimeters. My bag of waters was protruding down the birth canal
and was so taut that the baby couldn’t make any downward
progress. This was the reason my dilation stalled at three centi-
meters, and it was causing the back labor. The bag of waters had
the baby pressed against my spine, unable to descend. This awk-
ward situation caused a lot of pressure on my urethra, which inhib-
ited urination, but the relaxation techniques kept me from agony.
Using self-hypnosis, I was able to relax and stay comfortable.

We tried walking around to see if we could encourage my
membranes to rupture. Occasionally we would have to stop so I
could lean on the wall while the doula and David pushed on my
hips during surges (what relief!), but the nurses kept coming over

oA
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and trying to have conversations with me while I was concen-
trating. This was so distracting that we decided to forgo the bene-
fits of walking and head back to triage.

It sounds weird, but while I didn’t actually feel any pain, I was
well aware of its existence. It seemed like my relaxation acted as
a wall between me and the painful sensations that some women
experience during childbirth. If anything started to shake my con-
centration, I would feel a dark shadow looming over me, and I
worried that it was the pain about to come crashing over me like a
huge wave. Luckily, that thought always made me come up with
another way to relax, and the shadow never reached me.

While in the triage area, we heard three women deliver in
cubicles around us, but I was determined to hold out for a room! So
we just continued the relaxation, concentrated on visualizations of
my cervix softening and expanding, and endured the holding pat-
tern. David rubbed my back and shoulders when I needed it and I
continued listening to relaxation tapes. By this time my surges were
continuous, with no down time in between, and I knew I wasn’t
progressing. But David and our doula kept me calm and comfort-
able, and took turns pestering the staff for a room.

I continued using the birthing ball and taking walks to the
bathroom. I guess I was being overly optimistic by going to the
restroom all the time—TI still couldn’t urinate. Eventually I reached
the point where I needed to remain on my side with my eyes closed
to stay relaxed. | hadn’t had a break between surges in a few hours,
and it took all my concentration to stay calm. At some level I knew
that I had every right to be frustrated by not having a room, but I
just kept telling myself that I would be holding my baby very soon,
so a few hours didn’t really matter. I found myself thinking about
getting angry, then realizing the harm it would do, and consciously
deciding to be patient.

Finally, around 10 p.m. we got a birthing room! Once we were
settled in and had the lights turned down to a comfortable level,
I knew my body needed my water to break in order to progress.
I discussed the situation with my doctor and we decided to

12 -



CHERISHING EVERY SENSATION

intervene. It was the right thing to do, according to what my body
was telling me. She broke my water just after 11:00 p.m. I remember
being surprised by how warm the liquid felt when it came out,
and somehow that warmth helped me relax even further. I was
dilated to five centimeters, but after my water was broken I actually
regressed to four centimeters. Again, I had the fleeting thought that
I should be frustrated by my lack of progress, but decided such
thoughts were not helpful and remained patient.

Having my water broken was a huge relief to my body, and I
was lucky to experience a rest period when my surges were only
occurring every five to seven minutes. I took that time to go into
deeper relaxation, and I napped. With the membranes having
released, the baby could finally move down. The pressure on my
cervix really got things moving. When I awoke, I was in transition
and things became more intense. I was having trouble staying calm,
but David and the doula were miracle workers. They helped me
regain control by telling me how well I was handling the surges,
and reminding me that I was not going to experience anything
more difficult than what I had already handled. (They also kicked
out the rude anesthesiologist, who laughed at us when we declined
an epidural and said to let him know when we needed him.)

By 12:30 a.m. I was dilated eight or nine centimeters. Only a
few minutes later, I began feeling my body push with the surges
and asked for the doctor. When she arrived, she confirmed that I
was completely dilated and told me to push when I was ready. I
was relieved to hear that—my body had already begun pushing
without my consent!

When I shifted from my side into a sitting/reclined position,
the surges stopped almost completely. I was in absolutely no
discomfort and felt no surges, but since so many people were
standing there watching me expectantly, I still put on a show of
pushing from time to time. I felt like a stage actress who made a
grand entrance in front of a full house and promptly forgot all her
lines! Everyone was so fixated on me, and absolutely nothing was
happening! It sounds silly now, but I was so embarrassed about

.43 .
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not having any surges after asking for the doctor. I tried to dis-
creetly use the technique of breathing the baby down when I
wasn’t actively pushing. Despite my being ridiculous and trying
to do it without anyone noticing, it worked! The baby was nearly
crowning, but I wasn’t working with my body anymore. I was
annoyed that I had to do all the work, since I wasn’t having surges
to help things along. I finally asked to roll onto my side again, and
instantly relaxed into a wonderful surge that brought the baby to
crowning without any work on my part.

I rolled right back and started pushing with gusto. I loved
this stage! Prior to the birth, I had done perineal massage while
using relaxation techniques, and visualized crushed ice coming
down before the baby’s head, cooling and soothing everything
before it stretched around him. As a result, the pushing felt
wonderful and the smooth warmth of my son’s face and body
emerging from me felt like a massaging caress. I could feel every
magical little detail of him as he moved through and out of me. I
marveled at the sweet warmth of his skin against my birth canal
and cherished every sensation. It seemed as though the entire
world came to an expectant halt and nothing existed except those
of us in the room. Everyone responded to the sacred but joyful
feel of those moments by using hushed tones to give me quiet
encouragement and exclaim over the beauty of the event.

Our beautiful son Luke emerged peacefully into the dimly lit
room and was passed immediately into my hands, where he lay
while my husband checked to see his gender. The cord was very
short, so he stayed on my stomach for several minutes until it
stopped pulsating and we cut it. His brow was furrowed as he
peered back and forth from my face to David’s with a look of both
concern and interest. He had no interest in anyone else in the room,
and the three of us just gazed at each other in awe as David and I
told him how happy we were to meet him. From that moment we
were so utterly in love with him that we could barely breathe as the
weight of that devotion settled into our hearts. I will never forget
the feeling of his warm little body in my hands and my surprise at
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how clean and soft he felt. I had braced myself for him to be slimy
and bloody, but he was soft and clean and perfect.
Despite 19 hours of labor, I felt ready to run a marathon. Before
I even delivered the placenta, I told David that I was looking for-
ward to giving birth again—our doctor nearly fell over with shock!
Both my doctor and doula said they had never seen a more serene
and beautiful birth. Nurses from throughout the ward came by to
discuss the hypnosis techniques we used. Apparently we were the
talk of Labor & Delivery all weekend, and I like to think that hyp-
nosis for birthing will be taken more seriously there in the future.
I'had no soreness or aching whatsoever after the birth, never
needing so much as an aspirin. I loved my pregnancy, but the joy
of those 40 weeks pales in comparison to the exhilaration of
Luke’s birth!
A Mother’s Guidance: We worked hard to create a won-
Q? derful birth experience. The HypnoBirthing classes, sup-
plemented by tapes from the Hypnobabies website, were
invaluable tools for us. Since our first pregnancy, we have made it
our mission to let the pregnant women we meet know that they
have options—that birth doesn’t have to be a painful, drugged
and medically-controlled experience. We are currently expecting
our second child and are using the Hypnobabies course exclu-
sively this time.
Additional Thoughts: It really is possible —a pain-free
labor with an orgasmic pushing stage. Ina May’s Guide
oo to Childbirth by Ina May Gaskin can provide additional
information on releasing the fear of pushing.

Susan McClutchey is a chemical engineer and her husband is currently a stay-at-
home father. He also acts and does development work for local theaters and charity
organizations.
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ROM DENIAL
TO ECSTASY

BY MICHELE ZECK

YOU COULD SET A CLOCK by my menstrual
cycle. But when I was four days late, I focused on all of the physical
signs indicating my period was on the way. I bought an Early
Pregnancy Test on my way to work, just to put my mind to rest—
I’ knew I was not pregnant.

I went to the restroom the second I arrived. That stick couldn’t
have turned positive any quicker than it did... I was horrified! At
32, I had just gotten engaged to Rich, and did not want kids at all.
In a state of shock and hysteria, I tried to tell a couple of my co-
workers. I was incoherent, carrying on and pointing to the stick, so
distraught that I had to leave work. I headed straight to Rich to tell
him the news. I could not have asked for a more sympathetic man
as I sat in his office blubbering about the situation.

That night we talked over our options. Do we keep the baby or
do we give the baby up for adoption? I cried and prayed until I
finally fell asleep that night. The next day I had an overwhelming
feeling of peace about the pregnancy. It was a go. We accepted our
unexpected gift.

As we talked about the kind of birth we wanted—a hospital or
home birth—I made it clear that I am against any kind of pain

AT
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medication or anything that interferes with the natural birthing
process. I don’t understand why people would take care of them-
selves during their pregnancy but allow drugs to enter their body,
and the baby’s, during labor. Our bodies are made for birthing.
Labor pain won't last forever, and there is such a bright light at the
end of the tunnel. Although it can seem unbearable at times, I see
labor as such a small window of time compared to the bigger pic-
ture of growing and birthing a child.

We were aware of the problems that could arise if we chose a
hospital birth, but I didn’t know anyone who had given birth at
home. We talked with friends about our dilemma, and they knew
of a midwife who had been in practice for over 20 years and deliv-
ered over 1,000 babies. Encouraged by this sign, we contacted her
to set up an interview. She answered all of our questions and talked
with us about our philosophy on birthing. She advised us to not
make a decision right away, to think about our conversation for a
week or so.

We figured it would be smart to talk with my Ob/Gyn about
home birth. So we made an appointment, but before we could see
the doctor we had to fill out a stack of paperwork. Oh, brother!
Then the nurse proceeded to go through her routine, or as I call it,
“pushing us through like a herd of cows.” She gave us the “preg-
nant packet” full of propaganda, which annoyed Rich and I to no
end. We just wanted to TALK to the doctor, that’s it. Finally, we
were led to an examination room and I was told to get into a gown.
I said, “I'm sorry, but I'm here strictly to talk to the doctor. No
examination is going to take place.” Thank goodness Rich was
there, or I wouldn’t have felt brave enough to stand up for what I
believed should happen during that visit.

My doctor, a woman I really liked and had been to for five
years, came in a few minutes later. We talked about the possibility
of working with a midwife and having a home birth. While she was
open to a midwife, she objected to a home birth because of the fact I
had herpes. (Herpes can be passed from mother to baby during
birth, but only if the mother is experiencing a breakout.) I was so
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grateful that I had already discussed this with my midwife. She
had put my concerns to rest right away, educating me on foods and
immune-boosting supplements that would suppress breakouts.
She had safely delivered many babies with moms who had herpes.
To hear my doctor try to scare me with the herpes angle did not
make me happy. She said she respected our feelings about whether
or not to vaccinate our baby, and other choices we wanted to make,
which made me feel better. However, she couldn’t guarantee she
would be on call when I went into labor, and she warned me that
the other delivery doctors wouldn’t be as open-minded. That was
all I needed to hear. I wasn’t going to give birth under such uncer-
tain circumstances.

After we were done with the question-and-answer session the
doctor said, “I see you didn’t want an exam.” I confirmed that we
were just there to talk, so the office charged us for a consultation,
which our insurance does not cover. That was the cherry on top of
the whole unpleasant experience.

The next day we called the midwife, Yolanda, and told her we
were ready to work with her. We met the following week to fill out
some paperwork and exchange expectations, and just to talk. She
told us that she did not conduct vaginal exams until the home visit,
which is two weeks before your due date. She had a 0% infection
rate. She does not offer any drugs for pain and will only do epi-
siotomies if absolutely necessary. During the birth she uses oil and
massage to help stretch the perineum and make it more elastic.
Yolanda also advised me to use ginger for morning sickness...
those ginger tablets were my best friends for months. Peppermint
oil was also helpful for my tummy. Our next appointment was in
two months, which would put me at 13 weeks along.

Our first real appointment with a midwife was astonishing.
The wealth of information she had blew me away. My husband has
children from a previous marriage and even he was flabbergasted.
He told her that no doctor had ever taken the time to include him
in the prenatal discussions, or teach him how to help prepare a
woman’s body for the birthing process.
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In my second trimester I was feeling so much better, now that
the nausea had left. But that is also when the fear set in... I was so
scared of the pain of labor. Some days that’s all I thought about,
and I knew I had to take control of my mindset. I told Yolanda
about my low tolerance for pain, and asked what I could do to cope
with my fears. She encouraged me to read Birthing from Within by
Pam England and Rob Horowitz, an excellent book. It was key to
helping me manage the pain issue, but also so much more. It is per-
fect for women planning a home birth, or a hospital birth.

Ineeded to hear the baby’s heartbeat, and we finally did for
the first time at about the 17th week. Until that day, a part of me
was still in denial about being pregnant. I didn’t want to get my
hopes up in case something went wrong during my first trimester.
Once I heard that little heart beat I was overwhelmed with happi-
ness. I really was pregnant! There really was a little person growing
inside me. The reality of having a baby finally set in.

The more I read my book, Birthing from Within, the more
thrilled I was and the more confident I became that I could have a
perfectly wonderful home birth. Birthing at home can be a very
daunting thing for most people. My mom and friends resisted the
idea at first. All I heard was, “What if, what if, what if... hospitals
are safer and better equipped to handle emergencies....” I told
them to educate themselves about home births and hospital births
before making a judgment call. As I shared more and more infor-
mation with them, they gradually opened up to the idea.

Two weeks before my due date, our midwife came for a home
visit. She examined me and confirmed that all was well with the
baby and me. She checked our birthing supplies to make sure we
had everything we would need. Rich and I were so ready to have
a baby... we were just waiting for the baby to be ready to join us.

And then, the day came. It was about 3 a.m. when I started
feeling uncomfortable so I went downstairs to lay on the couch.
By 4 a.m. I was sitting at the table, reading a chart in a book, try-
ing to determine if those sensations were fake contractions or true
contractions. I honestly didn’t know. According to the book, I was
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having some of each. I timed them, but there was no consistency.
By 5 a.m. I knew they were true contractions, coming about one
minute apart. An hour later I yelled upstairs, telling my husband to
call our midwife.

I'lay over the side of the bed, breathing and talking to Yolanda.
She asked me questions, trying to discern if I was in true labor. She
was just finishing up with another birth and was about 30 min-
utes away, but said she was on her way. Rich called my mom to
tell her I was in labor and asked her to pray for us.

Yolanda arrived at the house at 7:30 a.m., bringing with her
an energy of calmness. I was safe and at peace with her there. I felt
the safest in our bedroom, so that is where we stayed (along with
our dog and cat). I can’t remember much of what she said to me but
I remember that Yolanda’s voice was very soothing. Rich was at my
side the whole time. Whether I was in the bathtub or on the toilet
wanting to throw up, he was there. He was my rock.

My midwife would not let me stay in any one position for too
long. She believes that different birthing positions encourage the
baby to move into the birth canal. She was right. By 8:30 a.m. I was
dilated to eight centimeters. My water still had not broken; it never
really did, it just leaked a little at a time. By 10 a.m. I was fully
dilated and ready to push. My husband was a great coach, and I
clung to him like never before. I needed him, and he came through
like a knight in shining armor!

Yolanda listened to the baby’s heartbeat one more time before
I started pushing. Believe it or not, I asked her if she could tell what
sex the baby was by the heartbeat, and she said yes.

With each contraction I pushed deeply... I wanted the baby
out and I wanted it out now! For the first 20 minutes of pushing I
was on the bed, and then I moved to a birthing stool. That was
perfect. As our baby was crowning, she told me she could see the
baby’s head and that it had lots of hair. She lowered a mirror so I
could see, and then I put my hand down to feel the hair. How
incredible that moment was! To feel part of the baby before it
entered this world was just magical. Yolanda gave me specific
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instructions, telling me to stop pushing. She was preparing the
baby’s opening with oil, massaging it to stretch with the baby so
there would be no tearing. I started pushing again, but had to
stop—as much as I didn’t want to, I knew what the consequences
would be if I didn’t. With one final push, the baby emerged face up.
Yolanda told me to grab my baby girl and pull her out. What a glo-
rious experience, to pull your child out of your body and welcome
her into the world!

Shea Kiley lay on my chest with the cord still attached for 10
or 15 minutes before Rich cut it. I was helped up onto the bed and
started nursing my precious angel. God was good to me. Every-
thing went exactly the way it should have—perfect.

A Mother’s Guidance: Having a home birth with a mid-
Q? wife was my key to a great birth. Birthing is difficult,

that’s just reality, but to give birth in the comfort of your
home can make it an awesome experience. Choose a midwife who
explains everything to you and lets you know how your preg-
nancy and labor are progressing. She will reassure you that you
are doing a great job, and you won't be stuck in bed or have mon-
itors hooked up to you. (That idea scared me, and felt like we
would be anticipating problems.) What a story you get to share
with your child —that they were born in their home!

Q Additional Thoughts: One of the most important things

you can do at the beginning of your pregnancy is to
oo carefully interview doctors or midwives. If you do not
feel comfortable with them at the beginning of your pregnancy, you
probably won’t feel any different when you are giving birth. You
can find a great list of interviewing questions in the appendix of

this book.

Michele Zeck is a stay-at-home mom to one daughter. Her husband Rich has managed
a chiropractor’s office for the last four years.
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OWN TIME

BY CATHERINE AMADOR-LOCHER

I ONLY PUSHED twice before Lola shot
into the world. After a long couple of weeks with less-than-enthu-
siastic contractions, my daughter suddenly decided she was in a
hurry, and my active labor was quick. She didn’t come out slowly,
like most babies: first the head and then the shoulders, and finally
the tiny body. She came into the world all at once. It was as if she
wasn’t going to let anything stop her. Not even her own cord could
get in her way.

I gave birth to my first child, Jonathon, when I was in my
early twenties. Throughout my first pregnancy I was scared and
overwhelmed, but very excited. While Jonathon’s birth was one of
the most intense and thrilling experiences of my life, laboring in
the hospital was less than satisfactory. My doctor broke my water;
they hooked me up to an internal fetal monitor, making it impos-
sible for me to walk around. Fourteen hours and a routine epi-
siotomy later, I delivered my son. Jonathon’s father cut the cord
and then there he was—in my arms, my beautiful boy. I was
thrilled with my new baby, but couldn’t help wondering if I'd
missed out on something....

I'hadn’t been emotionally comfortable in a hospital setting,
and I knew there had to be a better way. Over the next few years I
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researched labor and delivery, reading every book I could get my
hands on. I studied everything from routine hospital births to unas-
sisted ocean births. It was when I began reading Mothering maga-
zine that I decided to give birth at home with my next baby. I didn’t
know at the time that it wouldn’t happen for another 16 years.

Jumping ahead to a new life and new marriage, I was 36 when
I tried to conceive my second child. I was having ovulation prob-
lems, and had undergone fertility treatments for almost a year
when my husband Jason and I decided we needed a break from the
emotional roller coaster. We were both getting nervous about long-
term consequences of the continuous Clomid doses, and we were
both tired of being disappointed month after month. We took a
breather to find our balance. We were happy raising Jonathon, and
knew we were blessed even if another child wasn’t meant to be. We
didn’t stop trying; we just stopped thinking about trying. Well, to
be totally honest, I have to admit that I never really gave up think-
ing about getting pregnant; I just stopped obsessing over it and
gave my emotions a break. It was nice to let go and get back to “us”
for a while.

After about three months, we were mentally and emotionally
prepared to begin treatments again. This time we would have my
husband tested as well. I knew he was uncomfortable with the
idea, but I also knew that having a baby was just as important to
him as it was to me. He was willing to do whatever was needed to
get some answers.

I don’t know if it was luck or relaxation... I like to believe it’s
because we finally grounded ourselves, and that a precious little
soul decided it was time. The day before Jason went to his doctor’s
appointment, two lines on a home pregnancy test confirmed what
we had barely dared to suspect—we were pregnant! We were
thrilled with the news, and in shock that we actually did it. No
drugs, no monitoring, just two people and a lot of love. I kept
thanking the baby over and over for choosing us. I called everyone
I knew and announced that there was finally going to be a baby!
Our dream was coming true.

.24 ...



IN HER OWN TIME

Because of my research, we knew we wanted a home birth. I
had worked in the local health food store the year before, and one
of my best friends from there was able to guide us to a wonderful
midwife, April. I couldn’t believe the difference it made to have
her come to our home for my prenatal visits, as opposed to going
to the doctor’s office. She took her time and would stay for a cou-
ple hours, talking with us about any concerns, hopes, dreams or
fears we had. She gently poked and prodded my growing belly,
checking both the baby and me. She carefully showed my hus-
band and me just where our baby’s head, shoulders and butt were
at each visit. After my appointments I would feel radiant with
confidence that both the baby and I were doing well. I fully
trusted my midwife’s assessments.

In contrast, the doctor I was seeing at the same time would
come into the exam room, listen to baby’s heart, check my blood
pressure and tell me he’d see me again in a few weeks. The whole
thing would last ten minutes, at most. I was never reassured or
comfortable. We were only seeing him because of my age, and we
wanted to get the appropriate tests to make sure everything was
going OK. It was a huge waste of our time.

Everyone has their own comfort levels, and every decision is
personal and should be honored; but for us it was such a relief to
finally separate ourselves from the doctor and rely solely on my
midwife and her wisdom. My family and I formed a very close
friendship with her, and we trusted her explicitly. She became fam-
ily. I realized that we were in the best of hands and that it was OK
to let go of my age-related concerns. I had a great pregnancy, and
it was only the last couple of weeks that I felt uncomfortable.

Every day throughout the last few weeks, I experienced con-
tractions off and on, some Braxton-Hicks and some more painful
contractions, but nothing that was leading into true labor. After a
night of being sure it was time, only to have the contractions stop at
four centimeters dilation, I was getting really frustrated. Despite all
the time it took to get pregnant, these last couple of weeks seemed
the longest part of our journey. I knew this was normal, but I didn’t
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care; I was sure I was the most pregnant woman ever... and I
wasn’t even past my due date yet! I was ready to see my baby.

We had decided on a water birth, so the birthing tub sat in our
home, empty, waiting. My mom and sister had flown in to sup-
port us through the birth, and April was standing by offering
words of encouragement and patience, but Lola wasn’t quite ready
for her debut. My poor husband never knew if he should stay
home from work or not. I was trying to be patient and to have faith
in my body, but some days were harder than others.

The day after my due date, April came over to conduct a bless-
ing ceremony and foot wash with me. The ceremony was simple;
she shared a few words of blessings and washed my feet, thank-
ing me for allowing her to participate in this sacred event and
assuring me she would be there to help guide my baby into the
world. It was very moving, and when she proceeded to dry my feet
with her long hair, my tears started to flow. The love I was receiv-
ing from her and everyone else in the room pulled me into such a
serene space, at peace with my body and our baby. I was able to
let go of any impatience and discomfort, and finally find balance. I
released any concept of a due date and decided to enjoy the last few
days I'd have my daughter all to myself. So with this new attitude
in place, I didn’t think much about it when the contractions started
again—I was certain it was more false labor.

It was March 23rd, two days past my due date, and the
Academy Awards were on. We had just sat down with some bur-
ritos when I started to feel crampy again. Peter O’Toole was
awarded an honorary Oscar. My mom told us that the night she
and my dad saw his Academy Award winning performance in
Lawrence of Arabia was the night she’d gone into labor with me.
She said maybe it was a good sign. We all laughed and carried on
with the evening as usual. I didn’t say anything about the cramps
I was having; they were like the others I'd had all week, so I didn’t
want to get everyone excited. At about 11:00 p.m. we decided to
go to bed.
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My husband immediately fell asleep, but I wasn’t feeling too
great. I got up to use the bathroom, sure that the burritos were the
cause of my discomfort. The cramps were getting stronger, so I
decided to take a shower and try to relax. I let the hot water mas-
sage my lower back, knowing that if it was false labor the water
would relax me enough to slow down the contractions. It felt good,
and afterwards I laid down again but the cramps kept coming.

I still wouldn’t allow myself to believe this was it, so I got up
and took another shower. While the water once again felt good, it
wasn’t helping the discomfort as much as the first shower had. I
started to get more excited. I lay down again and felt a definite
change with the next contraction... it took my breath away! I
reached out and squeezed Jason’s arm, unable to talk through the
pain. Realizing what was happening, he got up and helped me
walk through the next several contractions. He was my rock and
my balance. I would wrap my arms around his neck and he would
hold me up, gently stroking my back. Finally I told him we should
call the midwife. By now it was almost 1:00 a.m.

While I woke up my mom and sister to tell them that April was
on her way, Jason began filling the tub. Everyone was excited. The
contractions were coming every 30 seconds, and getting stronger.
My midwife arrived about 1:45 a.m. and checked me. I was dilated
to five centimeters and fully effaced! Yay!

I'was given the go ahead to get into the tub... I practically ran
to it. It felt incredible to sink down into that warm water. T had been
moaning throughout my contractions, and now April reminded
me to visualize my cervix opening up. As my “oh’s” became a
chant of “open... open...” I began thinking how relatively calm I
was still feeling. I never “checked out” or got at all dreamy with my
contractions. I was handling them vocally, even singing through a
couple of them. I'm not saying it didn’t hurt, because it did! But
they were not overwhelming me.

I was thankful to be in the water, as it was helping me handle
the contractions. I was feeling very balanced, and I waited for the
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desperate feeling of the transition stage to hit. Since it hadn’t come
yet, I figured I still had a lot of time before baby was ready to make
her entrance. Almost immediately after this thought, my contrac-
tions became more demanding... within seconds I was feeling the
urge to push. The time was 2:35 a.m.; I'd been in the tub for about
half an hour. I asked my mom to go wake up my son so he could be
present. I was happy that she and my sister could be there with us,
and I was feeling so much love for everyone in the room.

The pressure was building and I told my midwife that I
couldn’t hold back, so she checked me and said that any time I was
ready I could go ahead and bear down. But I already was! My body
was working just like it should. My midwife saw my unbroken bag
of waters bulging and said that Lola’s head was right there too. The
only thing going through my mind right then was that I had to get
this baby out. So with my next push, I gave it all  had. I felt the
rush of water as my bag broke and said, “Here comes the water!”
At the same time, April swooped Lola up out of the tub and said,
“No, here is your baby!” She came out all at once, like a bullet. The
time was 2:37. The membrane from the water sac was still cover-
ing her body; she was born en caul.

Jason had been saying throughout our pregnancy that she
would be born in her bag of water, and he was right! I looked down
and saw her big eyes looking around from inside the sac, and
noticed a bubble around her nose and mouth. The midwife pulled
the membrane away from her face and there was my beautiful lit-
tle girl, just looking up at me. She was breathing fine and already
turning pink. I looked up at my husband and saw his face covered
in tears. A feeling of serenity filled me. She was finally here, and
she was perfect.

I was marveling at the beauty of my new daughter, oblivious
to what was going on around me, when suddenly the midwife
asked, “Where’s your cord?” I laughed and said I didn’t know,
but then I saw real concern on her face. About four inches of
umbilical cord was hanging from my daughter, and the other end
was coming out of me. The tub had a lot of blood in the water.
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Apparently our new daughter was in such a hurry to get out that
she broke her own cord! April immediately clamped Lola’s end
and said I needed to get out of the tub. I asked her if Lola was OK
and she reassured me that the baby was perfect; it was me she
was concerned about. I felt very calm and allowed myself to be
guided to the bedroom. There was no way to be sure that all the
blood was from the cord, and she wanted to get me in bed to
check for tears and hemorrhaging. She also wanted to get the pla-
centa out to make sure it hadn’t pulled away from my uterus
when the cord broke.

Once they got me settled the midwife clamped the cord and
went to work, checking my yoni for tears and making sure I wasn't
losing any more blood. I had the smallest of nicks and we delivered
a healthy placenta within 15 minutes. She concluded that the blood
had in fact come from the pulsating cord and that I was in perfect
health. When she measured the cord, adding the few inches from
Lola’s end of it, she figured it to be around 16-18 inches in length.
Although she didn’t talk to me about it at the time, she thought that
if it had been extremely short, that would explain why it had
snapped. Since it wasn’t too short, she could only guess at what
caused it to break. She was just thankful that it didn’t pull off from
Lola’s navel, or snap before she was through the birth canal,
thereby cutting off her oxygen supply. In 20 years as a midwife, she
had never had anything like this happen. I'm sure we caused her
a few new gray hairs that night!

Through all of this I was feeling great and kept reassuring
everyone that I was fine. I even exclaimed, “Let’s do this again!”
causing everyone in the room to laugh. (The next day she asked me
if | remembered saying that, and if I really wanted to go through it
again. I told her, of course! She said that is usually not one of the
first things she hears from a mom who’s just gone through labor,
and she laughed again.) The adrenaline was surging through my
system. I was thrilled with our gorgeous girl, and very happy that
we were able to realize our dream of delivering at home, in water.
I was so thankful that we were both healthy and happy. Most of
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all I was grateful that we had decided to trust our midwife so
much. If we had given birth in the hospital, I'm sure labor would
have lasted longer, and upon discovering the broken cord they
would have taken Lola away while they assessed the situation. As
it was, Lola never left my arms and no one panicked. April handled
it with a wonderful calmness that kept everyone at ease. We will be
forever grateful to her for being there with us and guiding our
daughter into the world with such love and peace.

Lola weighed in at a healthy seven pounds, eight ounces, and
was very alert. She knew exactly what to do when I put her on my
breast, and she ate with gusto. We all felt very blessed that early
morning. After a couple hours, April went home to research any-
thing she could find on umbilical cords breaking at birth. She heard
from one midwife who said she’d experienced something similar
several years before, but no one else had ever gone thorough some-
thing quite like this. Thankfully there were no ramifications from it.

The balance I achieved right before giving birth is still strong,
and I'love every minute of being a new mom again. Lola and I went
through an incredible journey together, but it was only the begin-
ning. I love watching her learn and feeling her love. Her smiles
light up a room and I realize once again that the most important
things in the world are right there in that smile. Even with all this
goodness, I can’t help but wonder if the details of her birth are mere
hints to what we have in store as she gets older. How many cords
will she snap on the road to growing up? How much symbolic
blood will I lose as I guide her to adulthood? No matter what, I'm
going to be there, patiently helping her through each process, expe-
riencing all her joys as well as her sorrows, and learning some valu-
able lessons on staying balanced along the way.

A Mother’s Guidance: My strongest advice for an expec-
tant mom is to make sure that she is completely comfort-

able with her surroundings, and to maintain control of
her environment. Sometimes hospital personnel or family members
can be intimidating, but I believe that if the mother (or her primary
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support person) remains in charge of the situation, it will help her
relax more during labor.

Fear is probably the biggest barrier to overcome in labor. It can
be especially difficult with first babies, because you don’t really
know what to expect. You can read everything, but until you go
through it you never really know. But trust your body. During
Lola’s birth I was very aware that my body was working the way
it was supposed to. I would whisper to my belly, “It's OK Lola, we
are doing this together.”

Finally, make sure you have 100% trust in whoever you have
chosen to be with you in the birthing room. This includes any and
all doctors, family members and friends. If you don’t like your doc-
tor while you are pregnant, it will be that much more difficult to
deliver. A woman has every right to change practitioners, and
should never be made to feel guilty or intimidated into staying
with someone she doesn’t completely trust. The same goes for fam-
ily and friends who want to be with her. If she just wants her part-
ner, then she needs to be able to say that. My sister just had her
first baby, and during labor she had her husband’s entire family in
the labor room with them. She wasn’t progressing, and she finally
looked around and realized that she couldn’t relax because of
everyone in the room. So they kicked everyone out, and an hour
later had a beautiful little boy. I was comfortable having my
mother, sister and son with us, but I had also set down some guide-
lines on what my needs were and how each one could help them be
met. It was a wonderful and empowering experience.

I did not take any classes to prepare for this birth. Although I
learned Lamaze techniques before my son’s birth, I found that the
breathing wasn’t really helpful for me. With my second pregnancy
I did a lot of meditation, and found Robert Bradley’s book Husband
Coached Childbirth to be very helpful. The relaxation techniques
were great; I especially liked the suggestion that if you relax your
face, the rest of you will follow. I also read Birthing from Within by
Pam England and Rob Horowitz, and The Birth Book by William
and Martha Sears. I would highly recommend both of these books.
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Spiritual Midwifery by Ina May Gaskin was also a very good
resource for me.

I also stayed active during my pregnancy. The last month I
was still swimming three times a week with my husband on his
lunch breaks.

My midwife taught me that by opening my mouth and chant-
ing or moaning, I would help my cervix open. During the last
phase, when the contractions were almost on top of each other, I
would focus on a picture we have hanging on the wall and chant,
“Open, open...” while imagining my cervix opening up. That was
the biggest help of all in handling the pain.

Q Additional Thoughts: The blessing ceremony, which

has gained tremendous popularity, is a non-denom-
0o® inational tradition that nurtures, honors and celebrates
a woman'’s transition into motherhood as a rite of passage. Friends
and family come together to give love, wisdom and support that
will empower the mother to face the labor and birth ahead. It is a
positive and powerful ritual, and sets the tone for a wonderful
birth experience.

Another great tool that Catherine used is a warm shower.
Warm water on the breasts and stomach can really get labor going,
as well as relax the mom. Visualizing the cervix opening is also
very helpful, and the image of rose or lotus flower opening is often
used. Visualizing the opening of the hips, as well as the cervix, can
also help labor progress, as tension and fear tends to accumulate
in that area.

It is rare for a baby to be born “en caul,” meaning in the amni-
otic sac. In some cultures, a baby born this way is believed to have
psychic gifts.

Catherine Amador-Locher is a stay-at-home mom who loves art, writing, music and her

family. She is currently studying to become a certified doula. Her husband Jason is an
architectural draftsman at a small architectural firm that designs custom homes. Both
Jason and Catherine attended Humboldt State University in Arcata, California. They
currently live in Kailua Kona, Hawaii, with their son Jonathon, daughter Lola, dog Rita,
and their two cats, Elvis and Alobar.
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SECRET
HOME BIRTH

BY GINA KENNEDY

My HUSBAND RoB and I have three chil-
dren, all born naturally. During our first pregnancy, we knew we
wanted to have our baby naturally, but we had no one to turn to for
support or advice. My mom could barely remember giving birth
in the 1960s. She said she had been so drugged, she hardly knew
her own name! In the 1980s, my older sister had a C-section
because her baby was breech. She went on to have two VBACs
(vaginal birth after cesarean), but not without anesthesia. In speak-
ing to other parents that we knew, we had not come across anyone
who had a natural birth. It was frightening for me to realize that I
was attempting to do something that had not been done by anyone
familiar to me.

I'began to read everything I could about natural childbirth. It
may sound extreme, but in 1995, choosing to have a natural birth
was a bit of a battle. My husband and I found that there was not
much of a support system in place for women who wanted to give
birth naturally; you had to work hard for it. We had to listen to
our elders say, “Just take the drugs, why put yourself through all
that pain?” They honestly believed that the drugs were harmless.

Today, a few clicks on the Internet will teach you that the drug
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in an epidural may be just a few molecules away from crack cocaine!
We had to deal with many ignorant people who would ask us,
“What is a midwife?” In the next sentence, they would be lectur-
ing us on why we really should use a doctor to have a baby, when
they didn’t even know that most midwives have more hours and
training in birth than obstetricians.

Our first two children were born at a birth center in Pennsyl-
vania, where the staff included midwives with an obstetrician on
call who could assist if circumstances led you to deliver at the hospi-
tal across the street. It was a great facility, with four bedroom suites
decorated much like a home. In the corner of each suite was a large
tub for anyone who wanted to labor in warm water. In the lobby
area, there was a nice living room with a full kitchen, a play area
for children, and plenty of room for siblings and grandparents to
be together while waiting for the arrival of their newest family
member. They even had great flags that announced “It’s a Girl!” or
“It's a Boy!” for the proud siblings to display on a special pole out-
side the building. It was the perfect setting for us to birth our babies.

When it came time to have our third baby, we had just moved
to New Jersey and found that there were no birth centers in the
state at that time. We did our research and found a nearby practice
of midwives who delivered at a local hospital. While living in
Pennsylvania, we had not considered a home birth because the
birth center was just perfect, and we were concerned that our home
was too far away from the nearest hospital, should complications
arise. While I always held the idea of a home birth in the back of my
mind, Rob was uncomfortable with the idea. I never really pushed
the issue, until we toured the hospital I was to give birth in.

During the hospital tour for expectant parents, I watched him
raising his hand to ask questions about every detail of the tour.
People were beginning to make faces. It seemed that Rob was per-
plexed by every other sentence that came out of the tour guide’s
mouth! For example, he wanted to know why the babies were sep-
arated from the mother between the delivery room and recovery
room. He was told it was a safety matter. The babies needed the
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heat of an incubator to stay warm while being transported from
one room to another. Our first two babies stayed warm on my chest
after they were born. They nursed and cuddled and never left my
side. When my husband explained this and questioned their rea-
soning, they said that it was an insurance matter, and it would be
unsafe for the baby to be held in the mother’s arms while they were
transported from one room to another. Then came the question,
why were we moving so much from room to room? Nothing made
sense, and we sadly seemed to be the only ones on the tour who felt
that way. We left the hospital tour disgusted. After our experiences
at a birth center, we knew we could not possibly give birth there. At
this point it didn’t take much to convince my husband that maybe
we should reconsider a home birth, so I made an appointment with
alocal midwifery practice.

We met with two midwives, Gee Gee and Linda, to discuss
whether we could be candidates for a home birth. By this time I was
in my seventh month, so we needed to meet with the back-up obste-
trician and have my medical records sent from the other midwifery
practice. I was healthy and having a good pregnancy, and with two
previous natural deliveries, it didn’t take much to deem me a suit-
able candidate for a home birth. We were very happy about our
decision. It seemed as if a weight had been lifted. There were no
more uneasy feelings and fears about whether the hospital staff
would allow us the type of birth we wanted. We knew that the
home birth would be the best for everyone in our family.

Unfortunately, we could not tell our parents about our home
birth plans—they had been questioning our decision to use mid-
wives since our first pregnancy. We were lectured constantly.
“Shouldn’t you have a real doctor there?” Talk about not having
support! Not only was there no one we could call on for advice
about natural childbirth, everywhere we turned we found ourselves
defending and explaining our choices. So we kept the big secret.
We pretended that we were still using the midwifery practice that
delivered at the hospital, and we privately prepared our young
children for the home birth.
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My husband didn’t care who knew we were having a home
birth, but I could not bear the thought of all the difficult conversa-
tions that I would inevitably find myself in. I just didn’t have the
energy or attention to satisfy other people’s curiosity, or deal with
their insecurity and lack of faith in nature. I much preferred to con-
centrate on preparing my two young children for the day they
would witness a miracle. Our son was five years old, our daughter
two and a half. Our midwives offered a library full of videos and
books that we could take home and share with the children to help
them prepare for the birth. Birth in the Squatting Position was by far
their favorite video... they liked to see the placenta hit the floor!
They kept asking me to rewind it, watching it over and over in
amazement. It was one big science project for them.

We chose to have a water birth in our sunroom. This was also
a big hit with our children, because the birthing tub looked just like
a kiddy pool. Our midwife dropped it off at the house a few weeks
before my due date, and from that point on we got many requests
from the children to set up the pool. They were ready!

When the baby was ready, the contractions began on a week-
day morning. I went about my usual business, taking my children
to school and their other activities. By the afternoon, I was in labor.
My husband came home to set up the tub. It came with a sterile
liner that needed to be attached to the inside of the tub prior to filling
it. I tried to relax on the hammock in my yard while Rob prepared
our sunroom. When he came outside to check on me, something
made me ask if he remembered to put in the sterile liner. He smiled
and quickly headed back inside to empty the tub and start over.

A few weeks before this day, we had made the decision to let
my older sister Michele in on the big secret so that she could be
there to support us. We knew we could count on her, even though
she had not experienced natural childbirth herself. She was some-
one who sincerely wished that she had, and was not the type of
person who would question our decision. She arrived and helped
bake a birthday cake (organic carrot!) with the children while I
labored. I preferred to labor in the warm water of the tub, but got
out a few times to let gravity help things along. It was a perfect
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labor. I used the buoyancy and warmth of the water to manage my
pain, and I walked around a bit to help the labor progress.

My support team was amazing! The midwives used a Doppler
to listen to the baby’s heartbeat, but they allowed me to labor nat-
urally, without internal exams that could introduce or increase the
chance of infection. My doula, Denise, held firm pressure on a
point between my thumb and hand, and helped administer home-
opathic remedies for labor that had been prescribed by our family
homeopath. Even my five-year-old son, Robbie, held my hand dur-
ing parts of the labor.

I remember telling myself during each contraction, “You won’t
remember this pain.” That mantra had worked well for me during
my previous labor, and it was true—1I didn’t remember the pain. I
kept thinking about holding my new baby. After a few hours, I felt a
change in my contractions, a feeling similar to having to poop.
Suddenly I was unaware of my surroundings. I was unaware that
Denise had begun to take incredible photos of the birth. I was on my
knees, leaning on the edge of the tub with my arms folded. GeeGee
had placed a mirror on the bottom of the tub so that she could see
what was going on without disturbing my comfortable position.
Denise’s camera caught the reflection in the mirror, and you could
see a dark shadow protruding... my baby’s head making its way
out. I concentrated on keeping my breathing deep and slow. I
remember Linda saying, “Keep it low,” which helped me moan
through the pain in a productive way. Anytime my voice got high, it
broke my concentration and my breathing became erratic.

It was dark outside, and the room was softly lit. My water
broke during my first push, and my baby was born slowly through
the next three contractions. I was not aware of whether or not my
children were in the room, until I heard my daughter Erin’s sweet
voice say, “Baby.” She was at the edge of the tub, watching as his
head came out; then a pause; then his shoulders and waist came
out; another pause.... He was floating with his arms out; then his
legs followed, and with a hand from his dad, he floated up into
my arms. Denise’s photos captured the entire sequence, as if it had
been shot as a movie and then edited into freeze frames. It was such
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a gentle birth. The whole time, Robbie was at the edge of the tub
taking pictures with his camera. Since Denise was also taking pic-
tures, the back of Robbie’s head is in many of her photos. It is really
funny to see the Mickey Mouse instamatic sticking out from the
side of his head as he clicked away. He wanted to be the one to
identify the sex, and when he took a look, he squealed, “A pee-
pee, it’s a boy!”

I got out of the tub so that Molly could draw the cord blood for
storage. Molly was a CNM associate who had asked to come along
for the experience of drawing the cord blood. Stem cell storage was
still so new at that time, and many midwives were not experienced
with the practice.

My baby nursed immediately and then rested on my chest
while we collected the cord blood. My children got impatient with
me, asking, “Where’s the placenta?” The midwives laughed at how
eager they were to see the placenta. The children took turns trying
to cut the cord, and my husband helped their tiny hands manage
the scissors. After I delivered the placenta, Linda took the children
to the kitchen table for a “placenta show.” She taught them every-
thing they could possibly want to know about it. Robbie took a
whole roll of film of the placenta spread out in the middle of my
kitchen table. We still have the pictures, all 36 of them.

After the newborn exam, we had our birthday party. Our chil-
dren opened up their big brother and big sister gifts, and pre-
sented the baby with the gifts they had selected for him. We had
birthday cake, took some more pictures, made some phone calls
and went to bed. The next day my children went to school with
Polaroid snapshots of themselves holding their new baby brother.
At a parent-teacher conference a few months later, my son’s
kindergarten teacher commented about the birth, wondering if his
description had been a tall tale or not. It was not every day that a
five year old came into her classroom announcing, “Mommy had
a baby in the sunroom last night.”

Our children still love to talk about that night, and our little
baby Liam, who is now three years old, loves to look at the photos
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and hear the story of his birth. We hope that through the photos
and the telling of Liam’s birth story, our children will have a good
foundation when it comes time for them to have their own children.

A Mother’s Guidance: You have to seek out the people
@ who think like you. If you don’t have friends or relatives

who have experienced natural childbirth, you will need to
be very proactive to get the information and support you need.
Some general advice: shop or browse at your local health-food
store. You are likely to run into other pregnant women there. Start
conversations. Ask other customers or the staff for recommen-
dations for a good midwife or prenatal massage therapist. Seek
out the information and support you need. Go to prenatal yoga
classes. Make sure your childbirth preparation class is really geared
towards natural birth. (We were surprised to find that the most
famous course was not!) Go anywhere that you may find child-
bearing people who think like you! A natural birth is the healthi-
est thing you can do for yourself and your baby. It is something that
requires dedication, faith in yourself, and a heartfelt desire to stay
in tune with nature.

I came across a book called The American Way of Birth by Jessica
Mitford. It was a compelling, historical overview of how birth had
changed over the years in our country. I was amazed by how noth-
ing in modern obstetrics seemed to support a natural birth. Many
people our own age told us how they had to have a C-section
because there was fetal distress or the cord was wrapped around
the baby’s neck, and thank God for the doctor. We wanted to say;,
“Well, lying on your back can decrease oxygen to the baby, and that
will cause some distress....” But we bit our tongues, seeing how
inappropriate it would be to tell someone what they should have
done. In fact, it would have been just as inappropriate as what they
were doing to us, sharing their horror stories!

Know in your heart and mind that you can have the type of
birth you want. Remember that women have been giving birth
for years and years. If painkillers and interventions were always
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necessary, humankind would not exist! I recommend the following
publications: Mind over Labor by Carl Jones, Gentle Birth Choices by
Barbara Harper, and Mothering magazine.

Additional Thoughts: If you are committed to attend-
ing a natural childbirth class, you may have to find one
0o that is not associated with a hospital —an independent

class. Hospital-affiliated educators are often not allowed to advo-
cate for natural childbirth.

Gina Kennedy and her husband Rob live in Spring Lake, New Jersey, with their three
children, Robbie, Erin and Liam. They run an indoor instructional basketball facility
called Rebounds in Neptune, New Jersey. They spend summers in the Pocono
Mountains of Pennsylvania, where they own a basketball camp that has been run by the
Kennedy family for more than 40 years.
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BY LAURA KAPLAN SHANLEY

IT’s A WARM NOVEMBER MORNING in
Colorado. I haven’t slept well and I'm irritable. My husband David
and I have been fighting and I'm nine months pregnant. I've been
feeling contractions for the past 24 hours.

David says he is going to the library. Good, I think to myself.
I need peace and quiet. The minute he leaves, my contractions
change and I know birth is imminent. Four-year-old John and two-
year-old Willie are sleeping. I think about calling my friend, Laurie,
but decide not to. This time I am giving birth alone. John had been
born into David’s hands in our bedroom, and Willie had been born
into mine, with David and John standing nearby. I know I can do
this one myself. This is my challenge. This is my mountain to climb.
I know I can do it.

I take a shower. The contractions are intense—more intense
than they were with previous labors, but this time I am alone, and
I know I am afraid. The water soothes me. I cry. “I am not afraid,”
I say aloud. “I CAN DO THIS!”

I get out of the shower and take out my little baby bathtub so
I can stand over it and catch my baby. The phone rings, and for
some reason I answer it. It's a secretary at the university wanting to
order donuts—I run a donut delivery service out of my home. I
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tell her I'm in labor and to call me back later. She panics and says,
“But who am I going to give this donut order to?” I hang up the
phone and laugh.

I return to the bathtub and straddle it. I am not pushing. This
baby is coming out on her own. I look down and see a face covered
by a thin film. The baby is still in the water bag. It breaks as she
slides into my hands. She looks into my eyes as her body emerges. ..
I am elated. There is no one else in the world, only she and I. She is
the most beautiful gift I have ever received. I hold her close and
cry. I have climbed the mountain. I have reached the top and been
rewarded beyond my wildest dreams!

Within minutes the placenta slips out as I squat over the bath-
tub. I tie and cut her cord and put her in a baby seat. Suddenly,
I'm exhausted. I lie down on the couch and begin to hear strange,
lovely sounds—ocean waves gently crashing on the shore, and
wind chimes—but we are a thousand miles from the sea and there
is no wind today. I am in ecstasy.

The boys wake up, kiss their sister, and make me a glass of
chocolate milk. I drink it down and ask for more. An hour later I get
up and take a shower. I feel wonderful. As with my second birth,
there are no after pains. We all get dressed and put our new baby in
a white wicker doll carriage. Down the street we go, off to find
David. I am floating on air. I am high.

We find David. He kisses me. He kisses our new baby. All is
right with the world.

A Mother’s Guidance: Remember not to do too much. The
@ same loving, intelligent consciousness that knows how

to grow an egg and a sperm into a human being, knows
how to get it out. Nature, God, is efficient. It completes the
process—if we let it. Our job is simply to relax and allow our bod-
ies to work the way they were designed.

Childbirth without Fear by Grantly Dick-Read was my favorite
book during my first pregnancy. I also liked Spiritual Midwifery by
Ina May Gaskin, but no longer feel good about recommending it
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as I find it too limiting. These days there are several wonderful
birth books on the market that do a much better job of reassuring
women that giving birth can be a safe, empowering, ecstatic
experience—The Power of Pleasurable Childbirth by Laurie Morgan,
Unassisted Homebirth by Lynn Griesemer, Prenatal Yoga and Natural
Childbirth by Jeannine Parvati Baker, and my own book, Unassisted
Childbirth. My favorite birth magazines are The Mother Magazine,
The Compleat Mother and Pandora’s Box.

Additional Thoughts: According to the author of this
Q story, Laura Shanley, less than 0.33% of births are un-
0o assisted, and the numbers are rising. Of those, there
are no statistics on how many were planned unassisted or
unplanned unassisted. There are about 20 to 30 unassisted child-
birth newsgroups online, with one of the largest composed of

over 900 members.

Laura Shanley is a writer, speaker, poet, and author of the book Unassisted Childbirth.
She and her family live in Boulder, Colorado, where Laura runs an online bookstore
and a nanny referral service. More information on Laura and her books can be found
at www.unassistedchildbirth.com.
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EAVENLY SCENT

BY LEANNE MITCHELL

I HAVE BEEN OFFERING labor support and
postpartum doula services, as well as specializing in pregnancy
massage, for five years; so planning and conceiving my first child
was an exciting step for me, both personally as a woman and pro-
fessionally. It was finally time to step beyond the informational
books, trainings and professional experiences, and turn inwards
to apply them to my own life. Conception marked the beginning of
an amazing journey and course in self-realization, one that carried
all the way through the birth of my son, Jahsiah.

For years I had anticipated a home birth. But that dream was
shattered when I discovered that I carry two genetic blood disor-
ders. One trait, called Protein S deficiency, I inherited from my
father; Factor V Leiden came from my mother. Carrying both disor-
ders meant my pregnancy was classified as “high risk,” and a
home birth was discouraged. I was heartbroken.

I was closely monitored for blood clotting by the perinatol-
ogy department. My doctors insisted I begin anticoagulant medica-
tion immediately, continuing through six weeks postpartum, when
the risk of blood clotting would be at its highest. I thoroughly
researched the clotting disorders and challenged the doctors,
requesting that they consider my research and allow me to proceed
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with a non-medicated pregnancy. The perinatolgists made several
comments about how impressed they were with my research and
proactive stance. They ultimately “agreed to disagree” with me and
allowed me to take my own chances, under two conditions: they
would monitor me closely throughout the pregnancy; and I had to
agree to take anticoagulants, starting at 36 weeks and continuing
through six weeks postpartum. I was satisfied with this com-
promise and agreed. It was a frustrating process at times... the
close monitoring, ultrasounds, Doppler scans of my veins, and
non-stress tests twice a week for the last month. Deep down inside
I knew everything was OK, and that feeling never left me, not once.

For 40 weeks my husband and I had awaited the estimated
due date of April 13th. As that day approached, I anticipated any
and every change that my body could go through to show me signs
of labor. On a day of reflection, as I looked back over the entire
pregnancy with amazement, I sat and talked with my baby about
how we would be meeting any time now. I imagined my labor and
birth, and talked to my son about how very important it would be
to work together through the labor, and that we needed to com-
municate with each other to help his birth move as smoothly as
possible. I told him that there could be some discomfort, but prom-
ised that it would be short lived in comparison to the enduring,
immense love that I would give to him for the rest of his life. The
day ended with no signs of labor, but I felt a deep sense that it
would be starting soon.

Anticipation grew throughout the week until finally, on the
morning of April 19th, I awoke with mild cramping, very similar to
menstrual cramps. My family was in town, so I wanted to keep
everything between my husband and I to avoid too much focus
on me. My experience as a labor doula had taught me about the
problems that a laboring woman could experience when under
the well-meaning but intense scrutiny of family members and
friends. So much attention from others can be very distracting, and
often keeps a woman from completely surrendering to her labor.
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It’s as if the birth becomes an event, instead of the truly intimate
and serious process that it is between father, mother and child.

As the day proceeded, the cramping stayed very consistent
and then I developed some spotting. I called my labor support
midwives, Michelle and Gerri, to let them know what I was experi-
encing; we agreed to keep in contact throughout the day. I had
planned on doing a lot of walking around in labor, and I did... to
the bathroom! I wanted to see if I was still spotting, which reas-
sured me that this was the real thing, and I knew that the more
frequently I emptied my bladder the more room the baby would
have to move down. Little did I know, my sister was keeping a
mental note of how often I was using the bathroom, and the
amount of attention I was giving to my cramping. I thought I was
being so sneaky. At 1:30 p.m., during lunch at a local restaurant, I
told my husband it was time to go home. Labor was definitely pick-
ing up to the point where I needed to get comfortable in my home
environment. By then the entire family had figured out that I was
in labor, and our excitement danced throughout the conversations.

Once we were home, we lit some nice candles, turned on relax-
ing music, and moved into the active stage of labor. I had a good
idea of what I needed to do and which positions would be most
effective, so I managed to flow with the rhythm of labor.

My plan to keep my family involved during my labor did not
go as well as  had hoped. My husband and I had made arrange-
ments for my mother and sister to stay at a local hotel while I was
in labor, but when we asked them to go they got very angry and
aggressive, giving ultimatums and threatening to leave town. No
laboring woman should have to deal with family politics between
contractions—I needed to focus. To minimize the stress, I decided
to just go with the flow and allow them to stay present, but told
them they either had to help or stay out of the way completely.

Around 5:30 p.m. my wonderful midwife/doula arrived and
a very strong sense of confidence came over me. I believe it was
because I felt so safe and well taken care of. I labored in the bathtub,
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in the shower, on my knees with a birthing ball, sitting on the
birthing ball, hanging on to my husband, and leaning on the back of
the sofa... we moved around a lot! Between contractions I rested
deeply, almost asleep, taking advantage of the well deserved breaks.
I listened closely to my body as it labored, staying active and
hydrated to avoid exhaustion. I had to take it one contraction at a
time, and allow the experience to be whatever it needed to be —to let
go of the need to control the situation.

Ilearned along the way to relax everything in my body, includ-
ing my excitement, and let my mind stay steady with thoughts of the
baby moving down. I was actively visualizing his birth, over and
over, and over again. I kept the mental and physical relaxation
steady through deep breathing and moaning with each contraction.
Moaning allowed me to take long breaths, and to follow my voice
instead of my thoughts. I know that these coping strategies, as well
as my confidence in the people surrounding me, contributed to a
relatively short active labor of 11 hours.

My midwife checked my dilation and the position of the baby
around 9:00 p.m.—I was five centimeters dilated and the baby was
very low. We decided it was time to go to the hospital, based on my
steady progression and the need for time to adjust to a hospital envi-
ronment. Shifting into a “managed” environment, I really didn’t
know what to expect. I knew anything could happen and I
reminded myself to stay strong, informed and focused.

We arrived at the hospital by 10:00 p.m., and as we walked
through the hospital, I did not rush. I continued to hold my “medi-
tation,” not letting the new environment disrupt my progress.
During the admittance process, if I was asked a question during a
contraction, I let them know I would answer in a moment, and 1
paced myself the entire way through the emergency entrance to my
laboring room. Once in my room, everyone worked together to
keep me comfortable and recreate the environment we had at
home. The nurse did a vaginal exam and let me know that I was at
seven centimeters.
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I utilized every space available in my laboring room, including
the birthing ball. Two hours later, another exam confirmed that I
was nine to nine-and-a-half centimeters dilated. Almost there! I fol-
lowed the cues of my labor support midwife to do some light push-
ing in a squat position, and all of a sudden, I felt my son’s head do
an unforgettable slide down and under my pelvic bones. The doc-
tor on call was not nearby, so my midwife grabbed her gloves and
guided my husband’s hands into position, in case birth was
moments away. At that point I was asked if I would like a mirror
to see my son. I declined, focusing intently to keep my thoughts
away from any discomfort... the sight may have just been too real
for me. The doctor arrived, suctioned my son’s nose and mouth,
and with one more gentle push my son was born into his father’s
hands at 12:42 a.m.

My first sight of my son will never leave my memory. As I
write this, tears are welling up in my eyes. Only at that moment did
I really unconditionally love. I had never known the feeling in my
life. His beauty radiated within my husband’s heart and mine. His
first cry was like a psalm, and his scent was just as heavenly. He set-
tled quickly to my voice and looked at me with the most loving
stare, and then closed his eyes and rested peacefully. I would labor
and birth a million times over just to see my son for the first time
again. It was incredible! I have entered into a part of my life that
only the hearts of other mothers know, and it is unexplainable.

Notes from Michelle, the Midwife

Iaccompanied Leanne to her first perinatologist consultation;
she asserted herself intelligently and was received by the doctor
as such. They interacted well and the doctor became empathetic
to her concerns, leading to mutually respectful negotiations. They
worked together on a plan that satisfied the doctor’s concern for
the mom and baby, while keeping intervention to a minimum. In
my spirit I knew she would have a perfect birth and that she would
not have a problem from her inherited blood traits, but we all
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agreed that we must put the mother’s safety first and yield to cau-
tion. As a result, she had the perfect hospital birth. It was the most
amazing, peaceful, nurturing, respectful hospital birth that I have
experienced in my twenty years of attending births.

A Mother’s Guidance: At the end of my pregnancy, I read
Q? the book Active Birth: The New Approach to Giving Birth

Naturally by Janet Balaskas. It gave me the confidence that
I could do this. This birth experience showed me strength, courage,
faith, love and confidence. It was an education in the value of a
good relationship with your caregivers, and being able to express
to them all that you want and don’t want, even if you have to meet

in the middle.

Leanne Mitchell and her husband Patrick live in Vista, California, with their son
Jahsiah. Leanne is a massage therapist as well as a labor and postpartum doula. Patrick
owns Quashi Surfboards.
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PIVOTAL MOMENT
BY NANCY MCINERNEY

LIFE IS FULL OF PROGRESSIONS, and wond-
erfully exciting moments that will shape who you are. If you pay
close attention, and listen to the small voice within, you'll find
transformation hiding behind your decisions.

I had wanted to experience natural childbirth with my first
child. Unfortunately, I was surrounded by people who had never
even considered a drug-free, vaginal birth. I myself was a C-section
baby, and my sister had only C-sections; both my mother and sister
told me that I couldn’t have a baby “normally.”

I gave birth to my first child in the hospital with drugs and an
epidural, and the experience was far from perfect. I was so caught
up in my excitement about having my son and being a new mom
that I let other people have too much influence in my decisions
about how to do things. I only breastfed a short while, as all my
family and friends at that time discouraged it, telling me it was
too hard, that I would never get enough sleep. I listened because I
was afraid and unsure of myself. I also had my son circumcised,
which Iinstinctively knew not to do, but did anyway. It was not
until years later that I was able to face the pain of how I was treated
in the hospital, and how I had let others tell me what to do.I had a
lot of disappointment and guilt to overcome before I could move
on to having another child.

.54 ...



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

By the time I was ready to give birth again, I had grown con-
siderably in my ability to trust myself and do what I needed to do.
I had studied herbal medicine, which took me on a journey of heal-
ing both my body and my spiritual self. That phase of my life took
me up to upstate New York, where I attended an herb symposium
that introduced me to Jeannine Parvati Baker, a shamanic mid-
wife. She birthed all six of her children at home, home-schooled her
children, and is an amazing mother. I instantly felt a connection
and realized I needed to empower myself. I decided right then that
I would not birth my next child in a hospital.

I'was living in Brooklyn, New York, and believe it or not, there
were only three home birth midwives in all of New York City. The
one I chose happened to live three blocks away. However, right
after I became pregnant, I lost my job in a domestic violence shelter.
My husband was just starting a new job and I had no insurance... a
scary place for a pregnant woman to be. I had to find a job fast,
and find insurance. I went on prenatal Medicaid, which doesn’t
cover home births, and hoped it would all work out. To apply for
Medicaid, I had to go to a hospital and have all the routine tests
done, including ultrasound. Nothing was working out as I had
planned; I was stressed, to say the least.

When I went to have my ultrasound done, the nurse brought
in a female doctor to tell me that I had placenta previa, and there
was no way I could have a normal, vaginal birth. “Doing so could
kill you and your baby,” she said. I was horrified, and asked her to
explain again. She seemed annoyed and probably assumed I was
uneducated because I had Medicaid. I was only four months preg-
nant, and knew you could not decisively diagnose placenta previa
that early. (Editor’s Note: Placenta previa is a condition where the
placenta is positioned very low in the uterus, and threatens to or
even does cover the cervix. If the cervix opens while the placenta
is covering it, the woman will hemorrhage and the baby’s oxygen
supply is cut off. An important thing to remember about a
diagnosis of placenta previa: As the uterus grows with the baby, the
position of the placenta shifts. Someone who is diagnosed with this
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condition early in her pregnancy should be checked again as the
pregnancy progresses. It is often a self-correcting condition.)

Inever went back to the hospital. I was committed to trusting
my body and myself. I knew that if I did have placenta previa, I
would probably experience some bleeding around the seventh
month. I didn’t have any bleeding, and proceeded to go into my
ninth month without any complications. The hospital’s diagnosis
was incorrect.

I eventually found a job and had the insurance I needed, but
it was a very stressful time for all of us. Through it all, I continued
to say, “I will have this baby at home.”

On the morning of July 21st, I awoke at 2:00 a.m. I was hav-
ing some bloody show and bad cramping. I felt sure it was time. I
called my best friend, Holly, and she came right away to help me
and to watch my oldest son while I labored.

I was very calm, but very afraid as well —I still did not have
total trust in myself. Through the early part of my labor, I walked
outside with Holly, snacking and drinking herbal teas. I felt alive
and excited. Then after about 10 hours of fairly easy labor, it all
changed. I became very afraid and wondered if I had lost my mind.
I wasn’t at all sure that I still wanted to have a home birth. What
the hell was I thinking? Oh my God, I cannot do this.

I'sat in my bathtub with my husband, and he helped me so
much by just being there. I then went to my bed, where I immedi-
ately felt safer. My bed, my wonderful bed! It was a pivotal
moment—the safety of my bed relaxed me enough to calm me. I
imagined myself as a flower opening, getting wider and wider, and
I opened my legs as wide as they would go. I allowed the pain to
just be, instead of fighting it. I was very quiet, and everyone else
sensed the need to be quiet, even my four-year-old son. I needed
the quietness to help me. I didn’t even know who was in the room.
I went into myself and began facing it all. I began to realize that this
was a defining moment in my life.

At the same time, I was very afraid of pushing. When the time
finally came, I panicked. This was the most difficult time for me. I
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had not been able to push with my first child; the epidural had
made me too numb, and the doctor resorted to forceps. The mem-
ories of someone else pulling my baby out of me were still in my
mind, and at some level I believed that I just couldn’t do this by
myself. I wasn’t sure what I should do, but the midwife kept say-
ing, “You will know.”

There is a moment in labor when the woman realizes that
there is no turning back. On the threshold of a new chapter of her
life, she literally pushes her way through thoughts of, “I am having
a baby and I am not quite sure I am ready for it, but it’s hap-
pening.” I most definitely needed to hear positive remarks from
everyone around me at this time, and they were amazing in sens-
ing that need in me. I remember hearing, “You can do this,” and I
believed all of them when they said it.

I continued to feel very afraid of the pain. It was quite intense,
but also very different from earlier contractions. I was able to push
my son out in thirty minutes. I felt like I was tearing, but I wasn't.
I remembered reading that the first response to vaginal pain is for a
woman to close her legs, so I just kept opening as wide as I could
and it really eased the pain for me. I went with it, and just allowed
my body to feel all that I could. We have the inner knowledge that
is necessary to get us through anything.

When my son finally came to me, I was just so unbelievably
happy that I had given birth, and done so without one drug or
intervention. It was the most empowered I ever felt. I just felt so
high and amazed at myself, it was truly a surge of power.

I am still high from that day. On a weekly basis, I draw upon
the strength that I found in birth. When I start to doubt myself and
my abilities as a mother, or as a person trying to get through life, I
look at the videos of both of my children’s births. They call me
within myself, and remind me that I can do anything!

A Mother’s Guidance: Don’t believe everything you hear,
especially in a hospital. I have worked in hospitals

throughout most of my career as a social worker. You
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have to understand that it is someone’s workplace. They aren’t
always interested in your highest path; they may be tired, or sick
of their job, or wishing you would just hurry up and have that
baby. Continue working on trusting yourself throughout your
pregnancy and entire life. Write down your fears and worries in a
journal—it helps to get them out of your head and onto paper.
Write letters to your baby and explain how you feel. It helps you
keep in touch with all that is happening. Trust in yourself, and
have only people around you that you feel safe with. Don’t be
afraid to say what you want, and remember to open your legs
wide. Allow the pain to be a part of you.

I'love Mothering magazine. I read every issue and owe them a
lot. Anything written by William and Martha Sears is good, and I
loved Ina May Gaskin'’s Spiritual Midwifery. I also adore Jeannine
Parvati Baker and her words of wisdom.

I did take Lamaze classes with my first pregnancy. I think
childbirth classes are great and would recommend them only if
the person teaching them is really in support of natural childbirth;
otherwise you may get a lot of scary propaganda.

Nancy Mclnerney and her husband Tim live in upstate New York. Nancy works in a
hospital as a case manager. She is planning on going to nursing school to get her RN
license, and then moving on to midwifery. Tim is a fourth-grade school teacher. Finn is
in kindergarten, and is quite shy but a comedian at heart. Kieran is in fifth grade and
still remembers the birth of his brother.
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ATER BIRTH
UNDER THE STARS
BY GAYLA MAY BURDEN

THE MORNING OF APRIL 22nd was the first
day of my 38th week, and I felt different. As I rolled out of bed
I felt a tiny bit of water dribble down my leg. But just a tiny bit. I
wasn't sure if this was a sign or not, so I went about my day... but
stayed at home. About 1:30 p.m. I felt some mild cramping. Again,
I didn’t think much of it, and when I talked to my husband, who
was at work, I told him not to bother coming home early. He
reminded me that when I went into labor, he would need time to
fill the hot tub, where we planned to birth the baby. So I thought
twice and told him to come home.

I called my midwife, Yelena, and told her how I felt. She said to
keep in contact with her, that this was most likely it. Well, it was. By
the time my husband came home, I needed his help in timing the
contractions. I kept walking around through each one. I felt like my
body was starting to transform. Change was happening fast.

At 7 p.m. I phoned my midwife again, and as we were speak-
ing my water gushed onto the carpet like a broken water balloon.
This was the beginning of a new stage, and the contractions were
coming on strong and fast. I stayed on my feet, rocking back and
forth to ride them out. Circling my hips really helped. My mid-
wife had said to phone her when I needed her, and suddenly, I did.
Our baby was coming soon.
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When my midwife arrived I felt like it was just in time. The
contractions were starting to overwhelm me. She suggested a
shower, which was very calming, but I was just itching to get into
the hot tub. I had read every story on www.waterbirthinfo.com—
twice. I think I had them memorized, and those memories were
pushing me to the hot tub. When my midwife checked me and
found that I was already at five centimeters, I was elated. She gave
me the go-ahead to get into the tub, so at 8:45, in I went. The water
felt so wonderful. It was a warm spring evening, and night had just
begun to set in.

My husband and I had done many test runs to gauge how
long it took the hot tub to fill and heat up, and it was a good five
hours. My labor was moving fast, and it had only been four hours
since we filled it so the temperature was only up to 83 degrees.
Once I got into the water the contractions slowed down a little. So
my wonderful husband connected a garden hose to the hot water
heater inside the house and started pumping it in. The water cir-
cled around my body like a warm blanket.

The transition stage came on fast. I remember looking up at
the stars and letting out a scream that felt animalistic. I moaned and
moaned as I felt the baby’s head making its way down. My hus-
band gently rubbed my back, and the midwives took the baby’s
heart rate a couple of times.

When I was ready to push, they asked me to get out of the
tub. The midwives were concerned that the water wasn’t hot
enough for the baby. Well I thought it was damn close enough!
Nothing was getting me out. It wasn’t 98 degrees yet, maybe only
92, but I wasn’t moving. I panted, “Babies have been born in the
Baltic Sea in Russia, I'm not getting out.” They looked at each other
and said, “OK.” I knew my baby would be just fine; something
deep inside told me. I trusted my instincts.

The pushing stage went fast. As the head started coming
down I gave some really strong pushes. I remembered reading that
many women enjoyed reaching down to feel the head emerging, so
I did. Then I grabbed my husband’s hand and had him feel it too.
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Our baby’s head was covered in hair. Touching our child for the
first time gave me a lot of encouragement to push the head out.
We had the hot tub light on low so we could see, and when his
head came out he had his eyes wide open. I looked down and there
he was, staring back at me. I rested for a moment, then pushed the
rest of his beautiful little body out. My husband put his hands
underneath him and gently brought him up to the surface.

The cord was kind of short, so I couldn’t nurse him right
away. My husband and I just held him for a few minutes in the
water. It was amazing to see this new person emerge into the
world. In a matter of seconds, we had shifted from a family of
two to a family of three.

We got out of the tub and walked inside. Our family room was
quiet and warm, with soft music in the background. It was just
like a dream. We sat on the couch and got acquainted for a while.
After several minutes with the lights very low, my husband said,
“So, what is the sex of our baby?” (We hadn’t had any ultrasound
tests, so we didn’t know ahead of time.) I had been so caught up
in birthing that I hadn’t even thought to check. It had been so dark
outside, and the lights were so low inside, we hadn’t noticed. I said,
“I feel little balls, I'm pretty sure it’s a boy.” And it was. Logan
James had been born.

My husband cut the cord, and about 25 minutes later I was
ready to release the placenta. I got on my hands and knees and
gave a huge push; out it popped, right onto the floor. It was big and
beautiful, and completely intact.

The birth was more wonderful than I ever could have imagined.
Ithappened so fast. From the time I got into the hot tub to the time he
was born was about an hour. The entire labor lasted about four to
five hours, and I know it was so short because of the water. I think
water birth is a miracle; it makes birth wonderful and enjoyable.

The process was perfect, without interruptions and distrac-
tions—just like I wanted it to be. I didn’t want a circus of people
around me. I love my family very much, but I felt that it was impor-
tant to have very few people there. I believe people birth naturally,
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just like animals, when we are left alone. Our bodies know how to
take over. I'd do it again right now, and again tomorrow. I look
back on the experience and get excited to do it again soon.

A Mother’s Guidance: Research made such a difference
@ in my understanding of birthing. With that wonderful

website out there and with the help of many books, I have
come full circle. I used to believe that I would have a hospital birth,
with drugs, and maybe not nurse my child. Yet I had a home birth
(naturally), and am a proud member of La Leche League. Thank
the heavens for the Internet. It literally changed my life... and
Logan’s! He is stronger and healthier than most babies his age;
even his doctor agrees. And he loves the water!

I am so thankful for the water birth. It has been a dream, not to
mention an empowering experience as a woman. It has made me
realize that I am strong, and capable of anything.

Your surroundings play a huge role in the birth experience;
studies have shown that the very minute you walk through that
hospital door, your pulse rises. I believe we need to be left alone,
to birth like the mammals we are, doing what comes naturally in
your own environment. At my birth I had my husband, my best
friend and two midwives. I told them to leave me alone for most
of the time, and for me, that was what I knew I needed; to be alone,
to know help was there, but not to have people hovering over me
or talking around me. I believe my birth was fast because of that. I
was totally relaxed and moving at my own pace; no one told me
to push, I did it myself.

Logan’s birth changed my life. Having a gentle birth, and hav-
ing things my way, on my terms, gave me a confidence and wom-
anly power I never had before. Birthing naturally makes you realize
there’s nothing in life you can’t conquer.

I decided not to take childbirth classes. I do not agree with
the Lamaze or Bradley approach. However my midwife gave a
short class and incorporated some Birthing from Within techniques
that I liked. I also found the following books helpful: Water Birth:
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A Midwife’s Perspective by Susanna Napierala and Immaculate
Deception 1I: Myth, Magic and Birth by Suzanne Arms.

Gayla May Burden and her husband Justin live in San Jose, California, and have one
son, Logan James Burden. Gayla is a full-time stay-at-home mom. Justin works as a
Qlazier with architectural metal and glass.
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Y LITTLE FLOWER

BY TRICIA KRUSE

As I siT watching my child pick dande-
lions and rinse them off in a bucket, I am reminded of how my lit-
tle “flower” came to be. My birth story begins on a beautiful day
in September....

Atnine months pregnant, I had been sleeping on the couch for
quite sometime. The couch was so firm, and when Ilay on my side
my big belly fit perfectly into the crook between the two cushions.
It was about 5:30 a.m. when I rolled from my living room oasis
and stood up to go to the bathroom, and a little trickle went down
my leg. I have often heard of women who mistake their water
breaking for accidental urine leakage, and I always wondered how
that could be, but for a split second it happened to me too. Then I
realized what was happening! As I made a beeline for the bath-
room I grabbed the phone. I called my mom (who, fortunately, is an
early riser) and said, “Mom?” to which she responded, “Yes?” in a
voice about two octaves higher than normal, elevated with antici-
pation of news. “I think my water broke,” I said, starting to explain
what had happened. AsIsat on the toilet and talked, a huge rush of
water suddenly flowed out.

I got cleaned up and went upstairs to change. When I opened
my drawer it woke my husband up. I told him everything was
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OK, so he went back to sleep. (I figured it would be nice to let him
sleep as long as possible since I was pretty sure it was going to be
a long day.) I quietly moved back down stairs and began making
travel arrangements with my mom, who regrettably lives 1000
miles away.  hung up and tried calling our travel agent, but of
course it was too early. I called my mom back and told her to get
ready, although I knew her birth bag was packed even before mine
was! I promised to call her back once our travel agent was in the
office. The next call I made was to my office to say I wouldn’t be
in today—or ever again.

I proceeded back upstairs, and this time Ron knew something
was up (or coming down, which ever way you want to look at it).
I told him my water had broken, and his demeanor instantly went
from sleepy and relaxed to “Oh my God!” panic—he jumped up
right away. While he was in the shower I called his parents to ask
if they felt like becoming grandparents today.

My one fear about labor was that I would have to go to the
hospital unshowered, with hairy legs, so I headed for the shower.
Ron told me we didn’t have time for that, but there was no stop-
ping me. My contractions were coming regularly, but they were
certainly bearable. So, being the hormonally-challenged prego lady
that I was, I quickly put him in his place, got showered, and tried to
dress as fast as I could. It must have been quite a sight to see a wet,
full-term pregnant lady in labor hurrying to get dressed. Ron was
so distracted by the sight that he nicked himself shaving, which
proceeded to bleed for the rest of the day.

By 6:30 we had packed the car with the birth bag, CD player
and my belly, and headed off to the hospital. I remember taking one
of those surreal mental snapshots on the way, looking at the clock
in the car while we were at a stoplight next to a Taco Bell and think-
ing, it is 6:36 and I am in labor. To this day whenever I pass the Taco
Bell I am reminded of the big day!

By the time we reached the hospital 20 minutes later, my con-
tractions were much stronger—strong enough to make me stop
walking down the hall. Eventually we made it to the triage room,
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and while I was changing into a gown, the nurse tended to Ron’s
bleeding face! I was anxious to find out how far along I was,
because three weeks earlier my doctor had told me I was already
three centimeters dilated. Imagine our surprise when the nurse
said joyfully, “You're already at five centimeters!” Half way there!
Shortly thereafter we moved to the labor-and-delivery room, which
was very pleasant.

With our baby on its way, we still had to deal with my mom’s
flight.  managed to call the travel agent, but had to hand the phone
over to Ron as the contractions became more intense. They arranged
for a flight that would arrive at 12:30 p.m. God had worked one mir-
acle and was getting ready to work another! I was really looking for-
ward to having my mother present for the birth. Having gone
through four births naturally, I knew she would be a great support.

I spent the next hour walking the halls, but when I had an
especially strong contraction I panicked. I was afraid I had wan-
dered too far from my room, and would become a spectacle by
being the first person to give birth in the hallway of the maternity
ward. We made our way back to the room and I tried to rest by
lying on the bed—a big mistake. The contractions were amplified
when I was in a horizontal position. I made several visits to the
bathroom, utterly convinced that I had to go, but ultimately pro-
ducing nothing.

Eventually we (the baby, my husband and I) found a groove. I
discovered that if I draped my arms over Ron’s shoulders, swayed
with each contraction and controlled my breathing, I could focus
and remain positive. After each contraction we would sit on the
bed together and I would just lean on Ron as I rested. During the
resting phase I focused on the sounds of my favorite musical CD.

For the next two hours we held this same pattern. We were so
focused and in sync that I don’t even know who came and went
from the room, although at some point I was aware that Ron’s par-
ents had arrived and were there to support us.

I was totally focused on each contraction and the growing
anticipation of discovering if we would have a boy or girl. Keeping
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the sex of the baby a surprise until the end gave me a big incentive
to make it through the laboring process. At some point my hus-
band said they did another check and I had progressed to eight
centimeters. You would think I would remember a pelvic exam, but
I guess labor does have some benefits. At last the nurse asked if I
thought it was time to push. I remember replying “yes” but then
thinking, “Oh no, I don’t really know if it’s time to push or not.
I've never been through this before!” But by the time I was in posi-
tion, it was obviously time to push. As someone went to find the
doctor, my nurse began to massage my perineum in hopes of
stretching it out enough to avoid an episiotomy.

As I started pushing I felt a sharp pain in my lower left side,
and I immediately thought the worst—I told the doctor I couldn’t
push through the pain. She very calmly asked the labor-and-deliv-
ery nurse to come to my left side to apply counter pressure.
“Perhaps,” she said, “the baby was on a nerve.” After the nurse
held pressure on my side I was able to push with no problem.
Although I'had prearranged for a mirror so I could watch the birth,
I found it broke my concentration so I ended up not using it.

At one point during the 45 minutes of pushing, I felt frustrated
because I thought I wasn’t making good progress, and I knew I was
losing my concentration. I'll never forget the boost my nurse gave
me. [ was truly grateful when she said, “Honey, you have made it
further now without medication than 90% of the women I see. You
can do this, and you are doing this. Relax, and on the next contrac-
tion, get your focus and go. This is it, and you know you can do
it.” I felt an instant bond with her at that point, and felt so much
support that I knew I could do it. As the contraction subsided, I
felt myself completely relax into the bed.

Then I asked my husband how he was doing. The doctor
laughed, and said she doesn’t often hear women asking the men
how they are doing during labor. But Ron and I are a good team. I
knew that the whole laboring process was just as challenging to
him, but in different ways. Afterwards he told me it was very dif-
ficult to see me like that and not be able to do anything to help.
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After the nurse’s words of encouragement, I was able to push
the baby out with the next contraction... and it was a girl! Jenna
was born at 12:26 p.m. She arrived in Pensacola just four minutes
before my mother. By the time my mom arrived at the hospital,
Jenna was securely latched on and going to town! My mom’s dis-
appointment in missing the birth was quickly replaced by the joy of
holding her first grandchild.

A Mother’s Guidance: You've got to know and trust your
@ body, your natural instincts. Accept people’s advice and

suggestions graciously—they are just trying to help—but
in the end it comes down to only you and your body. Women’s bod-
ies are made for giving birth. They know what to do, and if we let
our mind connect with what the body knows it paves the way for a
successful birth. Many women tend to overthink labor, leading the
mind to work against the body rather than accept the natural process
of labor. Fears and worries about birth can create so much tension
that we lose touch with what our body is telling us. All of the med-
ications that are available take away our power to work with our
bodies. Relax. Accept that your body is going to experience intense
feelings, and know that it is natural—there is nothing to fear.

Early on in the pregnancy I knew that I wanted to try Hypno-
Birthing to help with the delivery, but because there are no certified
therapists in the area I decided to purchase a kit online. Although I
had purchased the HypnoBirthing information, my husband could
never coach me through one full session without laughing. So in
the end, I didn’t use the actual HypnoBirthing strategies, but I found
another piece of the program tremendously helpful. Throughout my
last two trimesters, I religiously played the “Affirmations” tape each
morning as I got ready for work. The tape offers simple statements,
set to calming music, that build your confidence. They suggest that
as a woman you are naturally ready to have a baby... your body
knows exactly what to do.

I can’t wait to go through the miracle of birth again! I will
never forget Jenna’s birth, and I revel in the fact that through the
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help of the HypnoBirthing tapes, I was able to stay focused and
calm through the natural process of birthing my child.

Additional Thoughts: The power of your support peo-
ple cannot be overstated. It was the right words, at the

0o® right moment, that gave Tricia the inspiration and focus
to conquer that last contraction. Sometimes during labor a woman
loses concentration, and needs someone to reassure her and remind
her to concentrate on just that one contraction, not on the ones in

the future.

Tricia Kruse and her husband Ron met 13 years ago when they were 19 and 17 years
old. After a long-distance relationship they married in October 1991. They spent the
next 10 years working through college and finally got the “baby bug” in 2000. They
have one daughter and are trying for another child.
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OTIVATED BY A NAP
BY MAISHA KHALFANI

SAFIYA IFE was born on Sunday, August
30th. Mild contractions came on Friday afternoon, and they got
slightly stronger as the evening came, but I didn’t give it much
thought. I got very little sleep that Friday night because the contrac-
tions became so uncomfortable, and when my water broke that
night, I thought, “This is it!” My husband called the midwife on
duty at the birth center and told her how I was progressing. Since
I wasn'’t out of breath and able to carry on a conversation, they
told us that I didn’t need to come in. I decided to do some laundry
on Saturday and go for a walk, hoping it would help the baby
come. I was so anxious to meet the baby inside me, and even more
anxious to have my body back!

All day Saturday I had contractions. By Saturday night they
were STRONG. Thank God for the Bradley classes we had taken! I
was able to deal with the pain in a relatively easy way. It wasn’t as
bad as I thought it would be. Around 4 a.m. we called the midwife
again, and this time I couldn’t hold a decent conversation. It was
time to go.

My husband called a cab (we didn’t have a car at the time),
and my stepdaughter, husband and I headed to the birth center.
I think we got there a little after 5 a.m. on Sunday morning. (Your
brain gets so fuzzy while you're in labor.)
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I was seven centimeters dilated and quite effaced. I was led
into the bedroom that I had previously chosen and I immediately
changed my clothes. I didn’t know how long this was going to take,
but I wanted to be comfortable. You know, the funny thing is that I
wasn’t scared or nervous at all during labor. I was concentrating on
my body, just like I had been taught in the Bradley classes. My goal
was to relax and allow my body to do its job. I didn’t want to inter-
fere too much.

By Sunday afternoon I had been in hard labor for quite some
time. I'm so thankful that I was at a birthing center and with mid-
wives. They nurtured me and took the worry away from my hus-
band. I felt calm and relaxed the whole time. I was even cracking
jokes! I don’t know if this sounds odd, but the labor almost seemed
fun. Mind you, it was hard work, but it felt good. I don’t know how
else to explain it.

At 7:30 p.m. there was still no sign of Safiya. One of the mid-
wives did some acupuncture around my ankles and all of a sud-
den, these deep, heavy-duty contractions began! Suddenly, my
body was ready to deliver this baby. My husband held one leg, a
midwife held the other, and they told me to push. And PUSH I
did, with every fiber in my body. I remember wanting to take a
nap during the pushing. My husband told me I couldn’t do that
yet, but I could take a nap once Safiya was out. The idea of a nap
was so motivating, so I pushed again. And her head was out!
I was invigorated, so energized that I felt as if I had slept for a
good six hours. The experience was so amazing. There was a body
coming out of me! I gave another good, hard push to get those
shoulders going, and Safiya slid out, right into my husband’s
hands. I was amazed. I was shaking. I had just given birth. I had
endured the labor. I had let my body do its job.

I'was excited and exhausted all at the same time. My husband
handed her to me and Ilaid her on my chest. I couldn’t believe it. In
my arms was the same child that had been in my body for the past
39 and a half weeks. I was so in love with her, and with the experi-
ence of her birth.
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A Mother’s Guidance: Make sure you have a supportive

partner with you while you're in labor. Relax and enjoy

the experience; your body knows exactly what it’s doing.
And be sure everyone involved gets a copy of your birth plan.

Maisha Khalfani is the home-schooling mom of five-year-old Safiya, four-year-old
Dakari and one-year-old Khalid, and help-mate to Jabari. She is also the stepmother
to 14-year-old Rohana. Maisha is the founder of the Capital Area Home-schooling
Community, as well as an active member of Mocha Moms, Inc. (www.mochamoms.org),
which is a support group for stay-at-home mothers of color. All three of Maisha’s
births were unmedicated, either at home or at a birthing center.
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IGH ON BIRTH

BY DONNA SCHRADER

AFTER A DISAPPOINTING birth experience
with my first son, Colin, I was determined that my second time
around would be different. I spent three years reading, researching,
and seeking out other families who had positive birth experiences.
My husband Dave and I attended HypnoBirthing classes to learn
relaxation techniques and to build my confidence in my body’s
birthing capability. We practiced fairly regularly, but I still had
some fears up until I went into labor. I secretly harbored lingering
doubts that I'd be able to give birth as easily as the HypnoBirth
class suggested, or even as “bravely” as the other veteran moms I'd
talked to at the birth center.

My due date, March 3rd, came and went with no sign of labor.
On March 4th I decided to give up worrying. What would hap-
pen, would happen, and I couldn’t do a whole lot about it. Colin
and I went to the mall and walked around. We threw coins in all the
fountains, wishing for the baby to come soon. When we got home,
I felt much better. I was aware of a lot of pressure down low, but it
had been there throughout the last trimester. That evening, the
baby was moving a lot (constantly, actually) and much more
strongly than I'd felt recently. In retrospect, I now believe I was
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in early labor, but it didn’t register with me because, despite the
HypnoBirth classes, I was expecting labor to be painful.

I awoke a little after 3 a.m. on March 5th. The pressure had
intensified but I had no thought whatsoever that this was IT—that
labor had started. I drifted in and out of sleep, and by 3:30 I knew
that I needed to get into a warm tub. This was not unusual, as it
had been my habit to do so throughout my pregnancy whenever I
had insomnia or leg cramps. By about 3:45 a.m., I called for Dave.
I still maintained that I was not in labor. I was having waves of
intense pressure, but only down low, not at all in my back or
abdomen as I had anticipated. I felt very calm.

I got through what I now know were surges/contractions by
rhythmically sounding out EE...EE...EE, or OO...00...00, or
LA...LA...LA, and sort of “conducting” with my arms in the air.
Anything rhythmic during the contractions helped me get through
them. This is the part that is hard to explain: as long as I vocalized,
I got through them just fine. I wasn't really hurting, just feeling like
I'was in an altered state. My body had taken control of the rest of me
and I was just along for the ride. I was moving and twisting in the
tub as my body directed. It was all a bit surreal. Describing it here
does it little justice.

Eventually Dave insisted we start timing, and after a while he
said, “Well, whatever it is, it’s happening every three to four min-
utes.” At about 5 a.m. he called the birth center. Our midwife talked
to us and we decided we’d better come in. I was starting to feel a lit-
tle more certain that this was indeed labor. I wasn’t fearful, but very
serious and very focused on what was happening in my body.

Contractions were getting intense at this point and I didn’t
want Dave to talk to me or touch me, but I did want him right there
with me. This was a problem, as he needed to load the car with
our birth supplies. Meanwhile, I got out of the tub and threw on a
nightgown, underwear, sweatpants, and slippers of all things!

Dave’s mom arrived to stay with Colin. They loaded the car,
and even managed to set boxes out onto the doorstep for the
Cancer Society, which was coming to pick up our donation that
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morning! Between contractions I got myself downstairs and put
my coat on.

It was the coldest night of the year, but I didn’t even notice. Once
I climbed into the car at about 6:15 a.m., everything seemed easier. It
felt good to be sitting up. There was a lot of traffic, and I started to
get a little nervous as I recognized the urge to push. I had fleeting
thoughts that the baby would come in the car. I remember looking at
the guy in the lane next to us thinking, “If he only knew.” By the car’s
clock Inoted that contractions were coming about every two minutes.

When we finally pulled into the birth center at about 6:45 a.m.,
I was so relieved. I walked in the door and had a contraction right
away. My midwife was there and she guided me to the exam room
so she could check me. She said I was nine centimeters dilated,
and [ was so glad.

When my water broke, I realized that I hadn’t even thought
about it until that point. I felt relief after it broke; the pressure was
far less. I also realized my mouth was as dry as a desert, so the
apprentice midwife brought me ice chips. My midwife said I
wouldn’t make it upstairs to the room that I had chosen earlier;
would I mind going into the downstairs room? By that point, I
would have given birth in the middle of the street if it had been
the closest place!

I got into the room and onto the bed and again felt the urge
to push. I remember feeling so good between contractions—
completely normal and clear-headed. I pushed for a while, kind
of on my back with two midwives and their assistant all guiding
me, but I sensed the baby wasn’t coming down like I wanted him
to. The midwives were all encouraging me and just letting me do
my thing. When I lost focus, they redirected me and guided me
back. I never once thought, “I wish I had drugs,” or “I wish I was
at the hospital.” I was just going along with it all. I do remember
saying, “I want it out,” but not in a panicked way;, just that my body
was ready. I wanted to try the birthing ball, but again, I was just
going where my body led me, and it wasn’t leading me there. I
eventually got up at the head of the bed, turned on my back, and
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immediately felt the baby was coming. After less than 20 minutes of
pushing, I gave one final push and out came the head. A few more
pushes and my new baby boy was born at 7:28 a.m.—less than four
and a half hours after I felt that very first little twinge!

My husband proudly announced, “We have another boy!” I
was completely ecstatic. The best part was that I got to hold Denny
right away. Because Colin had passed meconium, he was swept
away from me and I didn’t get to hold him for 45 minutes. Denny
was on me instantly, and I loved it.

We were all surprised by how big he was (eight pounds, four-
teen and a half ounces) and I was surprised that he was a boy, but
really happy about it! He was so beautiful, with big fat cheeks and
legs, blue eyes and a clump of black hair. The placenta came out
with no difficulty about 15 minutes later. I was freezing and shiver-
ing, so a midwife brought blankets and tea, which helped warm
me pretty quickly.

Denny nursed and then I got up and showered, whistling and
singing the whole time. I was ready to go home after a few hours.
I was so high and I didn’t come down for days. I kept reliving it
over and over in my mind.

It was only after I delivered that I realized that we’d done it all
without tubes, needles, monitors or drugs of any kind—not even a
Tylenol. It was 100 times easier than my epidural birth with Colin!
I was more proud of myself than I'd ever been in my whole life. I
thought about all the people who thought natural birth was crazy
and that I wouldn’t be able to do it. I couldn’t wait to tell them all
about it! At that minute I wanted to have a million babies. Suddenly,
I understood what it was all about in a way that I never did with
Colin’s birth. This birth was everything I could have ever hoped for.

Denny is so calm and relaxed, a very easy baby. I am more
calm and relaxed as well, so that probably helps. I'm already feel-
ing sad that Denny is growing up so fast. I wish I could keep him
like this forever, but I know how much joy awaits him (and me) as
he grows up.

This birth experience healed wounds from Colin’s birth. I am
now an evangelist for the birth center and the natural childbirth
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experience. It is my sincere hope that someday births like Denny’s
will become a matter of course, and hospitals will be reserved for
high-risk mothers or babies. I wish every child could come into
the world as beautifully as my Denny did, and that every mother
could know the pride and fulfillment that I feel now.

A Mother’s Guidance: Surround yourself with positive
@ people and influences. No watching Maternity Ward on TV,
no listening to moms tell birth horror stories! (I would lit-
erally stop someone in the middle of their birth story if it was turn-
ing worrisome, and I told them I couldn’t listen.) But most impor-
tantly, know that your body is designed to give birth! Childbirth
needn’t be a scary or painful experience... quite the contrary! Learn
to trust yourself and believe in your body’s amazing ability to give
birth. Don’t let other people dictate how your birth should progress.
The process of childbirth is important, and women should be able to
experience it the way it was meant to be.
Taking the HypnoBirthing class was a big help. Also, I read
The Thinking Woman's Guide to a Better Birth by Henci Goer, which I
think should be required reading for all expectant parents.

Donna Schrader is a 35-year-old stay-at-home mama, and also serves as a breast-
feeding peer counselor through Nursing Mothers, Inc. Donna’s family includes her
husband, Dave Harkins, and their little boys, Colin Harkins, six, and Denny
Harkins, two.
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APPY BIRTHDAY,

LITTLE MERMAN
BY MARIA BROCK KUNDARGI

MY HUSBAND DARRELL and I were very
blessed to conceive our baby the first time we tried.  had a healthy
pregnancy, and experienced very little morning sickness or other
symptoms. I just got big. I mean really big. Let’s just say that by
the last four weeks I had figured out how Creator shifts a woman
from being scared and anxious about giving birth and being a
mother to, “I'm so OVER being pregnant, LET’S GO!”

When we got pregnant, we decided to move from San
Francisco to my hometown of Albuquerque, New Mexico, to be
closer to my family, and so my husband could begin graduate
school. New Mexico is a state where home birth and natural birth
is really embraced, and we were truly blessed to have the most
wonderful midwives. We planned to have a home birth from the
beginning and were so happy with our midwives, who provided
excellent care for us as a family as well as invaluable input, advice
and encouragement.

The day our son was born was a very warm and sunny
June 3rd, but our adventure began the day before. I woke up with
cramping pains and light bleeding around 4 a.m. on Monday,
June 2nd. I couldn’t sleep, so I got up, went outside and prayed to
Creator that all would go well, as I knew it wouldn’t be long
before we would be meeting our child. Then I was able to go back
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to sleep. In the morning Darrell went to the grocery store to stock
up on food, and then he went to work. He called me every hour or
so to check on me.

My mom took me to a lunch of Vietnamese noodle soup, and
all the while I was having light contractions at the restaurant. I
remember taking a good nap that afternoon before Darrell came
home from work. I made eggplant and tofu stir fry for supper, and
we watched Austin Powers on TV and laughed a lot. I was ready
for bed by 11 p.m., but Darrell decided he’d better get the birthing
tub (a large inflatable kiddy pool) ready, so he went to the gas sta-
tion to blow it up and got home around midnight. I was asleep,
but not for long. My belly was very big and I had a hard time get-
ting comfortable. Then around 2 a.m. the contractions became
much stronger. I could not stay in bed any longer... there was a
dirty stove to be cleaned and dishes to do!

The contractions were getting stronger so I decided to dance to
them in hopes of helping to wiggle the baby out. I swayed my hips
back and forth and around while holding onto the kitchen counter.
After each contraction was over, I'd go back to doing dishes.
Around 3:30 or 4:00 a.m. I woke up Darrell because I didn’t want to
be alone anymore; I knew that this was IT. He was so excited, and
he started nesting too. I think he cleaned the whole house. At least
I know he finished cleaning the stove for me, because I could no
longer concentrate on chores. I was too busy working and focus-
ing on our baby.

Around 7 a.m. we lay down to get some rest, but I was con-
stantly woken up by contractions and I had to make noises like
“O0O0O0OOHHHHHH" to help them pass. Around 8 a.m. I called
the midwife, and she told me she would be over soon. I also called
my mom, who wanted to help and be there to welcome her grand-
son into the world.

After they both arrived, my labor got stronger and at around
11:00 a.m. the midwife said I was past the half-way point (dilated to
six centimeters). I was very happy to hear this and felt so encouraged
by my own body. I knew I could do it. Darrell really helped me so

. 80 -



HAPPY BIRTHDAY, LITTLE MERMAN

much; he rubbed my back when I would have contractions, and
Mom was always there to wipe my forehead or get me a cool drink.
My favorite thing to drink was cold herbal tea, and I snacked on raw
almonds. I mostly walked in our bedroom, and held onto the end
of the bed while sitting on the birthing ball.

On top of our dresser is a wooden, carved Ashanti that we
received as a gift for our wedding. When we conceived our son, we
knew it was going to be special because we were joking around
and Darrell waved the Ashanti over my belly, “to make sure things
took.” Since then, she has been our guardian and I knew she would
watch over all of us as our son was born. The house was dark; all
the shades were drawn and it was very quiet... well, except for me.
I was really moaning. I knew if I opened up my throat, it would
open me up so he could be born easier. I also imagined how a
mama elephant would sound while laboring. Elephants are spe-
cial to me, and they are very good mothers.

I decided to go to the birthing pool. It was very warm, about
body temperature, and the water seemed to make the labor more
difficult at first. I got out of the tub and labored on the birthing
ball some more, but by this time labor was so strong. I was in
“laborland,” meaning my endorphins were helping me by creating
an altered state.

I went back to the pool to help the labor along, and at this
point I had decided that I wanted to birth in the water so he would
be born in a gentle way. In the birthing tub the labor got even
stronger, and at around 3 p.m. I wanted to push. It felt natural.
When the midwife told me it was OK to push, I kneeled down in
the water and squeezed my hands so tight around my husband’s
fingers. I thought I was hurting him, but I wasn’t. My mom kept
encouraging me and wiping my face with a cool cloth. Another
midwife arrived to assist.

The first pushes were very unproductive, so the midwife
checked and said I still had a “lip” left, and not to push during the
next few contractions, which was really hard to do. But within
three or four contractions, the lip opened up and I could push
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again. I was so tired that I would have a contraction and then fall
asleep, literally, and then jerk awake with another contraction.
Everyone was very quiet and observant, and gave me gentle
encouragement now and then. I pushed and pushed so hard, and
when my waters broke, I decided to turn onto my back. This is
when our baby started to emerge.

Darrell moved around the pool so he could catch the baby.
When the head was being born Darrell was so overjoyed and
overwhelmed he started to cry; my mom cried too. As his head
was born, I reached down and it was the softest thing I have ever
felt. I was overwhelmed with the sweetest feeling in my heart. I
was consciously trying to birth him slowly so I wouldn’t tear, and
with a few more pushes the rest of him was born. Darrell lifted
him gently and slowly out of the water. Our midwife saw the
baby was about to take his first breath and swiftly picked him up
and put him on my chest. The first thing I said to our son was,
“We love you so much.” Then I felt something on the hand that
was supporting his bottom, looked down and said, “It’s a boy!” I
was so happy. Darrell was behind us, hugging me. It was so beau-
tiful, even the midwife cried!

After the placenta was born, we went to our bedroom and just
relaxed for about an hour. We were so amazed by our baby, so over-
joyed and proud. We just kissed him, and he smelled so good. He
had very wrinkled hands and feet, very long fingers and toes, and
long fingernails. He had brown hair and pink skin, and he was
very alert; he was looking at us too! He made a lot of puppy noises,
and we figured he was telling us all about his experience.

Anand was born under water, so I call him Little Merman. To
this day I sing, “Who's the little merman born in the sea,” every time
I bathe him. He weighed seven pounds even, and was born at
exactly 4:00 p.m. Afterwards, I was so hungry that my mom went
out to get us red chili hamburgers and fries, and veggie burritos for
the midwives. We spent that whole night staring at our son and
falling in love with him. We are so grateful we were chosen to be his
parents, and that he was born in a really gentle and beautiful way.
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When he was in my womb, [ used to talk to him and ask if we
could be a team in birth, helping each other, and that’s exactly what
happened. Darrell also helped so much, telling me how good I was
doing and how much he loved me. After the birth, and even still,
we joked about how the three of us worked together at the birth:
“Team Kundargi.”

I am not anti-hospital birth, but for me and my family, home
birth was definitely our first choice. Those around me allowed the
process to happen, and created a safe space for me to let the process
happen. I cried at some points because of the pain, but my midwife
encouraged me to let that go. By opening my hands and myself to
the experience, I was born too. Having my mother there was so
profound. Even now, I can barely express in words how this has
deepened my connection to her. She was unsure about home birth,
but I showed her many videos and she attended an appointment
with my midwife to get to know her. Their courage to let me be in
pain, to be the most “myself” I have ever been, was essential. My
husband held the space of our home as a welcoming, peaceful and
safe nest, but more importantly he held (and holds) the nest of our
hearts, the internal space we inhabit now as a family.

Feeling very safe and comfortable in my own home facilitated
my ability to really let myself get into the experience (i.e. moan-
ing, being naked in front of my mom, etc.). Being in the birthing tub
was also good, as I believe it kept me from having any perineal
tears. I do wish we had taken more photos. Before the birth I felt it
would be too invasive, but now I know that I was so out of it, I
really wouldn’t have cared, and I would love to have more pictures
to give my son of his birth.

A Mother’s Guidance: We took a Birthing from Within
@ class, however my husband and I are of two minds about
that class. Using art as a way of expressing one’s thoughts
and feelings about birth was fabulous, and I still meet regularly
with many of the moms from the class for playgroup. But the book

and the class were very “white wolf spirit,” our code word for New
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Age. We both come from traditions that have meaningful rituals,
and the made-up ones in Birthing from Within seemed contrived
and sometimes stolen from other cultures.

The class that helped me the most was a three-hour Yoga for
Pregnancy and Childbirth class. I used the poses during labor, and
they were so effective. I wish I had taken a breastfeeding class or
gone to a breastfeeding support group, as that turned out to be the
most difficult part of birthing for me.

After the Baby’s Birth: A Woman’s Way to Wellness: A Complete
Guide for Postpartum Women by Robin Lim offered good birth sto-
ries, and Mothering magazine was helpful in my mental and emo-
tional preparations for labor and birth. Please throw out all copies
of What to Expect When You're Expecting and What to Expect the First
Year, both by Heidi Murkoff. If an expectant mom is not anxious,
she certainly will be after reading these books.

I think the secret to having a great birth is to feel as safe about
the experience as you can physically, mentally, emotionally and
spiritually. When we feel safe we can really let go and allow the
process to unfold naturally. Surrender to the birth. Consider where
you feel safest, with whom you feel safest. Most importantly, know
that birth is the fruition of love. It is a sacred event, not just a med-
ical procedure with “symptoms.”

I encourage all first-time mothers and their partners to sit
down and discuss their intentions for the birth, so there are no
surprises in the heat of the moment, and to serve as a guidepost
they can always return to throughout the journey of childbirth
(and parenting).

Maria T. Brock Kundargi is a 32-year-old Native American (Laguna Pueblo/Santa
Clara Pueblo/German/Czech) woman living with her family in Albuquerque, New
Mexico. She is a clinical social worker, with a Masters in Social Welfare from
University of California, Berkeley, and has dedicated her practice to healing violence
against women and children, particularly in the urban Native American community.
She is currently working full-time as a therapist serving children and families with
abuse and neglect issues. She and her husband Darrell are committed to attachment
parenting their son, Anand.

84 -



MAZING AND
WONDERFUL

BY ISABELLE SCINTO

I GREW UP THINKING that to give birth,
you had to go to the hospital, lie on a bed, suffer and scream a lot,
beg for an epidural and then have a baby. Watching movies or TV
shows, I thought that’s just how it happens. Little did I know....

When I decided to have a baby, my curious, “always searching
for different options” nature kicked into high gear. I found myself
drawn to midwifery websites and information on natural birth. On
the Internet I learned so many things I never even knew existed...
hey—I could have a natural delivery and it could be wonderful! I fig-
ured that if | had a healthy body and an uncomplicated pregnancy,
then giving birth would be a naturally unfolding process. After
all, women and female animals have been doing it since the begin-
ning of time. I also learned about all the risks of using drugs during
labor, which really concerned me. I decided to do everything I pos-
sibly could to have a natural delivery. Doing this was hard work,
though. I had to research a lot; I just couldn’t settle for the opinion
or experience of one person, one book or one doctor.

Part of my research included a wonderful weekend workshop
at the Omega Institute in Rhinebeck, New York. Curious but clue-
less, I went there and spent a weekend with one of the most amaz-
ing women I have ever met! Ina May Gaskin opened up doors to a
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world I didn’t even know existed, and really empowered me as a
woman. Her teachings led me to realize that, as a woman, I could
make choices that I didn’t even know I'had, and be in control of my
body and birth. It sounds silly now when I say it, but if I had not
learned all of that, I would have just taken the route that so many
women follow: listening to and doing everything my Ob/Gyn
said, without ever knowing that I could take control of my birth
and create what I wanted!

I decided that I wanted a home birth. It just seemed like such
a natural thing to do, and it appealed to me very much. I knew
that a home birth was only possible if I had a very healthy preg-
nancy and baby, so I did more research to ensure that I knew every-
thing I needed to do to have a successful home birth.

First I found a midwife. She had to be someone I trusted and
felt great with. When I interviewed her, I had a prepared list of
questions about her experience as a midwife, how and where she
was trained, whom she works with, what equipment she brings to
the birth, etc. (Ina May Gaskin’s book, Ina May’s Guide to Childbirth,
has all of those questions, as well as questions to ask a hospital-
based midwife or an Ob/Gyn.) I also looked for a connection with
her. It was so important to me that I get a good feeling about her.

I read a lot about nutrition and pregnancy. I followed the
Brewer diet, which was recommended to me by midwives and the
childbirth class we took. It is so important to have a wonderful diet,
and I really had fun making great meals. I happen to love cooking
so it wasn’t a hard task for me, but I took proper nutrition for my
baby and me very seriously.

My midwife also worked with me to make sure I did every-
thing right. She told me to exercise every day, which was easy to
follow since our dog needed to be walked every day. I made sure
I walked a little faster to get my heart pumping. I also took aqua-
fitness classes—they were so awesome! I can’t begin to say how
wonderful my big belly felt when I got in that water. Ecstasy! I also
explored prenatal yoga through two fabulous DVDs: Prenatal
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Yoga with Shiva Rea and The Method—Baby & Mom Pre-Natal Yoga
with Gurmukh Kaur Khalsa.

Another suggestion my midwife gave me was to see a chiro-
practor once a week, if possible. Chiropractors work to keep the
spine aligned, which keeps all those nerves functioning well and
that makes the body work better. I truly believe that those
weekly adjustments contributed greatly to my wonderful preg-
nancy and delivery.

I'loved sensing every feeling my body went through. It was
all such an amazing journey. Being informed, I knew that every-
thing had its purpose. And I trusted that and simply abandoned
myself in it all.

March 23rd was my actual due date, and for some reason I
did not think I would have the baby that day. But it really wasn’t up
to me. By mid-morning, part of my mucous plug came out and I
thought, could it be...? Finally the day I had prepared for was here!

I'had chosen to have my husband, mother and grandmother at
the birth. My grandmother came from Quebec, Canada, just for
the event. I thought it would be really inspiring to have four gen-
erations together. My mother didn’t have natural births; she had
two C-sections, so it was a great gift for her to see her grandchild
born this way.

It all happened pretty quickly. I started having contractions
around 2 p.m. and had the baby at 10:46 p.m. At first the contrac-
tions were small and interesting. I would tell myself, “Wow, this is
really happening now, my baby and my body are working together
to bring life out of me!” My husband and I just hung out, looking at
each other and smiling. It was such an exciting time. I called my
midwife to let her know that today was the day. She was so great;
she shared my joy and made me feel very calm and confident.

Of course as the day went on the contractions became stronger.
I just relaxed through each one as best I knew how through deep
breathing and focusing. I knew I had to rest, and be well hydrated
and fed. I drank a lot of water and had some miso soup. I tried
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to lie down and rest, but my body would just hurt when I did that,
so I kept walking through the house or laying myself over a big
birthing ball.

When contractions became so powerful that I could not even
think or breathe deeply, I would just tell myself that it would only
last ONE minute, and that helped a lot. When the contractions
became regular and heavier, we called the midwife to ask her to
come over. After we did that I went to the bathroom again. (I drank
a lot so I ended up there often.) I think the baby dropped because I
had a sudden urge to push. I said, “Oh my God, I have to push!”
and we all kind of looked at each other, almost in a panic because
we had just called the midwife and she wasn’t with us yet.

Fortunately, her assistant called a minute later, and when we
told her what just happened, she said to get on all fours with my
head down, and that this would slow down the pushing urges. I
remember my husband laying down a towel that had a picture of
dolphins on it for me to lie on. I got into position and just focused
on those dolphins. That helped me so much. A little while later I
heard a car pull in and felt so relieved that the midwife was finally
here. She walked in, not knowing what just happened, and when
she saw me there on the floor she said, “OK I don’t even have to
check you, you are ready!”

We had decided to have a water birth, so I got up and went
into the tub. It was so wonderful to get into that water; I can’t even
begin to tell you how much I appreciated it. It made my contrac-
tions pause for a while, and my belly feel lighter. It gave us just
enough time to gather our energy for the pushing phase.

Our midwife was so wonderful, calm, happy and comforting.
She talked so gently, it was very soothing. As my contractions and
urge to push picked up again, she gently told me to push when I
felt like it, take a breath after and push some more if I needed too.
Never did she tell me to, “Push! Push! Push!” or count to ten. That
would have made me crazy. We just followed my body’s natural
instincts. Of course, as all this was happening, she was monitoring
the baby and me with a Doppler. It was just perfect.

. 88 ...



AMAZING AND WONDERFUL

At first the pushing felt kind of strange, and I wasn't sure I was
doing it right. But after a while I started feeling my body pushing
more effectively and shortly after that, my baby emerged. On that
last push, the whole room became white... and then I opened my
eyes and there she was! What was once inside my belly was now
laying on top of it. She was the cutest thing I ever saw and I remem-
ber just thanking God and Mother Mary for helping me through.

It was the happiest day of my life. I remember saying, “Wow
this was fun! I wouldn’t do it every day, but I can’t wait for the
next one!”

A Mother’s Guidance: The key to my great birth was
Q? releasing my fears, which was not easy because of the

unknowns. But I am a spiritual person so I did ask for the
help of Mother Mary. I truly believe she helped me immensely.
Confidence and trust in your body are so important. And finally,
exercise and excellent nutrition are a MUST! I did Tai Chi before and
during my pregnancy. It really helped with focusing and relaxation,
not to mention all the good it did for my body. I also did a lot of affir-
mations and visualization. One affirmation I repeated during my
pregnancy and labor was: “My body’s perfect, my baby is perfect,

'I/

God created my body and baby perfectly!” I visualized each part
of my body, especially my belly, uterus, placenta, baby and cervix,
and brought a lot of light to them, seeing them as perfect, beautiful
and surrounded by bright white light. I also listened to a tape,
Journeying Through Pregnancy and Birth by Jennifer Houston. On the
first side she helps you to relax and visualize your baby and preg-
nancy. The second side included visualizations to help you prepare
for giving birth, and is only for listening to after the 38th week.
The childbirth class we took was the Bradley Method. My
favorite books were Spiritual Midwifery and Ina May’s Guide to
Childbirth, both by Ina May Gaskin, The Baby Catcher by Peggy
Vincent, Gentle Birth Choices by Barbara Harper and Birthing from
Within by Pam England and Rob Horowitz. Magazines that I loved
included Midwifery Today, Mothering and The Compleat Mother. I also
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liked the videos Prenatal Yoga by Shiva Rae, Baby and Mom Prenatal
Yoga with Gurmukh Kaur Khalsa, Gentle Birth Choices by Barbara
Harper and WATER BABY: Experiences of Water Birth. Another great
resource is www.motherfriendly.org.
Additional Thoughts: “When they got so powerful I
could not even think or breath deep I would just tell
0 myself that ‘it only will last ONE minute’....” You have
to remind yourself and have others remind you to stay in the
moment. Thinking about how many more surges or hours are ahead
can really bring in fear, but focusing on that particular one will make
you feel like you can do it.
More information on the Brewer diet can be found online at
www.blueribbonbaby.org

Isabelle Scinto and her husband Daniel have a two-year-old daughter named Soleil Leia.
They believe in natural family living and everything that goes along with that, includ-
ing attachment parenting, organic foods, natural medicine and Waldorf education.
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OCTORS DO MAKE
HOUSE CALLS

BY LAURA DOMINICK

My HUSBAND Tim and I are currently the
proud parents of six wonderful children. The first three, all girls,
were born in the hospital with the usual routine: epidurals, forceps,
episiotomies, monitors and Pitocin. It was in response to a rather
bad experience with Pitocin during the birth of our third daughter
that we decided to have our next baby at home. There was a time
when I thought that this was a crazy thing to do, but grace won
out and we decided to go with a physician’s group that delivers
babies at home.

I'have to admit that this new philosophy took some getting
used to. The HomeFirst doctors don’t routinely do ultrasounds,
and they take a very natural approach to everything. The idea of no
pain medication during birth wasn’t too difficult for me, since the
three epidurals I had never worked very well.

When the time came for our first home birth, we were all very
excited, so excited that I invited my mom and mother-in-law to wit-
ness the event! The whole idea behind home births is that you will
have a safer and quicker progression of labor by staying in an atmos-
phere that you are comfortable with, instead of going to the hospital.
In theory this does work; in my case it didn’t—because I had too
many anxious people staring at me all day. By the time this baby was
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ready to be born, I had my husband, my mom, his mom, our three
children, a nurse, midwife, doctor and an intern all waiting on me!

This baby was difficult to deliver because she was face up,
but the midwife and doctor were both wonderful. They remained
very calm throughout the delivery. When things were not progress-
ing very well, the doctor suggested different positions to try, and I
eventually ended up giving birth to our fourth daughter on my
hands and knees. They worked the baby’s head out slowly so that
there was no need for an episiotomy, and not much tearing. It was
only afterwards that I found out how difficult this delivery really
was. [ had no idea that everyone was worried until much later,
and I am very glad for the calm demeanor of all the professionals
that were there.

After the baby was born, the doctor stayed around for a while
to make sure that everything was OK with both of us. The nurse
stayed for a few hours after that, but then we were on our own.
This was a little intimidating, but I knew that help was only a
phone call away. In the past, one of the hardest things to me about
having a baby was coming home again. I always found the transi-
tion from the hospital to our home to be very traumatic. With this
experience, I never had to deal with that. I was always home, so the
kids could come and go whenever they wanted, or I could shut
the door and get some rest when I needed it. This birth experience
was so different from the first three that I knew I was hooked.

Our fifth baby was born a little less than two years later in
pretty much the same fashion, except that the number of people
present was slightly less. This time the delivery was much easier, so
the doctor just stood off to the side and encouraged me while the
midwife delivered our first son. Again I experienced that very calm
demeanor from everyone, as well as the nice slow progression of
the baby being delivered, which meant no episiotomy and no
major tearing. Since I had bled quite a bit after the last baby, the
midwife had brought along some homeopathic remedies to slow
down the bleeding. They did the trick, and I didn’t experience the
clotting and nausea that I had before.
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Alittle less than three years later, our sixth child was born at
home, still with the same physician’s group. I was convinced this
was another boy, since my pregnancy had been so similar to the last
one. This time there was a nurse and a doctor present, and again,
things were going well (although a bit faster than ever before), so
the doctor stayed on the sidelines and encouraged while the nurse
delivered the baby. Since I had again delivered on my hands and
knees, I couldn’t see the baby once it was born, so I asked what it
was. The doctor said, “It’s a girl,” to which I promptly responded,
“You've got to be kidding me.” His prompt answer was “OK, it’s
aboy then!” But he was right the first time. Our last child came into
the world a little faster than her siblings and with the cord
wrapped around her neck, but I never knew it until later because
everyone remained so calm.

These past three births have been wonderful experiences. I
have felt so much more in control being at home and not being at
the mercy of the rules of the hospital. If I wanted to walk, I would
walk. If I wanted to labor on my hands and knees or while sitting
on a big rubber ball, I could do that. It was absolutely wonderful
to not have any stitches afterwards, which made a big improve-
ment in my recovery. I noticed a big difference in how alert the last
three babies were after birth, when they didn’t have any pain med-
ications in their systems. They nursed better and just seemed
stronger. In fact, our first daughter born at home nursed so well
that she nursed non-stop for the first eight hours. Every time I tried
to stop her, she screamed so loud, I put her back on. I also had a
lot less engorgement with these babies because they got off to such
a good start. Natural childbirth definitely has its benefits for the
nursing baby. Probably the thing we enjoyed most about these
experiences, however, was that each time one of our babies was
born, the doctors rejoiced with us and praised God for this wonder-
ful blessing as much as we did.

Since our last baby, we have moved to a new town that is out-
side of the boundaries of where HomeFirst will go to deliver. If we
have another baby, I'm not sure what we will do. Both my husband
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and I don’t know if we can stand to go back into the hospital envi-
ronment unless we had to. I have known people who lived out-
side the HomeFirst boundaries but wanted a home birth so much
that they went and delivered at a friend’s house who lived within
the boundaries! Only the good Lord knows what will happen next,
but I can say that I'll always vote for the natural way!

A Mother’s Guidance: The doctor who started HomeFirst,
Q? Dr. Mayer Eisenstein, has written a book called Home Birth

Advantage which discusses why home births are so much
better for mom and baby.

Q Additional Thoughts: Most women hold a belief that

epidurals always work, and rely on that as their only
oo tool for coping with labor. They never even think about
the other options available to them, and are left empty-handed if
the pain medication doesn’t work for them.

Although it can be wonderful to have your friends and fam-
ily at the birth, for many women it is too much pressure. There can
be pressure to entertain them as well as please them. You might
also be comparing yourself to the births that they had. If you are
going to have many people at the birth, be sure to give them jobs
and to set guidelines. Let them know that you will need time alone
and don’t be shy about sending them out of the room if they are
distracting. Everyone who is at the birth should be contributing in
a positive way. People who are anxious and nervous about your
birth are probably better seen after the birth. If a family member
doesn’t believe in home birth and you are having a home birth, do
not invite them to the birth. Their negative and nervous energy will
distract you.
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Laura Dominick and her husband Tim have been married for 15 years. They have six
children: Amanda (12), Megan (10), Teresa (8), Rebecca (5), Timmy (3) and Mary Rose
(7 months). They have been home-schooling their children since Amanda was old
enough to start school. They recently moved to a house on five acres and are looking
forward to acquiring some animals, and growing pumpkins and other vegetables. They
follow a natural approach to many aspects of their life, including natural childbirth
and nursing. Tim and Laura have also been involved with The Couple to Couple
League, which is an international apostolate for Natural Family Planning. CCL is also
a big advocate of natural childbirth and ecological breastfeeding.
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HRISTMAS LIGHTS
AND CEDAR BOUGHS
BY RENE MARTINEZ

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE momentous deci-
sions, one that stops you in your tracks and turns your life down
a new path. Although I wasn’t pregnant, I signed up to attend a
series of classes at our local library on birth choices, taught by
a midwife. I felt awkward introducing myself, as I was the one
student who wasn’t expecting, but by the end of the class I was
“one of the crowd,” so to speak. Two of the ladies I met that night
would later be in my prenatal yoga class and become good friends.

After that first class, my husband Marti and I talked about
starting a family more and more. I don’t remember ever having a
big discussion about choosing a midwife or home birth; it was just
always going to be that way. Marti has worked as a Health Services
Specialist for the Coast Guard for twelve years. For six years he was
a flight medic and helped several pregnant women get from small,
remote Alaskan villages to a hospital. He had delivered a few
babies in the back of the helicopter. I figured birthing at home had
to be easier than in the back of a helicopter, flying through south-
east Alaska’s temperamental weather. A home birth was the obvi-
ous choice for us.

Our family, on the other hand.... After five years of marriage,
they were thrilled to hear we were finally pregnant, and they tried
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to be supportive. But I don't think they really understood our choice,
and they were constantly bringing up the “what-ifs.” Friends and
family members were always asking about how my doctor’s
appointments went, or when I would have an ultrasound. I found
myself reading all sorts of articles and information so I would be
armed and ready with home birth safety facts.

My husband’s occupation added another layer of stress to the
pregnancy and birth. Marti was stationed on a Coast Guard patrol
boat that went to sea for two months at a time, then returned home
for a month before going out again. While he was gone we used
e-mail and cell phones, but they were unreliable at best. He joined
me at the midwife’s appointments whenever he could, but right up
until he actually got off the plane, we were unsure about whether
or not he would be with me for the birth.

For some, it takes months of trying to conceive; for us, it took
one encounter. I traveled to California to meet my husband when
his Coast Guard boat made a stop there. This was in May, and I had
not had a period since March. I went through a whole box of preg-
nancy tests, uncertain about the results. “You see, I told you,” Marti
would say. To which I would reply, “I don’t know, you can’t really
tell,” as I threw out one stick after another. I was in denial. During
the entire trip I was tired, and had an upset stomach much of the
time. Marti was constantly saying, “It's because you are pregnant.”
I would just brush him off. Silly guy, what does he know? The flight
home from California brought me out of denial; I was sick the
whole flight. The polite flight attendant said, “Turbulence can do
that.” When I finally got my head out of the sink and stood up, I
realized that this was about the smoothest flight I'd ever had!

I went straight from the airport to my best friend’s house. I
felt like a giddy teenager sharing something secret in my diary
with her. We locked ourselves in her bathroom. Her lovely hus-
band was watching TV in the other room, not paying us any mind.
I took another pregnancy test, and there was no questioning this
one. It was about as positive as they come. The next day I was off to
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the clinic for a blood test. The nurse was a family friend and told
me it would take about three days to get the results back. I won-
dered how in the world I could wait that long. Thank goodness she
called the next day and said, “Better find someone else to change
the cat litter box, and we might need to change your allergy medi-
cine.” Holy cow!

Marti was still out on the boat, so I sent him an e-mail asking,
“Do you think the boat will be in on December 25th?” This was our
projected due date. He was able to use the ship’s cell phone that
night... we were so excited!

My pregnancy went very well. My work schedule was flexible
so I was able to take naps and work more when I felt better. During
appointments with my midwives, we talked about my health as
well as issues concerning who was going to be there to support me
in labor. There were no guarantees that Marti would be home, espe-
cially with the stepped up security after September 11th. We started
considering a doula.

In my second trimester I started taking a prenatal yoga class. It
was just what I needed. The ladies were so welcoming and formed
such a great support network for me. Our due dates spanned about
a month. The instructor was also planning a home birth and we
shared the same midwife. Through the class I met a lady who had
just become a doula. Marti and I talked it over and agreed that it
would be good to get to know her, to have a plan to fall back on if
he couldn’t get home in time for the birth. That first night Megan
came over to our house and talked with us, I knew I wanted her
there for the birth.

After months of the Coast Guard changing their minds as to
whether Marti could take leave and come home for the birth, I
picked him up at the airport on Thursday, December 20th. What a
relief! We spent some time making sure things were ready around
the house, resting and even going to a movie. Friday night,
December 21st, I had trouble sleeping. I had terrible cramps and
was up and down all night. The only thing that helped was draping
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myself over the birth ball and rocking. That birth ball was the best
purchase I ever made, and at $9.99 it was a steal! Saturday morning
I called my dad to say hello, since I didn’t know anyone else who
would be up that early. Seems like I tried everything to pass the time.

On Saturday I was supposed to pick up my mom from the air-
port but her flight had been delayed. She was worried that with
the contractions I was having she might miss the birth. No need
to worry about that; I was having one of those “slow and steady
wins the race” kind of labors. At about 4 p.m. we went to the air-
port to get my mom, and when contractions came I would bend
down on the floor, with my arms on chairs. We were all hungry
so we went out to eat, but throughout dinner I would get up and
lean on the table to take each contraction. They weren’t evenly
spaced; they just came and went. We would be eating at the table,
and mid-conversation I would just do what I needed and then
resume my part in the conversation.

Somehow I made it through another night of not sleeping,
conducting long, lonely conversations with the birth ball. Do you
remember Tom Hanks in the movie Castaway, and his volleyball
friend? I felt like I should have named my birth ball too, since we
were so close for three days. I remember trying to wake Marti to
help me, but it took too much effort to get him up.

On Sunday morning, December 23rd, our friends Daina and
Mike were coming into town and we had breakfast plans with them.
Sunday’s breakfast was very similar to Saturday’s dinner: talk, eat,
talk, squat down, oh ouch, bend over, lean on the chair, breathe, eat,
breathe, eat, talk, walk around the table, squat, ignore the strange
looks, eat, ouch!, eat, talk. Oddly enough, we made plans to go to the
movies with them that night. What was I thinking?!

After breakfast we went home and called the midwives to
check in. They suggested things to try, and said to call if anything
changed. Marti got a nice fire going in the wood stove and then
went out for a round of golf. My mom would talk me through the
contractions and rub my back. I remember her saying, “You are
really doing good, it shouldn’t be much longer now.” I snapped
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back at her, “My friend labored like this for four days and didn’t
make any progress!” I think that was the low point. I hadn’t slept
and was getting tired. It was time for a change.

About that time, Marti came home and ran me a bath. It was
about the last thing I wanted to do, but once I was in the water it
felt good. Later, my mom and Marti came up with the great idea
to take a walk after dinner. Again, it was the last thing I wanted to
do, but once we were outside the fresh air felt good. We walked
along slowly, and then when a contraction came we would speed
up. I am not sure that this technique is in any textbook, but it
seemed to work. If nothing else, it makes the neighbors wonder
what you're up to! As we were walking we called our doula,
Megan, just to let her know what was happening.

After our walk I asked Marti, just for curiosity’s sake, to check
me and see if I was making any progress. When he did, he thought
I was about two or three centimeters dilated. Marti helped me to
the bathroom, and at approximately 8:45 p.m. the waters broke. I
remember thinking, “Finally some action, let’s get this party
going!” We called our midwives, Rose and Kathy, and they said
they were on their way. Their office was an hour away from our
home. Little did we know that they wouldn’t get to our house until
the crowning.

When our doula Megan got to our house, she was instantly
helpful. She anticipated my needs before I even knew what I
wanted. She got me water and started preparing the birth tub so
Marti and my mom could stay by my side. I kept them both busy,
and the three of us worked perfectly together to conquer each con-
traction. I would ask Marti to put pressure on my back to counteract
the pain, and then once the contraction had passed, I needed Mom’s
soothing touch to relax me. Marti used a technique we learned in
our childbirth class called “scissors.” I must have sounded some-
thing like: “Scissors, Mom, oh my, scissors, Mom, Maaarrrrti!”

I'spent hours and hours draped over the birth ball. I remember
pushing and feeling the baby come down, then slip back inside,
then down again and slip back in. It was a little game we were
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playing, I guess. I started talking to our baby, “Be gentle to your
mama now, little one.” Then Marti came over and asked if he could
cut my panties to make room to catch the baby. I thought to myself,
“It is the only stitch of clothing I have on, but why not take off the
panties too.” So much for modesty.

Before we knew it, Marti saw our baby’s head. He paged a
911 to our midwives. They were at a stoplight in town, about 10
minutes away. I remember Marti gently whispering into my ear,
“I'am going to the car to get my medical kit.”

All this time, the room was calm and peaceful. I remember
smelling the cedar wood by the fireplace as I listened to a relaxation
tape that my prenatal yoga instructor had made for me. I got
caught up in the words of the music, the soft lights and the warmth
of the fire. Never once was I scared or nervous that the midwives
weren't there. Looking back on it, I am not sure what they would
have done had they been with us. We had our own groove going,
right there in the living room. I believe that they came when they
were needed. When they stepped through the front door they were
a little frantic, not knowing what they were coming into. But as
Rose said to me after the birth, “There was this peace and calm in
the room, with the soft music and dim Christmas lights.”

At 11:24 p.m. on December 23rd, Sofia Grace Martinez arrived.
We were so excited to meet our new baby girl! At 11:28 p.m. I was
on the phone with my dad, sharing the news. Then we started call-
ing everyone. I kept our phone bill so that one day Sofia can see
that we just had to share our joy with the world, no matter what
time it was!

After the birth, things were kind of a blur. I wanted to get off
that darn birth ball, yet we had become so close. After three days
together nonstop, it seemed strange to be without it. My mom
decided that she had better go to bed so that she would be fresh
to help in the morning. Megan got our bed ready for us while
Kathy and Marti took care of the baby. Rose helped me into the
shower and sat on the toilet to make sure I was OK as I got cleaned
up. Somehow, everything got taken care of. Kathy weighed and
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measured Sofia—six pounds, nine ounces and 18.5 inches long—
and gave her vitamin K drops. The midwives stayed awhile longer
while we tried nursing. Finally though, it was time to sleep. After
not sleeping Friday and Saturday night, I was ready.

The next day was Christmas Eve. Marti had to fight last
minute Christmas shoppers at Wal-Mart to find Sofia some clothes
that fit. The ones we had were too large. We went to Christmas
Eve service at church and Sofia was only 18 hours old. I felt that I
had the greatest blessing and I just wanted to share my joy with
everyone. It felt good to get out of the house too.

Soon my milk came in, and that was the beginning of a whole
new adventure. I tell people, “Having the baby was a snap, breast-
feeding killed me.” I think if I had gotten a bit more instruction
beforehand, I would have done better. My childbirth classes and
the meetings with my midwife were so helpful in preparing me
for labor and birth, but they failed to prepare me for breastfeeding
and those first few days with my baby. I didn’t even have a pump
on hand. But a nurse from the hospital came for a home visit a cou-
ple of times and helped Sofia and me find our niche. We must have
gotten it right eventually, because two years later she still has her
“yum yums.”

Sofia Grace and I have gone through so much together: my
emergency gallbladder surgery when Sofia was only four months
old and Marti was away, a military transfer, an exchange student,
new friends and new pets. I have learned so much from this little
girl, and I have learned so much about myself. Giving birth is an
amazing journey and I think the most important thing to remember
is that you are in charge. It is your body, your decisions, your expe-
rience and you have the power to make it what you want. Be con-
fident in yourself and the choices you make.

Doula Megan DeBoer’s letter to Sofia
Dear Sofia Grace,

Your birth was the most graceful I have witnessed, as calm as I
have ever dared to imagine. Your name suits you. You will probably
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always act in, and with, grace. It was an honor to witness such a
magical event. Perhaps someday you too will witness the birth of
a child, or birth a child of your own. Let your mother’s story give
you courage.

I met your parents several weeks before your due date. They
were both so confident and unafraid; I was sure they could birth
you at home. A week before your arrival I had a dream about your
parents. In that dream I went to visit them at their boathouse. We
talked for a while, just as we had at our first visit. All of a sudden,
both your parents looked outside and got to their feet. A boat had
drifted into a large wave, several large waves actually. They
watched it, holding hands with the most enormous smiles on their
faces and stood calmly as each wave rocked the house successively.
When I awoke the next morning I was certain you would come
smoothly. Your parents took everything in stride, together.

On Saturday, December 22nd, your mother informed me of
her contractions, that they were on and off —unpredictable. She
said that they were “interesting,” but wasn’t attached to what they
meant. She was taking them as they came, with patience, knowing
it could be a while before you arrived. It is not easy to be so patient.
I didn’t hear anything again until Sunday afternoon. It was 5 p.m.
and your father called me as they were walking around the block.
You were moving down and getting ready for the birth. Everything
was progressing smoothly and steadily.

At 8:40 p.m. your father called again and asked me to come. I
was so excited to be attending a birth just before Christmas! It was
really cold outside; I wondered if there would be ice on the roads.
The stars were bright so I knew there would be no snow.

Your father answered the door; he was opening a pine-scented
candle that burned throughout your birth. I walked into a com-
pletely serene room. Christmas tree lights and candles lit the room so
softly. There was your mother, on her hands and knees, her head
resting on the birth ball with your grandmother’s hands on her back.

The most beautiful, rhythmic music was playing, with lulling
words about sailing... and that is just how it seemed. Your mom
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rocked gently as though she was in water, floating with and above
each wave as it came. It was often hard to determine whether or not
she was having a contraction. She was at peace. The room was
filled with love and it all seemed so right, so incredibly right that a
baby was to be born there.

Your mother was so gracious; she immediately asked me
how I was doing. Then she asked me about the intense pressure in
her bum. I reminded her that it was your head turning and get-
ting ready to be born. She was always clear with her wishes. She
wanted your grandmother’s touch and your dad’s strong hands
rubbing back and forth on her lower back through each contrac-
tion. I made water and an occasional holiday cookie available as
she labored, and would relieve either your grandmother or your
dad whenever they were outside or were busy getting other
things together.

At10:00 I noticed that her contractions were getting closer and
perhaps a bit stronger, although she never expressed any hesitation
or fear that she could not go on. I noticed her start to push slightly
in the middle of some contractions, but it was so slight and so nat-
ural that I wasn’t concerned for the midwife’s arrival. Kathy was
already on her way.

At around 10:30 p.m., I began to boil water on the stove to
make the birthing tub warm enough. I knew how much your mom
wanted your dad, so I relieved him of that chore. The tub was still
a few degrees shy of where it needed to be; it wouldn’t be ready
for at least another 40 minutes. I was so frustrated, and yet she had
been so comfortable in her position that I wasn’t too concerned.
Your grandmother was outside and your dad was at your mom’s
feet when I made my way from the tub to the kitchen for the last
time. Your dad motioned to me with his hands and the most enor-
mous grin I have ever seen. I came closer, and he lifted back her
underwear to reveal your head, crowning! I had chills all over my
body! Never have I imagined a woman to be so calm and so pres-
ent in that moment. We were both shocked. Your dad was unbeliev-
able. He remained so calm, matching her mood beautifully. I believe
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that you were able to come calmly because of the space that they
created together there. It was so beautiful to see a father so in sync
with his family at that moment.

He waited a few moments before he told your mom. I am not
sure what she was thinking, but she remained in the space that
she had created without a murmur. Your dad paged Kathy with
an emergency 911. She responded immediately, and was extremely
shocked. She was only minutes away.

Your dad switched modes at this point. It was the one thing
he had most wanted to avoid, that of being your mother’s caregiver
rather than her emotional support. He ran to his car and got his
medical kit. I stayed with your mother who was still incredibly
calm; perhaps she was holding back just a bit.

Your dad was undoing his medical supplies when we heard
Kathy’s car lurch into the driveway. Just as the door opened your
mom let out her first and only cry of pain. She had waited, I believe,
for Kathy’s presence to let go and allow for your arrival. It was
then, Sofia, that your little head was born. Kathy coached your
mom through the next push, and your mom birthed your body
with ease. You were absolutely perfect, with perfect color and the
sweetest cry. Your mom was frozen in her hands and knees posi-
tion. She asked that you be cleaned off before she took you in her
arms. I must tell you, though, that you were the cleanest newborn
baby I have seen. You seemed to have slipped out pre-bathed!

While Kathy wiped you off your mom was saying your name,
“Sofia Rose,” but moments later you were Sofia Grace. I am not
sure of the story there, but I cannot imagine a more fitting name
than Grace. Your dad held you and passed you to your mom. In
that moment your cries sounded just like your mother. I have heard
that a newborn’s first noises mimic the mother’s, but it was truly
amazing to hear.

And there we were, your father, your grandmother, Kathy,
Rose and myself, witnesses to your arrival in this world and to the
three of you becoming a family. It was an incredible moment. The
three of you must never forget the beauty of your birth. Let it be the
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calming anchor in any rough sea that you may face. The three of
you faced a challenge with loving grace, together. Thank you for
allowing me to be present. I will always hold you close to my heart.

A Mother’s Guidance: Let go of fear, and above all, trust
@ your instincts about your body and your baby. You are in

charge of this birth. You know yourself and your needs,
and you must communicate them. If you know a particular scent
drives you crazy, make sure nobody has that around. Be careful in
choosing who will be in the birthing room with you. Surround
yourself with those who support your decisions. Have faith in your
body’s ability to do what it knows how to do. A thousand years
ago, no one needed a fetal monitor, or to be told when to push. A
woman listened to her body and it led her. Have courage to not
listen to the mainstream. Read as much as you can, including
Misconceptions by Naomi Wolf; The Mask of Motherhood by Susan
Maushart; and Our Babies by Meredith Small. I also recommend
any of Sheila Kitzinger’s books. Study other cultures and how they
birth and parent. Ask questions as you compare their ways to
American culture. And have a pump on hand to relieve a bit of the
pressure when your milk comes in.

When people begin relating a horror story about birth, kindly
say to them, “Thank you for wanting to share your story but I plan
on having a peaceful birth.”

Know yourself. I knew that I would not do well in a hospital
under someone else’s control. I did not want to have my progress
judged by a clock or a shift rotation schedule. Even if you are hav-
ing a hospital birth, you can ask for specific things. You may want a
CD player for soft music, a birth ball, a yoga mat, or some lamps for
soft lighting. As I mentioned before, you are in charge and if people
aren't listening, yell louder. You can always blame it on the hormones!

Additional Thoughts: Prenatal yoga is a great way to
exercise during labor, and it also teaches you how to
o° breathe, which is so important to practice before labor.
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Prenatal yoga instructor Gurmukh Kaur Khalsa recommends start-
ing classes as soon as you feel good enough to go. Yoga relaxes and
calms pregnant women, easing their fears and teaching them to con-
centrate during labor—to not to be influenced by the environment.
Celebrities such as Cindy Crawford and Reese Witherspoon have
drawn public attention to the benefits of prenatal yoga, and its effec-
tiveness in creating a better birth experience.

Give serious consideration to taking a breastfeeding class dur-
ing your pregnancy. The information you learn will be invaluable
when it comes to establishing a successful breastfeeding relation-
ship with your child. For tips on successful breastfeeding, visit
www.JourneylntoMotherhood.com.

Rene Martinez married Ramon (Marti) in 1996 at none other than The Chapel of Love
in Las Vegas. Five years later, Sofia Grace was born. They live in Palmer, Alaska.
Marti commutes to the Air Force base in Anchorage where he coordinates all the med-
ical needs for the Coast Guard stations in Alaska.



ERRY CHRISTMAS,
MOM

BY CZARINA WALKER

“MERRY CHRISTMAS, MOM! I'm in labor,”
I said through the phone, after waking up to the realization that my
waters had broken in my sleep. “Woo hoo, good girl!” she replied.
“And a very merry Christmas it is,” she said. It was 4:00 a.m., the
beginning of our most exciting Christmas ever, as we headed to the
hospital to have our first child.

If I was quiet enough, I could sense some small cramping sen-
sations, but most of what I was feeling was excitement and joy as
my husband Brad and I laughed and joked on the way to the hos-
pital. As soon as we arrived we were greeted by the labor-and-
delivery staff. They were excited because we were the first couple
to come in that would have a Christmas baby. As we handed off
our copies of my patient record to the hospital staff, I was finally
able to relax a little.

We had chosen to use the Bradley Method to birth our baby.
We were surprised at the simplicity of Bradley, and frankly the
more I read about it, the more it just made good sense. My husband
and I went to classes, but it was the book Natural Childbirth the
Bradley Way by Susan McCutcheon that gave me the knowledge I
needed about labor and delivery to feel more confident about
wanting a natural birth for our baby.
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One of the nice side effects of a natural birth is how much you
can remember about your labor. I was not scared, and to this day, I
am surprised at the clarity of mind that I had while in labor. In all
honesty, I found it somewhat mentally relaxing to be in labor. You
see, since I was 19 years old I have been a software programmer.
All day, all the time, I think of solutions to other people’s problems;
my mind never turns off. That is, until I was in labor. To my sur-
prise, and that of everyone who knows me, I did not think about
work once while I was in labor. It was nice to daydream and release
my mind from the typical thoughts that run through.

As I labored, I remembered the exact moment I decided to
birth my child naturally. I was 15 years old, and babysitting for a
neighbor. For three hours that night, I marveled at how well
behaved her two small children were. The kids, one and three years
old, played and entertained themselves, not fussing even once.
This was such a dramatic change from my regular babysitting job,
where I watched one child who cried constantly. Until this memo-
rable night, I thought all babies cried constantly. When their mom
returned, I told her that I couldn’t believe how good her children
were and reiterated that if her regular babysitter ever quit (not
likely) or was unavailable, I would be more than happy to fill in
for her. Their mom laughed and said, “I know, they are good. It’s
because I had them naturally. In fact I was teaching a natural child-
birth class tonight. You can tell the difference between a child who
is born naturally versus one who is not. They’re just different.” I
had absolutely no idea what she was talking about, but that night
I did know one thing—someday, I was going to have my children
naturally. If this theory had even a possibility of being correct, I
could not risk ignoring it!

During my pregnancy I never brought up natural childbirth
unless someone asked me about it; natural childbirth is not a main-
stream idea in my hometown of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. But a lot
of people, for no real reason at all, ask you a lot of questions when
you're pregnant, inquiring about whether you plan to have an
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epidural. So those were the people who discovered that I had
decided to use the Bradley Method to birth our baby. Everyone
thought I was crazy and proceeded to tell me their horror stories.
Even the people who believed in me the most, my mom and my
husband, were not so sure about this idea of mine to have a natu-
ral childbirth. Being that I have an uptight, somewhat high-strung,
fairly stressed-out personality, my husband had voiced serious
concerns about natural childbirth throughout my pregnancy. “This
method is based on you relaxing? Is that actually possible? Don’t
you think that maybe you need a back-up plan?” But I had prac-
ticed relaxing, and even visualized relaxing while in labor,
throughout my entire pregnancy. Additionally, I had read about the
phenomenon that some women experience where they do not feel
any pain during labor. I thought about my grandmother’s letter
and everything I had read, and kept telling myself that I could do
this despite my toughest critics.

Laboring in the hospital, it was now 9:00 a.m.— somehow five
hours had passed. Boy, my Bradley teacher was right! When you
don’t stare at the clock, the time just passes. I spent most of this
time walking around the hospital, something most laboring moms
are not able to do if they have an epidural and a bunch of wires
attached to them. My husband and I had elected to have only
hourly monitoring of the baby, and a hep-lock instead of the tradi-
tional IV so that I could move around throughout labor. When I
realized how painful it was for me to lie down in bed, in contrast
to walking or sitting in a reclined position, I was really glad that we
had made this decision.

When I was pregnant we had considered the two major hos-
pitals that delivered babies in our area, and chose the one that
seemed more accepting of natural childbirth methods. To our sur-
prise, many of the labor-and-delivery nurses were trained in the
Bradley Method. They were happy to allow me to walk around
the ward and take showers to help relax my muscles. The warm
showers felt wonderful; I temporarily forgot that I was in labor. I
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was convinced for a time that the contractions had actually
stopped, but they had not. I joked with my mom, telling her I might
just stay in the shower until I had the baby.

When I wasn’t walking or showering, I passed the time in a
semi-reclined position in the lounge chair in my hospital room. I
tried to lie down in the hospital bed, but the contractions were much
stronger and very painful when I laid down in the hospital bed.
Who would have thought? From everything I had seen on TV, I
thought that women who were in labor were supposed to be lying
down, but you couldn’t have paid me to lie down. I would not have
been able to have our son naturally if I had to lie down during labor.

For about a month before labor started, I had been dilated to
one centimeter. So after I had been in labor for about five hours,
2.5 centimeters didn’t sound like a whole lot of progress. But I was-
n’t really worried about when the baby would show up or how
dilated I was. I almost wished the nurses wouldn’t tell me. I just
kept telling myself that the baby would definitely be here today,
when he was ready. My job wasn't to tell him when to show up, it
was to relax and let my body do what it was designed to do natu-
rally. I kept focusing on the uterus as a muscle that was just doing
exactly what it was supposed to do.

As I relaxed through the contractions, I began to have a feeling
of amazement and appreciation for the human body, an experience
that would gain momentum throughout my labor. Natural labor
is something that every female mammal goes through, except for
some humans. Why is natural labor so unusual for American
women? I think it is fear.

While I was pregnant, my mom found my baby book. Inside
was a handwritten letter that my grandmother had written while
my mom was pregnant with me. Her letter included many pieces
of advice for my expectant mother, one of which was, “the fear of
labor was much worse than the reality.” My grandmother gave
birth to twelve children, and for most of them she arrived at the
hospital too late to receive any pain medication. Her letter helped
me to touch my inner strength throughout my pregnancy, as I pre-
pared for natural childbirth.
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Soon it was already 2:00 p.m. The fact that the nurse’s ques-
tions could be answered by my written birth plan was really a huge
asset to me. All T had to do was focus on relaxing. I found myself
repeating my little daily prayer for a healthy baby during the con-
tractions. When I wasn’t reciting that in my head, I was visualiz-
ing something peaceful. My ultimate escape from my hectic world
is gardening. Throughout my labor, I spent hours daydreaming
about what it would be like to hold our baby in the spring, when all
of my tulips are in bloom. (I had planted 300 tulip bulbs in our
flower beds prior to going into labor.) Something about that image
gave me a lot of peace and happiness, and so I kept letting it run
through my mind.

I finally let my husband call more of our family and friends to
let them know that I was in labor. T hated for him to call any of them
too early, because who knew when the baby would be here, and
there was no sense in all of us spending Christmas at the hospital.
Some of the closer ones had already heard and had been there all
morning. Eventually my husband and mother-in-law had to break
it to them that natural childbirth isn’t as simple as a scheduled
C-section, and that it might be later that evening before the baby
arrived. During the phone calls and conversations, I'd begun to
notice the importance of keeping my distractions to a minimum.
I asked my husband to take all conversations and phone calls out-
side of the room.

If I could concentrate on relaxing, the contractions did not
really bother me. If I lost my concentration, I became uncomfort-
able. As hard as it was, especially as the day went on and more
and more family and friends arrived at the hospital, we limited
the number of visitors in my room. This helped me to concentrate.
To be honest, I really did not want a lot of people in there with me.
I appreciated that they were there, but on the other side of that
door. It was nothing personal; it was the same as if I was working
on a big project at work, trying my hardest to focus.

My labor support team had been strictly my mom, my
mother-in-law and my husband for quite a while, aside from a brief
visit here and there from a family member or friend who stopped
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by. But one really nice addition to the team was our friend, Julie. A
massage therapist by profession and former labor-and-delivery
nurse prior to that, she was just what I needed. My husband and I
regularly saw Julie for massages, both before and during my preg-
nancy. I am not a fan of using medication when there are alterna-
tive options, and my alternative has always been massage. We
think the world of Julie for all the help she has given us. Julie had
agreed to help me relax through labor with massage, and while I
had made it through the first part of labor myself, I was very happy
to have Julie help me through the rest. My mom and my husband’s
mom, my husband and Julie all took turns during the remaining
hours of my labor, massaging my hands and feet to help me relax
through contractions. All T had to do was relax.

By 5:00 p.m. the contractions were strong, requiring complete
concentration. The nurses reported that I was at seven centime-
ters, and Julie let me know that these contractions were at their
maximum strength, and that the rest would be downhill. I was
really excited to hear this, but was trying not to get my hopes up on
when the baby might arrive. I kept focusing on midnight, but I
knew in my heart that it wouldn’t be that long.

It was just a matter of time. I knew I could do it. Nurses and
others kept stepping into the room and commenting on how well
I was doing. One even said that I was doing so well, I was her hero.
As I listened to their conversations through my contractions, I
found out that while many of the nurses were trained in natural
childbirth, they still did not see many women have a successful
natural birth. I was one of very few they had seen in a while.

At this point in my labor, I really didn’t want to talk to anyone.
Listening to them was OK, but by the time each contraction ended,
it took more energy than I had left to actually speak. Yes and no
answers were possible, but anything more involved was simply
not going to happen. I was suddenly even more relieved that we
had a birth plan, and that our doctor had signed it prior to delivery,
and that the hospital had a copy. Having people in the room with
me who were familiar with our birth plan helped too. Any of the
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people in the room with me could explain my intentions without
my needing to do anything.

As I worked through the transition stage, I heard that my
father-in-law had returned to the hospital with a homemade meal
packaged for each of our family members, friends, and all of the
nurses in the labor-and-delivery ward. I remember thinking,
“What a lucky little baby to be born into a family like this.” While
I was known to eat constantly throughout my pregnancy, hunger
never entered my mind during labor.

I'looked up at some point and said quietly to the person near-
est to me, “I feel this sensation... like an urge to push?” That was
when the labor-and-delivery folks shifted into high gear, changing
and moving things around. During that time, I don’t remember
having any contractions. I don’t know if this was because of my
sheer excitement, or a true biological reason. All I had to do now
was to push. It constantly amazes me that movies and television
portray the pushing stage as excruciatingly painful. This is so far
from the truth. In fact, our biological systems keep many women
from feeling pain while pushing; the weight of the baby in the
pelvis keeps the nerves in that region from sending a signal back
to your brain to feel any pain. The pushing stage was actually exhil-
arating—instead of merely relaxing, I was actively helping to bring
my baby into the world. This was the only portion of my labor that
I spent in the hospital bed.

As I pushed, my mind kept remembering that during natural
childbirth, the baby actually helps you through the final stage of
delivery. Full-term newborn babies have a reflex that causes them
to extend their legs when they are squeezed —they actually help
to push themselves out. Of course, this only happens if the baby is
not under any anesthesia.

I'am told that I pushed for an hour, with friends and family sit-
ting in the waiting room, watching the clock anxiously. It felt like
no more than 20 minutes to me. Our son, Gabriel Joseph Walker,
was born at 7:55 p.m. on Christmas day.

A natural birth was the best decision I ever made. Our friends
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and family thought I was such a trooper, but in reality, I was petri-
fied of the things that anesthesia so often brings: a lack of control
during labor that could spiral into the oh-so common emergency
C-section, or the use of forceps or other extraction methods. I
wanted to do everything I could to ensure that our child had the
best and healthiest start that I could give him.

During my pregnancy, I could rattle off many of the benefits of
natural childbirth for the baby. What I did not realize was how a
natural childbirth would affect me personally. The relaxation tech-
niques that I learned with the Bradley Method have been helpful to
me in many other areas of my life that bring me a great deal of
stress. Also, while I was never someone who suffered from a lack of
confidence, you cannot possibly imagine how your confidence
soars after having a successful natural birth. Once you realize what
a huge mental and physical accomplishment natural birth truly is,
it becomes difficult to think that you can’t do something. I find
myself thinking about my challenges from a different perspective.
“I went through natural childbirth... next to that, this is nothing!”

So, the big question is, did the idealistic visions of my future
children hold up? Is my child any better in temperament than other
children who were not born naturally? It’s a good question. He
has a beautiful temperament, and I thank God constantly for giving
us a happy and healthy baby. However, I'm not sure that this can be
attributed directly to natural childbirth. I guess you could make the
case that a child born without anesthesia would have an easier
birth, be more alert, and have energy to breastfeed earlier, which
might contribute to fewer stomach problems, decreased risk of
colic, and less fussing—thereby creating a better-tempered child.
But it’s a stretch, even for me. But I don’t plan on risking success
with the second one. After all, labor is only temporary, and the
child is forever.

A Mother’s Guidance: Have a well-written and well
thought-out birth plan. Writing your birth plan makes

you think about each decision, and leads you to discuss
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them with your doctor and your labor-and-delivery partners. It
will also show you which hospital can best suit your needs, and
lessen any fear of the unknown that you or your partner might
feel about childbirth. Something as important as how your body
will be treated when you may not have a voice for yourself, and
how you ultimately bring your child into the world, should not be
left to the opinions and biases of the nursing staff or the doctor on
call; they may have very different ideas about labor and delivery
and the treatment of newborn babies than you.

Visualize a successful natural birth at least once daily—this
will not only give you confidence, but it will override the false and
negative programming you've picked up about how difficult labor
and delivery must be. Practice relaxing your mind and body com-
pletely several times a week—think about something peaceful, and
concentrate on making every muscle in your body relax.

Knowledge is your best weapon against fear. Read and be
informed so that you will not be afraid of the unknown.

Have a well-written and thorough birth plan signed by your
physician and packed with your hospital bag. Be sure to review
your birth plan with your support team so that they know and
respect your wishes, and can be a voice for you during your labor.

I read (cover to cover) Natural Childbirth the Bradley Way by
Susan McCutcheon. I also ordered Husband-Coached Childbirth: The
Bradley Method of Natural Childbirth by Robert Bradley. I actually
ordered this book for my husband to read, but I read more than he
did. Natural Childbirth the Bradley Way was a little easier reading
for me.

We took Bradley classes, and there were three areas that we
found helpful:

First, the class offered solid nutritional guidelines, which is
something I did not find clearly defined in any book. We filled out
daily diet logs, which made me quite conscious of what I ate at
every meal... before that point, I just thought that if I ate healthy
foods, that was good enough for my baby. I had always eaten
healthy foods; my mother is practically a nutritionist. But I still had
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no idea how to eat specifically for a baby and help my body nutri-
tionally to prepare for childbirth.

Also, the role-playing portions of the class helped us think
through what it would be like to be in labor, and highlighted the
decisions that either I or my husband might be called upon to make.

Lastly, our Bradley class was the first we had heard about the
importance of a birth plan. It really caught our attention, and we
spent several weeks looking through websites and learning more
about it. Writing our birth plan put both my husband and I at ease
about the whole process.

Additional Thoughts: The pause in contractions between
the dilation phase and the pushing stage wasn’t her

0°® imagination. Some women do experience a break from

contractions after full dilation as the body recovers enough to find
the energy required to push out the baby.

Czarina Walker, like most women approaching 30, wears many hats. She works full
time, and owns a software development company that she founded at 19 years of age.
Her company currently employs herself and seven other staff members, and continues
to grow and prosper each year. She is a devoted wife to her husband of three years,
Brad Walker, whom she has loved and worked along side of for many more years than
they have been married. They still share an office today. She is a loving mom to her
son, Gabriel. Additionally, she is blessed with an incredible mom, and many wonder-
ful friends and family who are nearby in proximity and in spirit. In her spare time
Czarina can be found with her husband in their yard. The gardens they have created
around their home entice neighbors and other passersby to stop and enjoy.



HE BIRTH
OF THE GODS

BY ROBIN LEE

WHEN I FOUND OUT I was pregnant, I was
shocked. It wasn’t planned. I had been enjoying so much time with
Kanya, my first child, who was six years old. When I checked in to
ask the baby why she was coming (she’d better have an outstanding
reason!), I knew the timing was perfect and my only job was to let
go and enjoy the flow. She told me she was coming to bring together
our family, and I'll tell you, this is truly what she has already done.

Eight months into the pregnancy I decided to birth at home,
for a variety of reasons. Since pain medication wasn’t going to be
an option at all, I knew I needed support.

I started searching for something to empower me through
the process and help me let go of old beliefs around how painful
birthing had to be. After searching online, I came across something
called HypnoBirthing. It is a technique that puts a pregnant woman
into a slight hypnotic trance, which allows her to easily respond to
suggestions that her birthing partner gives to her. It resonated very
strongly with me, so Scott and I started the class almost immedi-
ately. At first, I didn’t want to listen to Scott suggest anything about
a peaceful birth! What did he know about peaceful birthing? Then
I realized this was an opportunity to heal some old wounds I had
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been holding onto. This was a glorious opportunity to let go, and
that’s exactly what I did!

We practiced the affirmations and techniques almost daily.
They seemed so simple, almost too simple to actually make a dif-
ference. A little music, a little relaxation... and this is supposed to
create a painless experience? I couldn’t help but doubt, but I did
my best to remain focused on positive intentions.

After lots of practice, my waters broke while I was sleeping
on the morning of October 18th, at 3:15 a.m. There’s nothing quite
like waking up and thinking that you've wet the bed! Excited,
scared and full of anticipation, I waited about three minutes before
waking Scott. He immediately jumped up and started getting
things ready around the house. As the sun came up I called friends
and family to let them know today was the day.

Well, the day passed without much progress. There was a con-
traction here and there, but nothing to get overly excited about. As
evening came we called the midwife and asked her to come over. I
had this incredible need to have the baby checked to make sure all
was OK. She arrived and checked both of us. My blood pressure
was up and the baby’s heart rate was a bit low. The midwife
thought I was dehydrated, and suggested more water to get us
back to ideal levels. In half an hour all was perfect with us both.

We got a nice sleep that night, since contractions were mini-
mal. Waking up at 8:30 the next morning, I was greeted by a nasty
concoction of castor oil and soymilk. The length of time that had
passed since my water had broken was beginning to concern the
midwife, so she thought she would help things along with this
remedy. Two concoctions and four hours later, we were rocking in
labor. Between lying in the bathtub, rocking on the birthing ball
and walking around, contractions seem to flow regularly. After an
hour or so of this, the midwife told me I was dilated to six cen-
timeters. I felt my heart grow heavy! I still had four more centime-
ters to go before I could see my beautiful angel.

I'lay on the bed and Scott kept me in a deep state of relaxation.
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I felt a need to ask my mom to come in to rub my shoulders. It felt
like contractions were coming every couple of minutes, but I later
found out from my mom that they were about 30 seconds apart.
She was watching my back tighten with each contraction, and was
intrigued that I was not responding to them at all!

Suddenly, I felt an enormous need to go to the bathroom. As I
was walking there, I knew this wasn’t a normal trip to the bath-
room. I asked for the midwife to come in. She looked down and
told me I needed to make a decision then and there about birthing
in water or on the bed.

Within several minutes I was in the birthing pool with Scott. I
looked up to see my mom, brother, sister-in-law, cousin, the mid-
wife and her helper all there around the pool. Each had something
they were responsible for, and there they sat, each dutifully hold-
ing their assigned tool: mirrors, clocks and cameras. A few pushes
later, a deep silence filled the room and the midwife announced that
the baby’s head was out of me. I clearly remember having anxiety
about her head being out in the water and the rest of her still up
inside of me. She looked like she must have looked as she lived in
the womb. It was as if she was sleeping. I wanted to force a push to
get her out but my body wouldn’t let me.

I remember this feeling of being completely supported by the
universe, that what I thought was good to do was being overridden
by something far greater than me. I felt a depth of support that
was just unbelievable. With the next push, her body was out and
she was moving in the water. I scooped her up to my chest and we
lay against Scott. Her body was covered with a white, Crisco-like
substance that made her really slippery. It took her a moment to
take her first breath. (Water-birthed babies often do take a bit
longer to breathe. They sometimes seem confused about whether
or not they are really out of the womb, since the watery environ-
ment of birth is so similar to the womb.)

Even though it took a moment for her to breathe, I wasn’t the
least bit concerned. I knew she was absolutely fine because she

421 .



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

was still getting oxygen from the pulsating cord. It wasn’t until the
next morning that she wanted to breastfeed; we let her go by her
own schedule.

Vismaya Devi (Goddess of Awe and Wonderment) weighed
nine pounds, six ounces, and was 21 inches long. Her head was
14 centimeters around—one of the things I remember most! Gee,
I wonder why!

Our daughter Kanya is doing great, adjusting to her new sib-
ling. There are times when it is a bit hard on her, and I'm so grate-
ful she can communicate this to us. The love that she has in her eyes
for her new little sister is beyond words. My mom stayed with us
for a while so I could heal and we could all bond as a family without
the normal pressures and stresses of daily life. What a blessing!

I can truly say that this birth was like a birth of the gods. Until
the last 20 minutes or so, it was virtually painless. The power of
HypnoBirthing, and the support of your loved ones and the uni-
verse, is beyond words.

A Mother’s Guidance: Don't be afraid of offending anyone,
@ or concerned with doing the “right” thing. The right thing
is to listen to yourself and do whatever feels comfortable.
I am speaking mostly about who to have in the room with you
while giving birth. Obligations don’t apply in the birthing room.
I'loved the Sears books, including The Pregnancy Book, The Birth
Book, The Breastfeeding Book and The Attachment Parenting Book. The
Tao of Motherhood by Vimala McClure was and still is a great book
on mothering.

Robin Lee is an internationally acclaimed healer, a medical intuitive and an intuitive
nutritional consultant in Leucadia, California. Robin creates individualized nutritional
programs and offers lifestyle counseling.



ACING THE SUN

BY RACHEL KELLUM

Before the Birth
How DOES A WOMAN BEGIN to write about
the day she and her child were born? I must begin to try or I will
lose the details that make this story ours. But do I start with the
contractions that began squeezing a month before, or with the
waters the squeezing sent trickling warm from me? Or did this
birth begin, crying in my lover’s arms 42 weeks ago on autumn
equinox, when I'said yes to creating a new pattern in my life; when
I sobbed in a basement apartment, thinking of how long it had
taken me to walk outside alone after my first child was born, with-
out her in my arms, to look at the stars? (I had leaned my head back
as far as I could, and there they were, and had been, for the past
three months. And there I was, standing on a county road, looking
up. Where had I been?) Four years, afraid of losing myself again
to another child. Realization in a basement: I am a different person
in a different situation, with a different partner; there is not a prede-
termined path I must follow; I can integrate my needs with my
family’s; I can live differently than before.
Does this story begin in a hospital as I argued with a man in
white who told me I would crush my baby’s head if I didn’t let him
cut my perineum? Did it begin with the same man walking into the
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comfortably pink room (as though pink is enough), after I delivered
the child he thinks he delivered, soberly informing me that had I car-
ried Sage to full term, she wouldn’t have been able to pass through
my small, unusually shaped pelvis? Overwhelmed, I thanked him for
this information, even though he took my daughter from my womb
before she was ready; even though he came in to “examine” me dur-
ing my supposedly intense (the nurses pointed to the monitors in dis-
belief) but painless contractions with a long hook hidden along his
wrist; even though he reached inside me and burst my waters with-
out telling me. I thanked him? I took his fear arrow and carried it in
my gut for four years. Where do births begin?

I suppose Grey’s birth begins at each of these points in my
body and more: nurses telling me not to use my voice; to push; to
hold my breath until my lips and arms were cold; writing; sob-
bing about feeling robbed, raped, impotent; walking in the woods,
imagining my pelvis the entire horizon, the valley holding the sky
and everything I could and couldn’t see... matrices that radiate
outward at every direction like dazzled light off wet eyelashes. I
cannot see them all at once and must squint to write even some of
them down. The lines of light play on the pine needles, the flutter-
ing aspen leaves, the purply juniper berries around this little house
whose wooden bones we raised and smoothed with our hands.

There. I will begin with this house, with the huge bed my
mate, George, built to hold our small family just a month ago.
When he first started thinking of the project, I wasn’t sure he’d fin-
ish it in time for the birth. He had a few weeks to go before finish-
ing his first year of teaching seventh grade language arts in a small
not-so-nearby town. Every Friday night, we were still driving over
two hours to our house on the small mountain, and then back to
our dim basement apartment on Sundays. I began feeling the need
to stop the traveling, to be somewhere, to be where I would birth
the baby, settled. George, of course, understood and told me to go
to the mountains and settle in. I did.

These couple of days alone, I began wondering how I would
feel about laboring and birthing alone. This was a possibility since

. 424 ...



FACING THE SUN

both George and the midwife were two hours away from the cabin.
Sitting on Sage’s bed, remembering the stories I'd read recently of
women who birthed their babies alone in bathtubs and on toilets or
in bed with no assistance, I knew—I felt in my skin—that I could
doit. In fact, I began to wonder if I should call anyone at all if I began
labor. The contractions I'd been having were just as strong as the
ones I'd had the day Sage was born (or, I should say, induced) six
weeks early. With this second pregnancy, the contractions were there
every day for a month, and still no baby. Grey was finishing him-
self, and my womb was embracing him, preparing him, everyday.

On the Thursday and Friday before Grey’s birth, Sage and I
hung out at the cabin together. We lay nude in the sun on the box
spring we had thrown out after George had finished the new bed.
“It’s a beautiful day to be naked,” she said. She photographed me
in jeans and the crazy orange bikini top my funky friend Maile
(pronounced My-lee) gave me, baby about to burst out of my skin,
and I photographed her bouncing like a star on the box spring.
That day I wept... she would no longer be my only child. After ask-
ing why I was crying, and I tried to explain, she said, “But mom, I'll
still be here, and Baby Grey, and Pablo [our cat], too.” This made
me smile; she didn’t understand that I was mourning the end of
an era of my life. Instead I told her I was crying because I love her
so much, which is also true.

George made it back to the cabin Friday and we took Sage to
her dad’s for the weekend, as this was the new schedule. We
bathed in the washtub, made love and ate pasta with melted cheese
and asparagus, in that order. My contractions began coming five
minutes apart, and I could feel my cervix opening. I could still talk
through contractions, though. We called Lisa, our midwife, and
told her they were coming five minutes apart. She decided to come
with her assistant, Trisha, just in case. As the two hours before they
arrived went by, I knew this was another practice session, not the
real thing, because the contractions didn’t get stronger. Lisa and
Trisha were happy to come anyway, and went out to look at the
stars with our telescope as we tried to sleep. When they came back
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into the dark cabin and went to bed, they giggled and giggled like
girls at a slumber party. I smiled in the dark, listening to them. In
the morning we hiked into the valley. Both Lisa and Trisha paid so
much attention: evening primrose, lichen, moss, shooting stars that
taste like cucumber. “If you want to have more false labor,” they
said cheerily as they left, “that’s fine with us!”

George’s last day at work was Monday. I went back with him
so I could work on packing up for the summer, hoping not to have
the baby in the basement. I cleaned the bathtub, just in case, and sat
in it next to a burning red candle, singing to Grey an English lullaby
whose words I had changed.

Come through me my baby, open up your eyes.

Loved ones waiting for you, welcoming you darling to our lives.
Great big moon is shining, high up in the sky.

Time to come through me, my little one. Come to me.

My belly was huge in the water, an island.

Finally George’s day at work was over. I was so tired and
uncomfortable. I wanted someone to just mother me. So I called my
mom. I told her about my false labor on Saturday night. Her first
words? “Oh no, maybe the baby is too big!” This made me snap.
“Mom! Quit trying to scare me! I'm so tired of people trying to
make me afraid!” She apologized, and I know she meant well, but
I felt sad. So many doctors (not to mention the media) have made
our mothers and sisters afraid of their own power. When my mom
was in labor with me, her doctor told her I was too big to pass
through her pelvis. I was born through a caesarean incision and
have been told this story my entire life. I hung up the phone with
my mom, who at least sympathized with my discomfort and tried
her best to be brave for me.

I felt so heavy. I sat on the couch and drank an ale, as I've
heard sometimes beer can get things going and we were about to
leave for the cabin soon anyway. This didn’t make me feel any
brighter. George was gentle and understanding, but I was still so
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low. All the way to the mountains and after picking up Sage from
her dad’s, I was quiet, thinking of my women friends. I felt this
aching to be nurtured by them, sung to, held, touched, hair
brushed. I wanted their hands on my belly, to dance with them. But
our lives are so separate; overlap is rare since I am always far away
on the plains or in the mountains. It is something I'm learning to
live with. So, I sat looking out the passenger window at the glow-
ing orange-pink clouds, thinking of the women I love, trying not
to turn my face to George while tears ran, trying not to give away
the new moon of my pregnancy, my melancholy. I knew this would
not last. By the time we got to the cabin, it was dark. George carried
Sage to her bed, and we unloaded the boxes of clothes, food,
birthing supplies and clean laundry from the car. We were tired
and decided to unpack the boxes in the morning.

In bed, I got some worries out of my fisted stomach to George.
He held me and I loved him for listening to me when I wasn’t sure
if I was being overly sensitive or, as pregnant women are so often
dismissed, hormonal. Talking to him made me a lot lighter. We
were finally home for the summer, ready for our child to enter our
world. We had been making love often in the last few weeks to get
labor started, and it was hard not to laugh sometimes in the throes
because I was so immobile, beached. So much for all those tips to
start labor. They only work when the baby is ready to come.
Perhaps those tips are only coincidental with life’s little events. Gee,
I ate spicy food, drank a beer and had sex and my baby was born! Let’s
publish this finding! No amount of hiking up rocks, jostling myself
up our crazy road, eating Taco Bell or being given amazing oral
sex could bring this baby out. But perhaps, opening my clenched
stomach, sleeping at last in our huge homemade bed on the first
night of summer was enough. It wouldn’t work for anyone else,
I’'m sure. Instead of eating spicy food or making love, that night
we fell asleep.

I woke up thinking I had to have what our family affection-
ately calls a growl (aka, a bowel movement). Or at least pee. And of
course, the contractions were there, squeezing, as usual. I crawled
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out of bed, noticed the waning crescent moon in the cracked-by-
last-winter window at the southeast side of the bed. Clear night
blue-black. I shuffled across the floor, bones popping, trying not to
lose my leg-hip connection, found the toilet paper in the dark and
made it down the porch steps to our portable chemical toilet,
whose battery operated flush function had given out three days
before (we have no plumbing). I sat and tried to push out. Nothing.
Back to bed. Two or three more contractions. I glanced at our unre-
liable digital clock, thinking maybe I would time them if I could
stay awake. It was 3:46. Each contraction felt like the urge to growl.
I turned to the moon in the window, a white fingernail clipping like
the ones I had washed down the sink so I could reach into myself
without scratching or irritating my cervix or the baby’s head. Days
before, I had decided to forget the glamour, the nail polish, the
same way I had removed the ring in my right nipple a month ago
when the contractions began. I had been having night dreams of
nursing, so I figured I needed to lose the ring. This gesture was
my invitation. Perhaps my cells would send a message to Grey’s
cells: I'm ready. And now the moon was ready: a crescent, a bowl
of water. I turned back to face George and closed my eyes.

Labor Begins

Belly squeeze and a gentle buried pop, like a bubble-gum bub-
ble full of water bursting in the mouth of my childhood, a gush, a
trickle, a pleasure. I whispered excitedly, shaking George’s shoul-
der, “Babe, babe, my water broke.” I scooted on my side down to
the foot of our tall bed, trying not to completely soak it. I stood
myself up, water dripping down my legs, George sleepy fumbling,
following my movement, the clear water puddles, with a green
towel, on his knees. No odor. I wish I had thought to taste it, the
water of my baby’s mouth.

I'stood facing the center pane of the five-paned front window,
rocking my hips back and forth. Shaking, because it was time to
decide to be alone or to call my midwife and friends. I decided to
wait. I wanted to shake. Then I realized there were boxes of clothes
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and food under the bed that needed to be put away, into the new
rough-cut pine cabinets George built. My contractions were strong
and regular, about five minutes apart, and I could still walk and
talk through them. I went about lighting candles: blue apple, blood
red, three-flamed vanilla, old dusty green. I didn’t light the Shiva
altar. Perhaps George lit the candle under Whitman, and the tall
green candle under Klimt’s Three Ages of Woman. Now, after spend-
ing an hour readying the house, feeling my body, my belly, inten-
sify, I felt a calmness come over me: I wanted women near. Not
because I felt fearful, as some may assert, but immensely power-
ful. I wanted to share this birth ritual not only with my blood fam-
ily, but with the magical women who are also my family.

First I called my midwife, Lisa, who had been a healing force
to me throughout my pregnancy as I struggled to ignore words
about my pelvis that had been planted in me for years. (It took a
lot of reassurance from her, reading about the softening of liga-
ments and bones in late pregnancy, as well as visualization and for-
giveness, to quiet the voice of Sage’s birth doctor in my head. My
mother’s voice had been there too, reminding me of my own cae-
sarean birth.) Lisa was a little surprised I had not called earlier,
since it would take her two hours to get to me, but she understood
and respected my decision to wait. Then I called two dear women
friends, Maile, who amazingly had the day off from work, and
Monica, who would be bringing her nine-year-old daughter,
Andrea. Monica later told me that when she woke Andrea to see if
she wanted to go to school or to the birth, she darted out of bed,
grabbed her hot water bottle and said, “Mom, we’ll need sturdy
hiking boots.” While talking to Monica, I had to stop in the middle
of a few sentences, overcome with that opening, that taking over
of my body. I told her she could take her time if she wanted to sleep
more. Later we laughed about such a silly suggestion.

The calls were made; I began settling into myself again. The
sun was rising, filling the darkness of the cabin, erasing candlelight
but not the cupped moon. Yellow-orange burst below a thinning
bank of clouds. I looked into the valley, feet pressed together in
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front of me, holding onto my knees, leaning back on my pelvis with
each contraction. I asked George to put on some music we had cho-
sen for the birth, Zen Kiss.

Sheila Chandra’s voice liltingly chanted into my body, called
me to my power, to awaken to it. She soothingly reminded me that
our womanly wisdom, our spirits, cannot be lost or broken; that
as the mothers of humanity, we can seek and create images of our-
selves that are powerful; that we do not need to rely on lesser images
others have put before us. She urged me—and all women—to find
our wisdom in dreams. So I began.

In between contractions, I remembered a night dream from
weeks before in which I was giving birth, reaching between my
legs, feeling my baby’s head bulge the skin tight and retract, bulge
and retract. Although I had never reached down to feel Sage
crowning, I sensed it fully in my dream. This told me where to keep
my hand during labor, to stay in touch with the work of my body.
I began to weep (lots of weeping going on in those last few days!)
with the power surging through me, so full. I had thought I would
want a lot of touch at this time from George, but I realized that
touch distracted me from centering completely in myself, from
fully opening and emanating around my baby. Closing my eyes
through contractions helped me become the emanation. I want to
call it emanation instead of pain because, for me, “pain” carries
the sensation of fear, and as I have said, I wasn’t afraid. Emanation
better suggests the intense sensation of expansion I felt. It took all
my concentration and relaxed breathing to experience this strange
dimension of my body peacefully.

I began to feel an old hum come from somewhere deep in my
chest, behind my breasts. Eventually I had to move from the bed,
the window, to walk. The clouds were gone, the eastern sky was
creamy yellow. Lisa called and said she’d be there in an hour, so I
guess two hours had passed by this time. We told her my contrac-
tions were now about four minutes apart. I put on my sandals,
opened the door, and stood on our small porch. For early June in
the mountains, the morning was incredibly warm. I decided to
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labor outside for a while. From the porch I could see the pon-
derosa pine tree in front of the house, a crossroads for all kinds
of birds that feed there: hummers, blackheaded grosbeaks,
stellers jays, chickadees, chipping sparrows, juncos, green-tailed
and rufus-sided towhees, house wrens and red crossbills. This
tree is the home of hanging bells, dried shriveled gourds that
click in the wind, a rope for the hammock chair. Its broken, dead
branch drew my attention. I had heard stories of women hang-
ing on things to get labor moving, so I thought, why not? On the
way to the tree, I stopped at the pile of boards George had been
using to build kitchen cabinets, crouched with my hands on
the pile, cracked open more. I stood up, made it to the pon-
derosa, and hung with the gourds, straight armed, squatting as a
huge rush poured hot through my belly and out my mouth:
00000hhhhhOOOOOHHHHHHo000000000hhhhhhh.

I asked George, who was busy boiling water and making cof-
fee in the house, to bring a clean towel to hang over the branch, as
well as a clean towel and sheet for some padding and protection
under my feet. After each call I stood and leaned on the branch,
resting my head on my folded arms. I don’t know how many times
I did this, hanging, pressing my face into my stretched tingling
arms, standing again to lean and rest as much as possible, but this
seemed to be the best way to keep opening. I continued with the
low moaning, concentrating on keeping my jaw slack. George later
said it was one of the most primitive sounds he’s ever heard. I
knew I would not move from this place. Over a half dozen chip-
munks nibbled on seeds and watched from the pocketed swell of
granite behind me.

George brought me ice in my favorite pewter moon-handled
mug, and since labor was moving along smoothly, we decided at
that moment to wake Sage. She had been a huge part of preparing
for Grey’s birth. We showed her videos and photos of babies devel-
oping, laboring women and actual births, so we knew she’d be fine.
She had even been by my side holding my hand and singing as
George and I practiced perineal massage and relaxed breathing
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throughout the last month of pregnancy. We had prepared her as
best we could for what was to come. Why not be honest with her?
When George woke her up, he took her into his arms and walked
to the window. He told her Baby Grey was coming, that there was
some blood and that’s OK, and that mom was making some
strange noises. He assured her everything was fine. She watched
me from the window for a few minutes until she decided she was
ready to come to me.

I was in the middle of a contraction, moaning, when she came
out of the house. She stood behind me on the bloody sheet. When it
subsided I turned to her and there she was, with her hand over her
mouth, giggling. Then it occurred to me how silly and strange my
sounds must be to her. I told her, “You're right, these sounds are
pretty funny, huh? But I just have to make them to deal with the
energy in my belly... Here comes another...” She nodded and
stayed by me on the sheet for a while. I think I quit hanging from
the branch around this time because my arms and legs were falling
asleep. I began squatting with my hands in front of me like a cat on
its haunches, hovering over the red rubber hot water bottle George
had filled earlier. Now was the time to use it, to take the heat into
my perineum. I imagined blood filling my tissues, making them soft
and stretchy. The heat was so right. Sage asked me who was playing
the flute in the house; it was Mary Youngblood’s The Offering.

By this time, another hour had passed and George figured the
midwives would be down at the bottom of mountain by then.
Their little car would never make it up our steep and rutted four-
wheel-drive road. As I watched George drive away to pick them up
as we had planned, my rushing sounds began to end in ungh. Time
to push? I decided to wait to actively push until  had no choice; for
now I would just let my uterus do the work. I kept my hand at my
opening feeling for a bulge, not one yet. Then I reached inside with
my left longest finger to feel for the head: only the soft folds of my
vaginal wall—a cord? No—only my tissues and this soft lump at
the very top. Not hard enough for a head. Had my cervix even
opened? I wondered. I just kept calling oooohhhhh, OOOOHHH,
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Hooohhhh. Sage walked out of the house saying softly, “Baby Grey,
Mommy’s not ready for you to come out yet.” This surprised me
and I managed to say gently, “Yes, honey, I'm ready... why do you
say that?” She answered, “You keep saying ‘nooooo.”” I explained
that I was really saying “ooooohhhh” to help myself open up. She
nodded. I was carried off again into that ancient sound. Again and
again and again.

The Birth

I guess on his way down, George passed Maile hiking up to me
with my silver dumbek drum and special gifts in her backpack: my
mother’s mother’s brass bracelet emblazoned with The Crab; a
wooden mask; a potpourri burner in the gourd shape of a woman
with three faces and spirals at her womb through which candle light
would shine; and a bag of almost stale tortilla chips. The scene she
walked in on: me moaning under a ponderosa on a bloodstained
flowered sheet with Sage behind me, brave eyes seeming to say,
Mom'’s OK, right? Ilooked up from my sheet and there was beautiful
Maile walking up the path surrounded by groundsel flowers, with
a leather beaded band stretched across her forehead, wearing the
embroidered vest she used to wear when we gave massage for high
prices to lonely men a few summers ago. (We were broke... what
can I say?) Her eyes were shining wet; she whispered in a smoky
voice, “You're so beautiful... I love you.” “Ilove... you,” I told her.
“I'm so glad you're here.” We hugged. Maile and Sage found a
wand and soap bubbles and filled the air with them, watching me
from the granite mound.

My legs were falling asleep again so the midwives, who had
just arrived, helped me lean back against my George who sat with
his back against the tree. I could smell smoke on his clothes, in
his breath, so I knew he must’ve had a cigarette on his trip down
the mountain. He usually never smokes unless he’s having a beer,
s0 I knew he must’ve been a little nervous, a little excited, even
though on the surface he was as quiet and serene as always. He
was so strong for me.
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I'kept my hand at my opening and pushed with each contrac-
tion, because I couldn’t NOT push. “It burns....” I groaned. Lisa
reminded me the baby was passing by the mouth of the cervix,
stretching it. I kept pushing but I don’t know for how long or how
many times. At one point my belly jumped around and it made me
laugh. Grey was looking for the best position to go through my
bones. Soon I felt my skin bulging, just like my dream. “OH! The
baby’s coming!” I exclaimed. They told me to look in the small mir-
ror they were holding. “Look at all that hair!” There was the top of
the head! So soft and dark and beautiful. I began to feel the same skin
fire I felt with Sage. “Ooh, it burns....” Irepeated. “Yes, you're open-
ing,” they reminded me again with smiles. Oohh, OOOHHHH
Hooohhh. It was an inescapable mantra.

I lightly rubbed my fingers around the thin perineum. This
was comforting. Lisa applied olive oil to my skin and I pressed
my rounded palm against the small mound, supporting the tis-
sue. I think Lisa helped massage and support the skin as well.
“Come on, baby,” I said longingly. Lisa softly assured me that my
baby will come when it is ready, that there was no need to hurry.
After another squeeze, his head slowly passed through the thinnest
skin; I felt the lip slide over his head, past the widest circle of that
furry globe. Relief! The hard part is over, I thought, now the body will
just slide out.

But when Lisa saw in the next couple contractions that his
head was still turtle-necked by me, she said, “OK, you need to get
on hands and knees.” My logical thinking self remembered that
meant the shoulders were stuck behind my bones. George and I
had read about shoulder dystocia and how to work with it, so what
Lisa and Trisha did next was no surprise. I didn’t think I could
move into this position without help, so they pulled me up.

George supported my shoulders; I remember his downy
brown forearm under my chin and across my upper chest. I knew I
needed to push harder than ever now because Lisa once showed me
a video of a baby born with shoulder dystocia. The mother pushed
like hell while the midwife worked on hooking the shoulder with
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a finger to corkscrew him down and out, and the assistant applied
pressure with a fist above and behind her pubic bone to dislodge
the shoulder. I guess it is important to have the baby born as
quickly as possible in this situation because blood fills the head and
has difficulty recirculating to the rest of the body. This is what was
happening to Grey.

So what did I do? I pushed like hell. I felt the baby twisting,
kicking inside me. The aggressive movement startled me and my
moaning turned into a deep, throat grinding roar.  have never been
so animal, so uninhibited in my life; I was becoming a lion. I began
to grind my teeth into George’s arm as I pushed, and a voice inside
told me, Don't bite his arm. It was a gentle calm voice so I listened
and just kept roaring. Amazingly, George didn’t even flinch at my
bite, although he later joked that he had started looking around
for a stick. It seemed like it was taking a while to get Grey mov-
ing, so I asked Lisa what they were doing, even though I already
knew. “We're working on hooking... his shoulder.” A catlike
screeching but simultaneously deep belly roar poured out of me
and I knew he was coming.

I've read about and seen so many births in which the entire
body just slips right out after the head is born. Not so with Grey. I
pushed out his shoulders... his arms... and his hips. What a mas-
sive child! Lisa asked George if he wanted to catch his baby, and
he held out his hands with hers, carrying him fully into the light.

After the Birth

“Is the baby out completely?” I asked. “Is everything OK?” I
turned to see them wrapping him in a black towel in the bright
yellow air. George was brimming, looking into the towel. “We've
gota... Look!” He knew I had wanted to see for myself before any-
one told me, so I looked into the blanket and saw Grey’s perfect
little penis and swollen testicles. “We’ve got a boy!” I yelled out. It’s
funny I didn’t think to look until George told me to. I'm so glad
no one told me his sex and that I got to see for myself. I could tell
George was thrilled to have a son; we were both hoping for one
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and had a feeling all along I was carrying a boy inside me. Even
Eva, the Mexican custodian at George’s school, knew. (Later, she
was pretty proud of her powers of prediction!) Between Lisa’s
watch—set 10 minutes fast—and our unreliable digital clock, they
decided it was, give or take, 7:58 a.m. Although none of us could
remember which song was on, Crosby Stills Nash and Young were
singing in the house, So Far. Perfect.

The cord stretched between us. As they handed him to me,
creamy and light blue, all I could say was, “My baby! My baby!

'/I

Look at my baby!” over and over. Lisa and Trisha sang a sweet lit-
tle welcoming song to him. I wish I could remember the words.
We were all so huge and brilliant together. Grey looked amazing.
Coming from a water world, his hair was in black wet swirls, his
skin was still swollen with fluid, and his long fingernails were
nearly swallowed by the skin around them. A little fuzz from the
new black towel was sticking to his damp skin, even though I had
washed it for the birth. His eyes were slits above his smashed little
nose, and he gurgled and grunted so sweetly.

George reached out to Sage and said, “You're a big sister!”
She looked into the towel. “He’s so cute!” she announced. I was
glad she thought so, because he looked so strange, so old, to me.
So different from me or George. But yes, he was strangely beautiful.
Lisa showed me his small caput, a little swollen cap on his head
where fluid had collected under the scalp. She said I was probably
dilated for the past couple of weeks and that the pressure of my
contractions had probably pushed his head into the open cervix,
causing some fluid to build up. This explained the soft lump I felt
when I reached in to check for the cord earlier. I had touched his
head. The caput disappeared after about an hour or so.

It was then I noticed that Monica and her daughter, Andrea,
were there. I was thrilled they made it and asked when they
arrived. She said they made it up the mountain just as Grey
crowned and I began roaring him out. In a photograph, the look
on her face as she walked up on us was just priceless. She must
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have thought I was dying or something, with all the noise I was
making. I'm sure this wasn’t the most peaceful sound I could have
made, but it is what gave me power. And Grey was calm and
undisturbed for many days, never a cry.

I offered Grey my breast soon after he was in my arms, but he
was more interested in just trying to breathe. They didn’t suction
him because they thought he should do the work of clearing the
mucus himself. I felt a little awkward holding a brand new baby
again, but I knew I would learn his body and the awkwardness
would wear off quickly. I felt another contraction and someone
helped me squat to birth the placenta. This felt good. It just came
right out on its own. Perfect and iridescent with veins. (We saved
it and planted seeds from his birth tree over it on the year anniver-
sary of his conception, a few days before autumn equinox.) After a
while, Lisa asked when we wanted to cut the cord. We decided to
cut it when it stopped pulsating, even though throughout the preg-
nancy I had thought I would want to leave it attached for a couple
hours. It just seemed right to cut it then, so Daddy George did it.

I couldn’t stop beaming. My whole face smiled. I asked Lisa
and Trisha if I tore. They both shook their heads no (it was funny
how they always seemed to say or do the same thing at the same
time whenever I asked a question). Lisa added, “Even with stuck
shoulders and my fingers wiggling around inside!” I'm sure the
elasticity of my perineum was due to the perineal massage George
and I did, as well as the hot water bottle and oil we used during the
birth. What a relief to pee without burning!

I'handed Grey to his dad so I could get up to wash at our out-
door water tank (we have no running water). Trisha helped sup-
port me, as my bottom felt pretty bruised. I managed to get most
of the blood off of my legs and hands and thanked Trisha for her
help. Inoticed George with Grey at the hummingbird feeder under
the firs next to the house. He was already showing his son the lit-
tle birds, his passion. Trisha helped me over to the futon that Maile
and the midwives carried outside for me. They laid it on top of the
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box spring we had been using as a trampoline/sunbathing bed
for the past few weeks. It was covered with a pretty southwestern
patterned pinkish sheet and a few absorbent pads to collect blood.

George brought me Grey and I cuddled up with him. My hair
kept getting in the way as I tried to help Grey latch on, so Lisa
pulled it back into a barrette. Grey was still trying out his gurgly-
groany, deep new voice, telling me all about his morning. I pulled
my faded purple-gray down duvet over our heads to keep out the
light. Although the brightness of the day didn’t seem to bother him
at all, he didn’t want or wasn’t able to open his eyes past slits. I
cupped my hands around his face and looked in at him the way his
dad has done so many times to me. As soon as I shaded his eyes
like this, they popped right open and looked at me. I laughed out
loud and said, “Well, hello!”

When Sage was born, Maile’s twin boys” paternal grand-
mother knitted a pink blanket for her. Sage brought this (which
she has begun wrapping her dolls in) to her new brother, along
with the knitted lavender poof-ball hat she wore as a tiny preemie
in the hospital. After a while we decided the blanket may be too
scratchy for him so we covered him in a cotton one instead. Sage
helped me wrap Grey in these things and said seriously, “I think I
have SOME boy clothes for him to wear.”

I continued to offer Grey my breast as we rested on the mat-
tress outside. Lisa assured me that if he didn’t want to nurse yet,
not to worry because he was so chunky that he had a lot of reserve
energy to burn. After a while he latched on like an old pro.

I guess it didn’t occur to me how big he was until Lisa pulled
out the scale to weigh him. “Anyone want to take a guess at his
weight?” She wagered, “You think nine pounds?” No way, I
thought, nine pounds?! She laid him in the sling on the scale and
announced with a huge smile, “TEN POUNDS!!” My jaw must
have dropped open. Suddenly I felt incredibly vindicated. I knew
that no one, not even medical science “authorities” like the doctor
who shot through me with fear after Sage’s birth, has the power to
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name or describe the capability of my body but me. My bones
moved, I opened up as wide as I needed to birth my big gorgeous
son. I've never felt more powerful and sacred and immense.

Many months earlier, following his autumn equinox concep-
tion, we had named him Grey Forest Walt after the union of dark
and light, my father and Gramps, and Whitman, respectively. His
name and the events of his birth will teach him. He journeyed
through two hours of night and two hours of morning. The cres-
cent moon, at first an upright bowl, overturned, poured after his
arrival. He came facing the sun on the first day of our summer, the
warmest day in weeks and for weeks after. His birth was attended
by an old ponderosa, my dead grandmother’s hummingbirds, chip-
munks, six wise women, and his quiet, unruffled father who was
not afraid to leave me alone with my power, who held me, who
never doubted my body even once. I was a gate. Four turkey vul-
tures circled over us after his entrance, smelling birth, looking for
the placenta, huge and prismatic with blood. The next day, I opened
the Osho Zen Tarot deck Monica had given me as a birth gift, spread
the entire deck in a circle to invite the four directions, and pulled my
first card. It was The Master, a picture of Osho himself, symboliz-
ing the transcendence of duality, the presence of a teacher. The fol-
lowing day, I shuffled, spread a circle, and pulled my second card:
The Master, again. I am not sure what any of this means, really, or
if it means anything at all to anyone else. Grey’s birth was simply
the holiest day of my life. Maile says, “Auspicious.”
Prelude to an Empowered Birth: The Day Sage Was Born

In my pregnancy with Sage, at 34 weeks I had gone to the hos-
pital to see if I was in “real labor.” The nurses couldn’t believe I
wasn’t yelling out in pain based on what the monitor said about the
strength of my contractions. I was examined internally several
times, was told I was dilated to five centimeters, and had a heated
argument about episiotomy with the doctor on duty (unfortunately
we were out of town). I tried to explain to him that hot compresses
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and massage would open me up, and that I did not want to be cut
under any circumstances, but he insisted I could crush my prema-
ture daughter’s head if I didn’t have the incision. I could tell he
wasn't really thrilled with my persistence. Not long after, he came
in to “examine” me again, and reached in and burst my waters
without telling me. THEN I started “real” labor, and Sage was born
into the world unable to breathe on her own. After my pregnancy
with Grey, I realize I would more than likely have been able to fin-
ish growing Sage myself if the doctor had just left me alone. I'll
never know for sure. But I do know now that I am just one of those
women who have regular, strong contractions and even dilate con-
siderably throughout the last month.

I'had to argue with the doctor about episiotomy once again
when Sage was crowning because he began reaching for a local
anesthetic while loudly exclaiming, “But you are inhibited!” With
obvious frustration, he finally honored my wishes to not have an
episiotomy. I ended up having only a minor internal scrape that
didn’t require stitches, even though he unsuccessfully tried to
convince my then-husband I needed them, “Or,”whispering, he
confided, “her vagina won’t look right.” The scrape healed nicely.

Sage was rushed to another hospital with a collapsed lung. I
felt strong so I checked out of the hospital and we followed her.
While in intensive care, the doctors wouldn’t let me hold or breast-
feed Sage for over a week, telling me that too much touch would be
too stressful for her already overloaded premature nervous sys-
tem (they had her hooked up to everything imaginable). All I was
allowed to do was place my hands on her, talk to her softly and
hope she could feel my warmth. They told me that if I tried to nurse
her she might aspirate my milk because often preemies have suck-
ing problems. I just couldn’t believe what they said. Once I was
finally allowed to hold her on a regular basis, I was tempted to
slip her my nipple when the staff wasn’t watching, but her dad told
me not to. I didn’t. I felt so powerless. I pumped and cried a lot,
saving colostrum for her that they fed through a long tube inserted
through her nose and into her tummy. I couldn’t imagine that this
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procedure of inserting the tube could be less stressful than my
suckling her. I also couldn’t imagine that she would have sucking
problems, and she didn’t. She latched right on the first time I
offered her my breast. I was elated.

A couple blood transfusions and dozens of chest x-rays later,
we were allowed to take our four pound, eight ounce daughter
home, hooked up to oxygen and an apnea monitor. It was three
months before she could oxygenate at safe levels with no extra help.

We chose not to vaccinate her, and since then, although she
has been hospitalized twice with RSV when she was two and
three, her health gets better and better every year. She just turned
five and is busy—as she has been since birth—learning about life
at her own pace in our home and everywhere she goes. I adore
her. She is a beautiful, wise, dancing, bug- and bird-loving child
who talks to trees.

A Mother’s Guidance:
@ On Perineal Massage

I want to describe how we did this because I think it
really helped me not to tear as I delivered our BIG boy. We started
doing the massage about a month before Grey’s due date. Really,
calling it massage might be misleading because there was no
stroking of the tissue, just stretching.

I'would lie on the bed with my back propped up on pillows,
and George would apply quite a bit of oil on the fingers of one
hand. When we first started, he would insert one finger into my
vagina as far as possible, then he would press downward toward
my rectum. He would hold this as long as was comfortable for
both me and him (after a while the pressure would make his wrist
ache). As he applied the pressure, I concentrated on relaxing my
vaginal wall and breathing slowly and steadily. Relaxing my vagi-
nal wall felt like pushing outward to pee, only without the releas-
ing of urine, of course. George was really helpful here because he
would tell me if the tissue felt relaxed inside, or if I was begin-
ning to tense up.
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For the first few days, one finger was all I could cope with. It
was so helpful to feel that slight burning and to breathe through
it. This built my confidence. Gradually, as I got more used to the
sensation, George added one finger at a time, inserted up to the
knuckles, using as much pressure as we both could handle. No
matter how many fingers we used, I made sure to relax my tissues
and to breathe as naturally and deeply as possible. Believe it or not,
in the week or two before Grey came, we made it to four fingers!

On Fear

People have asked me if I was afraid when George left me and
Sage alone to drive the mile down the mountain. For a fraction of
a second I knew I could either be afraid or trust myself. I instantly
opted for the second choice because I knew I would invite prob-
lems into my body by being afraid. Before the birth I studied the
physiological effects of fear and knew I needed my blood to stay
in my major organs, especially my uterus, and not rush off to my
limbs.... So, really, fear wasn’t even an option—I had come too far
to be afraid. We had made a backup plan in case of an emergency
(i.e., call Flight for Life and give the land coordinates that were
posted by the phone), but I knew I could do this. What was most
important to me was to determine that there was no prolapsed
cord, as this would require immediate transport. And since I deter-
mined this was not an issue, I was confident I could handle any-
thing else, even shoulder dystocia, as George and I had studied this
condition closely, and our midwife has also helped women deliver
babies in this situation without problems. What it comes down to is
this: fear has no place in any birth, not on a mountain, not in your
home, not in a hospital.

I understand having fear in a hospital, though, given the way
I was treated by the doctors and nurses attending Sage’s birth.
They actually encouraged my fear so that I would be more willing
to comply with their routine procedures. They tried to make their
fears mine by forcing a premature labor, immobilizing me with
uncomfortable black monitor straps across my belly, wires and an
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IV line; they talked down to me, told me when and how to breathe
and push. None of their birthing “strategies” felt comfortable to
me, and in fact angered and confused me at a time when I knew, if
left alone, my body would have made it absolutely clear what to
do. If they hadn’t already endangered my baby by inducing labor
too early, I would not have allowed their interference. Where such
“preventive” measures might decrease some women'’s fears, they
only enhanced mine by implying I could not trust my body.

Rachel Kellum grew up in central Illinois, earned her BFA in Studio Art at Millikin
University, and her MA in English Education at Colorado State. She currently spends
her time homeschooling her three children, gardening, making herbal medicines, writ-
ing, reading, drumming, studying world spiritual traditions, corresponding online
with mothers about birth, and practicing Tai Chi. She aspires to become a midwife who
encourages freebirth.






HE BIRTH RITE OF
SAMUEL RUNE

BY RACHEL KELLUM

Foreword

“[WrrcH] 18 JusT a vulgar word for it that
can mean all kinds of things. The word we use is doran.” Juniper
went on to explain that the word doran came from our Gaelic word
dorus, an entrance or way in (the English have a word very like it).
It was someone who had found a way into seeing or perceiving.

“Seeing or perceiving what?”

Juniper hesitated. “The energy, the pattern.”

“So what does a doran do then?”

“Some of us do healing things, like me and my herbs. Some of
us sing or write poetry, or make beautiful things. Some of us don’t
do anything at all. They often stay in one place, and they just know.”

“Know? Know what?”

“How things are,” said Juniper mysteriously.

“Not everyone is familiar with the vocabulary of witchcraft,”
[said the inquisitor]. “Perhaps you will tell us now what a doran is.”

“It is someone who loves all the creatures of the world, the ani-
mals, birds, plants, trees and people, and who cannot bear to do
any of them any harm. It is someone who believes that they are all
linked together and that therefore everything can be used to heal



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

the pain and suffering of the world. It is someone who does not
hate anybody and who is not frightened of anyone or anything.”

I could see from the expression on the inquisitor’s face that
he had not expected such a reply.

From Sage’s favorite book, Wise Child, by Monica Furlong,
which 1 read aloud twice that winter.

I'struggled for months, trying to decide how to present Sam’s
story in a way that would not narrow my audience or isolate me
from the readers who love Grey’s birth story. For a while I consid-
ered neutralizing my language and experiences to make them
more palatable to a wider audience. But my night dreams advised
me against this. Women's spiritual practices and voices have been
ignored and marginalized for so long that I need to silence my own
internal censor, the one that clamors to make me acceptable in a
world dominated by patriarchal religious and medical institutions.
We've all heard the dismissals of women’s wisdom mysteries, tra-
ditions and ways of knowing: “what a witch, hag, cunt (a negative
derivative of the name of the Hindu goddess, Kunti)”; “that’s a

o

bunch of hocus pocus, hoodoo voodoo, mumbo jumbo”; “it’s just

1, as

hormones”; “she’s/I'm just PMSing”; “the monthly curse”; “that’s
just an old wives’ tale”; “quit being so illogical, irrational, anti-intel-
lectual, superstitious”; “I'm/she’s just postpartum”; “oh, that New
Agey stuff.” Perhaps we’ve even used these dismissals ourselves.
I know I have.

I remember a conversation I had two summers ago with a
wealthy board member of a prominent spiritual community, one
that supposedly provides a space to teach the traditions of all peo-
ple. When I suggested having Celtic teachers on the land, he
replied, “Well, that stuff is pretty New Agey. We want to be taken
seriously here. We only provide a space for the expression of tra-
ditions that have a long and traceable lineage.” I explained to him

that this would be impossible for most women'’s traditions, since an
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acknowledgement of lineage got our sisters and mothers and
grandmothers and friends killed for hundreds of years not so very
long ago. His expression was paternal and impassive. I lost steam,
got frustrated. I wanted to tell him that what he calls New Agey is
a profound attempt by women and men to rebuild a practice
around ancient wisdom, a tradition, a lineage, which is more truth-
fully and rightfully a web than a line anyway; but I didn’t. He lis-
tened to me finish and soon changed the subject.

I 'am no longer afraid of or silenced by such dismissal. So I
won't edit my perspective here, my way of seeing birth. I have too
much rebuilding to do. I will speak my womanly truth, the truth of
what I know about childbirth, one of the most profound women’s
mysteries there is, and let the reader sift my words through their
own cultural filters.

Samuel Rune’s story is infused with the language of my spiri-
tual practice as a woman. In the past, and even now, as many
women reclaim the power of this word, a woman who spoke or
practiced in this way was sometimes called a “witch,” (or cultural
equivalent) from the Old English root word “wit,” meaning “to
know.” “Witch” was transformed into a derogative term by fear
and hatred of womanly knowing in a world being overrun by
papal, patriarchal authority. As wise women accused of witchcraft,
our properties and homes were often seized, and our tools, the
domestic tools of womanhood, such as healing plants, the tools of
cooking, cleaning, making and mending clothes, and the free little
gifts of the earth that adorned our shelves and sills and inspired
us with their simple beauty and power, were demonized. It is no
secret and I need not elaborate on the horrendous ways we were
tortured and killed for our knowledge. Although men were also
killed, the witch hunts were predominately a holocaust of women.

I'have become increasingly concerned about the ways women
are still silenced or forced into compromising situations by peo-
ple who think they know what is best for us. Modern childbirth
“management” is a prime example of such a practice. Since making
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the story of my first son’s birth available online, I have received
countless e-mails from women who mourn the ways they and their
infants were treated in birth: unnecessary scars left on their
abdomens and perineal tissues; lifelong urinary tract problems
caused by forceps damage; lifelong vaginal pain or rectal damage
caused by incisions made too deep or improperly repaired; the
intense spiking pain caused by labor inducing drugs; the inability
to vocalize one’s needs as more and more Demerol is injected with-
out consent; the medical practice of taking women’s drugged or
frightened silence as consent; lung damage caused to babies
induced or taken by cesarean section too early because of miscalcu-
lation of dates or mere impatience; babies unable to nurse prop-
erly at birth and confused for months after due to painkilling drugs
reaching them in-utero during delivery; babies born ill, or worse
still, with disease introduced into the birth canal by too many vagi-
nal examinations by unclean hands. The list could go on. Where the
physical scars have healed, the psychological and spiritual scars
continue. They run deep. Many women don’t talk about these
scars, or they accept them, because they have been led to believe
they should simply be happy that they and their babies are alive.
But I am here to say that we matter too, women, that our wom-
anly experience of birth really matters. We deserve to be allowed to
be powerful at this time. It is not even a question of “allowance,”
which presupposes someone else having power over our bodjies.

It is hard for me to hear about these millions of visible and
invisible scars without seeing the similarities to other atrocities
committed against women throughout history. The time has come
for women to take the initiative to learn how far-ranging our birth
choices really are, that the western medical model does have its
limits, and that our births and the words we use to learn about
and describe birth will affect us at many levels.

I am certain that drawing parallels between the historical
mutilation/torture of women and modern birth practices may

come across as harsh or extremist to many ears because those
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who unknowingly torture birth (this is not a blanket statement; I
know there are many, many gentle birth attendants out there, and
that they truly love and are loved by the women they serve)
believe they are helping us, and have convinced many of us that
they are indispensable to our safety. And maybe, in the rarest of
circumstances, much rarer than even the best birth attendants may
understand, they are.

We truly can be trusted to perform birth safely, especially
when we have been well nourished and have maintained a healthy
pregnancy on all levels: physically, emotionally, mentally and spir-
itually. In the case of extreme health problems that cannot be recti-
fied through simple changes of habit, of course intervention can
be lifesaving. However, today, even healthy women’s bodies are
not expected to perform birth properly or safely, and the preven-
tative measures thus employed to avoid and detect (un)expected
“problems” interfere enough with the natural functioning of our
inextricably connected body/heart/mind/spirit to actually cause
the problems they are meant to prevent.

Having said this, my critique of history and obstetrics in this
essay stops here. I've worked hard to forgive, to move on to bet-
ter things, better ways to direct my energy. My rage at the injus-
tices still routinely practiced against women, with or without their
consent, and against myself in the birth of my first child, has spent
itself, left rich nutrients in the soil of my life. Things grow there
now. This birth, and this story, for example. With this story I am
offering another possibility for birth, as was offered to me so gen-
erously by other conscientious women who have chosen to share
their birth stories as well. My stories would not be possible with-
out theirs.

Now I am simply a woman whose spiritual practice, in life,
and subsequently, in birth, is to see the sacred in the mundane, to
work with the gifts of this planet and the daily responsibilities of
my life to perpetuate, as herbalist Susun Weed would say, “health,
wholeness and holiness” in my journey here. I do not claim any one
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title for my spiritual path, I simply adopt and adapt wisdom from
both men’s and women’s traditions (which until the past few
decades were hard to find since we’ve been underground so long),
and create my own traditions as I go along. This is what women
do best. Take a little of this, a little of that, and make do. Make beau-
tiful. Make a web.

Even if my sense of the world and how to live in it, pray in it,
and give birth in it is not similar to yours, it is my hope that you
will come to know yourself better by knowing me. And that, per-
haps, you will take some of what is helpful from me into yourself, as
I have taken in so many of you. We overlap and enlarge each other.

To all those who, despite our differences, have offered me
unconditional love and support in ways physical, spiritual, emo-
tional, intellectual and magical throughout my pregnancies, births
and life, I offer my deepest gratitude.

The Motherway Ceremony

The night before, when we three women came home to messy
rooms and unmade beds after a mountain weekend of just us three,
I scrubbed the grime ring from the tub, thinking, Didn't I just do
this before I left? How can a tub look like this after only three days? We
had left our kids with their dads, loaded our stuff and my dog (to
ward off mountain lions and a drunk neighbor), and sped toward
the little mountain for my Motherway ceremony. We had planned
to do this a couple weeks before my due date, as I had become
uncertain about September 11th, my forty-week mark. Glorious
with independence, timeless, we drummed without interruption,
sang the names of the Great Woman with Many Names, Ona’s
voice high and my voice low, Tera quiet, but there, over her drum.
Her vocalizations rang out her humor, her magic, our laughter. We
whooped and chanted as Tera broke into spontaneous poetry. And
we didn’t stop there; we couldn’t stop, this Motherway of drums
and voices, this sending off of a mother into her primal power. Our
bare breasts and tattoos walked unashamed through the air; we left
our bodily juices on canvas chairs where we sat in the sun, reading,
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undone, un-heeding our kids’ pleading over 80 miles away. The air,
the space, swallowed their sounds long before they reached us.

I'leaned back on my arms on the bed, watching, as Tera and
Ona placed an overturned bowl on my belly and traced the full
moon bordered by opposing crescents around my crystal belly-ring
jewel. The henna and lime spray and the sun burned the sign of
The Goddess into my skin: a benediction, a blessing. I passed the
archetypes illustrated on specially chosen tarot cards over that sign
in the sunlight, and the henna took those images into my skin:
Trust, Innocence, Rebirth, Receptivity, Courage, the wisdom of the
High Priestess and the Magician, and the solitude of the Hermit
(for the baby’s Virgo sign) and on and on. Birth-related hematite
runes, Ona’s sodalite runes and my quartz runes—the ones I had
painted with forgotten black nail polish when I couldn’t afford to
buy commercial ones—followed the cards. I packed all the power I
could into that full moon flanked by crescents. Henna-stained Q-tips
and paper towels and lime spray in their motherly hands became the
tools of their love and magical ordination. I want to use ceremonial
language here because even in our giggling casualness, we were
making magic. We were making meaning. We were being women.
We didn’t know the sun would burn my skin, leaving the upper
part of the henna moon sign lighter than the burnt skin that framed
it, but the lower side of the sign a nice henna orange. The gradation
of orange to bronze to burnt red made a sunset, a sunrise, on my
belly, on The Belly. Yes. The sun always rises and sets there.

That night they rubbed my hands and arms and fingers with
oil, and Tera was not sure about participating in this “chick thing.”
But this was no chick thing, this rubbing of my belly and legs and
feet with almond oil —this was a woman thing, a mother thing, a
magic thing. They swept energy from the top of my belly to the
soles of my feet, whispering, “A nice easy birth for Rachel,” over
and over, and I swept my own hands down over the oiled mound,
lifted that invisible bundle of child out of my vagina and into my
arms and clutched it against my heart: my baby, the baby that
would pass so easily from me, yes, fast and easy, a beautiful birth.

A5
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No, not a chick thing, an oily hands and belly words witch thing.
We were rosily alive, laughing with our love and power to help
each other with simple, joyful ritual. And we didn’t stop there.

We wrapped a leather shoestring cord around my belly and
then around our clasped hands as a binding of love in the upcom-
ing birth, exchanging words of love and gratitude. They would be
with me and I with them, no matter where this baby chose to
enter—on the mountain (as I had hoped and dreamed for nine
months), in the carriage house rental, or in the house we were
about to buy on the plains. We were bound together with leather
and Wyrd' sisterly love, and I cut the cord in three equal pieces.
We tied them around each other’s right wrists. I thought the right
hand would be best because this is my active hand, my helping
hand, the hand that would do the most in this birth. I wanted their
right hands with mine, carrying this baby into the world. Our
hands come from our mothers, and from our mothers” mothers’
mothers, ad infinitum. They would all be there, in my hands, the
three becoming all.

Over twenty-five weeks had passed since I had performed a
ritual to seal my bleeding twelve-week womb by placing a lid on
my iron thrift-store cauldron, which held symbols of my child. I
had also laid an antler across the top to protect it further with mas-
culine energy, an energy many call the God, He with Many Names.
But that afternoon, at 38 weeks of pregnancy, I moved the antler,
removed the lid, turned over all my seashells like bowls, opened all
my wooden boxes on shelves, uncorked my bottles of scented oils.
This action made the imminence of the upcoming birth almost pal-
pable. I felt as though I had finally released the birth power I had
been holding at bay for so long, to finally let the child pass through.
From that point on was safe. The closed could now open. My magic
was complete.

' The Sisters of Wyrd (meaning "fate") are an ancient Celtic triple goddess who rep-
resents the circular nature of life, the phases of the moon, and are responsible for
weaving the past, present and future.
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But as I napped, I felt uneasy. I dreamed I should move the
symbols of the child out of the cauldron to really release her (we
anticipated a girl). Somehow, leaving the tokens in the pot after I
had opened it felt wrong, as though I was still clinging to her, afraid
to birth her. Afraid of birth. Removing the yarrow... the feather...
the rose quartz... the green sea stone... filled me with anticipa-
tion, gave me courage to face birth again, to greet my child. Now I
needed to find a safe place to hold these objects. The abalone shell
I'had bled into when my body began threatening miscarriage in
March seemed to be the right container. I filled it with the runes I
had chosen for the birth and with which I had already charged my
henna belly, and placed the child tokens over them. I put the shell
full of child on the kitchen table where the sun and moon would
bless her on their paths across that five-paned window to the sky.
Finally, I was ready. I had set into motion the energy of birth in my
body, and had called all my elemental and spiritual allies to come
to my aid.  knew that even if I did not give birth to this child in that
cabin or on that land the way Grey had been born, this altar of a
house would still spin its magic for me, and that I could still go
there with my inner sight to draw power. The altars of overturned
shells, the shelves of opened boxes and bottles made me tremble
with expectancy. This was big magic, bigger than anything I had
ever done. I was facing birth’s shadow: death. I was not looking
away. Birth would prevail. That night I stood under the waning
gibbous® moon and it occurred to me that the next time I would
stand under Her full light, I would be holding my baby.

Before I left the cabin with those women who had given me
such a special blessing that weekend, I gathered up the items I
would want with me in case I did end up birthing away from
home: my moon cup, my crescent knife with the salmon colored
handle, my mama crystal, sage and sweetgrass, and a few other
stones. I also wrapped the wooden Bahamian goddess in the rabbit
fur Maile dried and stretched by hand. I packed Sally’s Irish Sea

2 Gibbous: more than half but not all of the moon illuminated
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salt, and the tarot cards I had selected for the birth. Tera watched as
I wandered around, packing these things into a green plastic box
loaded with birth supplies.

“Look at Rachel gathering her power,” she said, and we packed
the box into the car and began the drive back to the little town on the
plains where we all first met. On the way we stopped at Sage’s
dad’s apartment and picked her up. We squeezed into the backseat
with my dog, Mojo, and while the two of us shared the stories of our
weekend apart, Joni Mitchell’s ”Big Yellow Taxi” came on the radio.
Our eyes lit up. I was tickled to see Tera, who is usually shy about
singing and tends more toward punk music, turn up the volume
and start singing along enthusiastically, dancing in her seat, with
Joni. Lovers of this song ourselves, Sage and I joined in from the
backseat, “Don’t it always seem to go, that you don’t know what
you got till it’s gone... They paved paradise and put up a parking
lot... Ooooo00, bop bop bop bop...”

Driving home, we knew what we did that weekend was
powerful. We buzzed with it, admired our bracelets, thought
we’d never take them off. And that night, when I walked to Tera’s
to pick up Mojo’s dog collar which I had left in her car, she
watched me walk away down the street, avoiding neighbors’
sprinklers generously watering the sidewalks. She later told me,
“I knew you’d birth either that night or the next day. You were
just bouncing with energy.” Did she say radiant? Maybe not, but
I was. With each step, the dog’s collar swung back and forth in
my hand, and my belly was swinging too, radiant with heaviness,
ripeness, even a touch of sadness at my life as a mother walking
home to a cluttered house where clothes lay in piles and beds
were unmade and I was too tired to want to do anything about
it. I knew I'd do it anyway. That night I went to bed in a slightly
cleaner house, luminous with late August exhaustion, my damp
skin reaching for the air blowing from our pointless window fan,
pleading with the Mother of and in that air, pleading with All
My Relations, Please, please, may this baby come tonight. I'm so tired.
And I slept. I slept all night.
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It Begins

I'heard the alarm, and my husband, Geo, stumble out of bed
and across the room to turn it off, pause to shake off sleep, and
leave the room. I fell asleep again, waking around 6:30 a.m. As I
lay there, something felt different about my body. My regular
early morning contractions registered differently in my groin, in
my rectum, deep in the hollows where my inner thighs reach into
my perineal muscles. I know it doesn’t sound very magical, but it
felt almost like constipation, or stubborn gas. All of my labors have
begun this way, but I always seem to have to go through a series
of tests before I believe it. As I lay there, Mojo kept nosing me to
let her outside, so I pulled on my cotton robe, hobbled down the
stairs to the kitchen, grabbed a scoop of dog food, hurried into the
yard (which we shared with our landlord), poured her food into
the bowl, latched her to the chain, and turned the leaky tap to give
her water. As I squatted there: more rectal cervical pangs, but I could
walk through them, back into the house. Then my tests began.

I wandered about in the early light, asking myself, Is it gas?
Turning my attention inward: Do I need to shit or is this it? Pay atten-
tion, Rachel. Have a shit to see if the sensation changes. Now, flush. Listen
deep: no change. I began to wander aimlessly across the family room,
pacing back and forth over the latch-hook rug. Decide what to do;
nothing is changing about these sensations. I padded back into the
bright light of the bathroom. OK, run a bath, see if that relaxes me, see
if this is what I hope it is. This sensation lives deep in the rectum... or is
it my cervix? Somehow both. The pangs continued to radiate through
my root, my most grounded place, the place that sat there upon the
earth, in that bathtub, unchanged by water.

No, I don’t think this is gas. I better call Geo, I thought. So, 1
stepped out of the water and called him at work around 7 to say
this may be It; he wondered if I was sure.

“Remember when you thought ‘maybe” with Grey and it
wasn’t time?”

“Yes, I remember, but this is different.”

He said he’d call back in an hour. An hour. I knew then that
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by the time he called back, and then decided to come home, there’d
be no time to drive to the mountains since the cabin is over two and
a half hours away. I expected this labor to be at least as short as
Grey’s, and I didn’t want to chance trying to drive that distance
with the condition our cars were in. With the car luck we’d been
having lately, we’d probably break down and I'd end up giving
birth on the road in our beloved Kermit der Vonder Bus. No thanks.
I'love our green 1974 Volkswagen, but I didn’t want to labor and
birth in it, especially stranded on the side of who-knows-what
road. This meant the baby would be born right where I was, in
that carriage house rental next to the old county courthouse,
where our backyard is a parking lot and our front yard is the
landlord’s backyard. No birthing outdoors this time, but I would
not let this disappoint me or color my birth. I would not wish for
the mountain that is always in my bones anyway. I carry that
mountain in my marrow, where the blood is made, and it pumps
through all my parts. And besides, I felt relieved knowing that I
had already prepared the cabin, my place of power, my domestic
mandala, to sing songs of openness and birth whether I would
actually birth there or not. I'm glad I had the foresight to do this.
I'm also glad that my magical sisters had already laid their hands
on me and blessed the baby and I less than two days before. I called
them both to announce my labor, and they lit candles for me. I
decided not to call anyone else because I didn’t want them to worry
during the birth. I would never be more ready than I was on this
morning, and the baby was coming now, not yesterday, not two
days ago on the mountain. Now, perhaps this was his choice; per-
haps this was his gift to me, his lesson. He chose that rental, the
last place (besides a hospital) in which I would ever choose to give
birth. And I would welcome this choice; I would flow with the pat-
tern that was already in motion. He was ready now, not next
weekend when we’d be on the mountain again. Now, two and a
half weeks before I'd expected, one-and-a-half weeks after the
midwife (whom I saw once at 33 weeks to “verify” my pregnancy
for a child healthcare application) predicted. Now, just now.
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Gathering

I went to my room and changed the sheets from rust orange
to pale blue and green. Bed ready. I didn’t know if I'd end up
birthing there, but I wanted it to be fresh and welcoming. Then I
gathered amethyst, my crescent knife and pewter moon cup, the
hand-carved wooden Bahamian goddess whose two faces at once
howl and remain silent, the sage bundle I made on the mountain,
the sweetgrass braid from the Denver powwow, chosen tarot cards
from three different decks, the chocolate-colored rabbit fur Maile
prepared by hand and the mama quartz crystal she gave me years
before (I missed her; but in her gifts, she was there), the two clay
goddess symbols made and given to me by Tera and Ona at my
Motherway, and the clay maiden’s vulva made by Ona’s daugh-
ter. I walked back downstairs, still able to walk through the cer-
vical pulls, and placed these objects all about the ledge of the tub.
My medicine.

By now, my eight-year-old daughter, Sage, had woken up, sur-
prised to see me walking about nude. I'm usually cautious in town
since almost all my windows face the county courthouse parking lot
or the landlord’s house. Although I think he and his wife are very
interesting, open-minded folks, I really didn’t think they’d appreci-
ate my sharing a view of my ripe body with them or the employ-
ees of the county. I made sure the blinds and curtains were closed.

“I think we're having a baby today!” I told her. Her eyes were
big. “Really? I can’t believe I'll see the baby today! Oh! I'm so
excited!” She paused and added with a sweet expression, “I'm a lit-
tle nervous!” I calmed her as well as I could with words of encour-
agement and lit the bundle of sage to cleanse our energy of nega-
tivity, to release our fear, to send it out, away from this day of
emergence. I smudged our bodies and every corner and wall of that
little house with the smoke, knowing this would ease her, and in
turn, myself. I was surprised to realize that I already felt very confi-
dent and joyfully serene with the energy of the contractions and the
anticipation of holding my baby soon. Then I lit the sweetgrass braid
as a call to my loving, benevolent relations from all directions, the
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ones I could trust to witness this birth in peace, and to remind my
body and baby, once again, to relax into an easy passage. The sweet-
ness filled the whole house, and I too was calm sweet smoke inside.
My grandmothers gathered in around me. I know this now.

Having set up my medicine objects around the edges of the
bathtub and bathroom floor, I asked Sage to add her own stones
to the sacred arrangement, which she did with reverence. Then
we went to the kitchen where I placed fragrant orange sections,
the whole wheat bread Ona baked at my Motherway, and green
raisins on Geo’s grandma’s plate—the red one, the color of the
Great Mother and Her food —to sustain me. I packed dried nettles
from the mountain and red raspberry leaf tea into muslin bags,
plopped them into pint jars, poured boiling water over them and
capped them tight with canning lids to have an infusion ready to
drink during or after the birth. Sage helped me carry these things
into the bathroom where I entered the water, consecrated it with Irish
Sea salt given to me by an old high school friend, and called in the
directions and their corresponding elements to bless this birth. I felt
supported in every way. The absence of lay or professional medical
personnel would earn this birth the title of being unassisted. But
truly, I was assisted in every dimension of the experience.

Sage sat with me in the dark bathroom and we lit her round
red candle, which she loved doing, and she closed the door. I nib-
bled on my food occasionally to gather strength and nourishment.
We sat holding hands, whispering of the mystery of birth and what
was happening to my body, what the intensifying sensations told
me about my progress. By then I had to close my eyes and really
concentrate and breathe calmly to surrender to them. I loved her
squeezing hands, her big blue innocent eyes, giving me her undi-
vided attention and love. My first daughter, my oldest child, the
child whose birth had been so hard and scary for us both. Here we
were, together, healing our births, healing birth together with our
eyes and clasped hands.

Eventually I decided to leave the tub, as it seemed to restrict
my movement and wasn’t deep enough when I squatted. Geo
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called and I told him this was the day. He said he’d prep his sub-
stitute teacher and walk home. I began to sing through the con-
tractions a beautiful song by a generous Navajo woman, Sharon
Burch, called “Hooghan.” I had sung this song throughout my
pregnancy on the hill into the valley of aspen and cinquefoil, to
the ravens and air: a prayer. Now, I sang beauty into my belly and
baby, into my feet and legs, into my vulva, my vulva walking in
beauty, my vagina, my deep squatting, squatting in beauty, leaning
my arms and head into the futon couch and Grandma’s recliner,
singing about beauty, the beauty in the opening, acknowledging the
intense beauty of the storm moving through my cervix and belly.
“Hozhoo nashaa... Hozhoo nashaa... Hozhoo nashaa.” Walking in
beauty in this little house, this sacred place. Beauty all around me. I
knew then that all places are sacred, even the soil under the concrete
of that parking lot, the soil under that old carriage house founda-
tion. Who was carried to and from that very spot by their horses?
Whose carriages rested in that house? I was my baby’s carriage, and
the horses were racing, pulling me through each contraction, faster
and faster. Where were the reins? Was I the carriage, the driver, the
horses or a rider? I reached for my breath like a mane.

Galloping

It was a bit past 8:00 a.m. when Geo walked in. The galloping
only grew stronger. Geo knew I wanted to take this ride alone, to
run unhindered. I felt a weak whinny in my throat; I was beginning
to whinny and quake with strength and exertion in this wide open
space of birth. Sage sat on the couch, watching quietly. Geo sat at
the dinner table reading, I think, so as not to interfere, to respect my
wishes for solitude. But I was sweating, looking back at him after
each run, panting, calling to him in my head. I began to need him at
my side, his soothing hands.

“Come here,” I told him gently. “Come here.” I wrapped my
arms around his shoulders and hung through a run. Too much, too
much, I need to squat. 1 knelt down, my head resting between his hips.
I could feel his sex through his denim shorts. This was comforting.
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I squeezed his hands tight, squatting there, but remembered he had
just smashed his fingers under a huge window in his classroom
that morning. I switched to hanging on his pockets, and leaned
my cheek against his ropey softness. We laughed at this position,
and he joked that oral favors were probably out of the question
right then. I playfully, dazedly, gnawed at the bulge and said,
“Yeah, I don’t think so...” and took off again.

Finally, with all the energy rushing through me, I had to go
back to leaning on the futon seat in order to hold on to something
solid and unmoving. I asked Geo to move the fan from the kitchen to
the window overhead. “Yes... the air is nice... I'm so hot.” I began
to bury my face into pillows on the futon to muffle my moans, ask-
ing for music, Sheila Chandra’s voice, to soothe me, to camouflage
my groans in this house where all the windows were open in the
heat of that parking lot behind us, that busy Monday morning park-
ing lot where that carriage house sat long before the parking lot ever
spread itself over the sage brush and yucca. Geo knelt beside me
with a white glass bowl of cool water and a lavender hand towel.
He pressed it gently to my face. “Oh,” I moaned, “That is so good...
thank you.” Ileaned into the towel like a cat leaning into fingernails.
The cool water of my lover.

It was close to 9:30, and amazingly, Grey was still asleep. He
has never slept in that late before, or since, that day. I was glad to
not have to worry about him up until that point. “We are getting
close... we are getting so close. Sage, go run upstairs and get your
brother... wake him up,”  managed to utter. She ran upstairs, and
I tried sitting on the hot water bottle to bring in the heat, the heat.
Oh, even the heat is too much. I spread some clean pads, left over
from my friend’s unassisted Imbolc® birth, under me; under these
was the old faded and ripped purple-grey duvet cover that Grey
and I snuggled under after his birth. This cover was over the clear
plastic tarp I hoped to save to cover the woodpile with this winter.

* Imbolc s a Celtic festival observed on February 2nd, celebrating the return of spring
and the triple goddess, Brighid, a guardian over spring births.
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The tarp was over the latch-hook rug Geo’s dad made years ago
as he battled his alcoholism, trading his compulsion for alcohol
for the movement of his hands, placing a thread, pulling it through,
placing a thread, pulling it through; latch-hooking the mandala
of the rug, the mandala of the directions I've used as an indoor
medicine wheel when too shy to stretch out my arms in the back-
yard, within the sight of conservative neighbors. I birthed over
Grandpa’s latch-hooked polyester mandala, over hardwood, over
concrete, over sacred soil. My feet on the earth. Squatting. My hand
on my perineum. A little house fly crawling on my back, drinking
my sweat, unwilling to be shooed away. I looked up and there was
three-year-old Grey standing on the last step of the stairway,
slightly grinning, looking sleepily amazed at this sight, at my
moans which were growing louder and more guttural.

“Mommy’s having the baby! Mommy’s having the baby!” he
began chanting joyfully, boisterously, over and over until we asked
him to be quiet. I didn’t want the parking lot people to hear the
news and call the police.

Splash! My water broke all over my hand, all over the layers
of paper and plastic and cotton and more plastic and polyester
and wood and concrete and soil. Geo cheered, “Yay! Your water
broke! Mommy’s water broke!” There was mucus on my hand,
dripping, stretching.

“The fluid is clear,” I announced. “No meconium. This is good.”
All is well and perfect. I tell myself, “Everything is going perfectly.”

“What?” Sage asked.

“Everything is perfect.” I asked Geo for the olive oil and
rubbed it generously into my folds.

Little Mountains

I was a stampede inside a narrow canyon. I looked into Geo’s
eyes, searching for a clearing. “I can do this. I can do this,” I said, try-
ing to convince myself. “Yes, you can do it!” he said brightly. “You
can do it Mommy! You can do it Mommy! You can do it Mommy!

17

You can do it Mommy!” shouted Grey sportingly. Although I found
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this very sweet and funny, I felt my concentration breaking. I
thanked him and gently asked him to stop. I was barely hanging
on, no longer the driver, a bare-backed rider, or the horses, but
the carriage again, shaking with the force moving this baby down.
So elemental at this point, I was groaning and trembling like an
earthquake, my voice and breath wobbling out of me, my hand
still waiting for the head. It was coming, a mound of earth flesh,
stretching so thin, a mountain forming under my hand, a furry,
wet, burning mountain. I was panting, not pushing, letting it
come, letting the fire burn. It grew timelessly, slowly, until I felt the
full diameter of the head. I stretched around the forehead, the
nose, the chin.

Now I was intensely alert: this was the moment I had feared
throughout my pregnancy and worked endless magic to overcome,
the moment of the neck and shoulders. I had made countless affir-
mations throughout the pregnancy: My body will birth this baby as
easily as the earth bears trees and wildflowers. My pelvis will open wide
with ample room for this baby to enter the world. Grey’s birth prepared the
way. This baby will be the perfect size to slide through my body. My
vagina will blossom open like a flower and be a safe passage for this baby.
This baby will be healthy in all ways. I trust my intuition to birth this
baby in the perfect way. I had even made a drawing during my preg-
nancy of myself as the trunk of the Tree of Life, a Celtic knot. My
feet became the roots that became the branches that became the
trunk of my body again. On either side of my face, as part of the
trunk, are the faces of the Maiden and Crone. Two ravens look on
from the branches; runes crown my head. My hands reach down
between my spread legs and pull an open-eyed infant from my
body. Only its feet remain inside me. I spent much time pondering
this image, taking it in to replace the images of stuck shoulders that
kept invading my thoughts in the middle of the night.

The moment of the shoulders is the moment the midwives, in
their loving caution, took from me at Grey’s birth. I don’t regret a
minute of Grey’s birth, or the assistance of these women. They
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were my healers. I needed them at that point in my life as a
wounded mother. I had been lied to at Sage’s birth, and they told
me the truth. I had been afraid, and they lovingly guided me back
to my power. And now, in this birth, my third birth, I chose to stand
alone in my truth, to trust myself, to live in this moment of almost
shoulders and wait. Slowly, I closed around his neck. Yes, I feel the
length of the neck. Thank you, Mother, I feel the neck. I wasn’t turtle-
necking him at the chin as I did with Grey, when the midwives
knew his shoulders were lodged and took over, made me change to
hands-and-knees position. From that point on, I had lost contact
with Grey’s head, lost touch with my birthing, while they maneu-
vered his shoulders and my belly and I roared him out blindly.

I'later learned from others knowledgeable about unassisted
birth, and women who had birthed, without assistance, babies
larger even than Grey, that the best way to birth shoulders is by
simply shifting into different positions until the shoulder pops. I
think it was the sitting position I was in during Grey’s crowning
that encouraged his shoulders to lodge. If the midwives had not
suggested I lean back against George during the birth, I probably
would’ve been squatting and better able to birth those big shoul-
ders on my own.

But this time I was completely present and responsible; I took
the squatting position, as seemed natural at the time. And there
was his neck, and even a bit of cord. I wasn’t sure if it was looped
around or just hanging out. I pulled on it a little, and it moved eas-
ily, dangled lower, not seeming to be tight, if at all, around the neck.
George checked it also, and said later that it was slightly looped
around, but that he easily unwrapped it. We probably could have
just left it, as the cord was pretty long. Through this, I kept squat-
ting, and eventually shifted over to my left foot, putting my weight
there and extending my right knee outward, just to twist my pelvis
a bit, to make more room for the shoulders if necessary. I will birth
these shoulders. And once again, I felt the burn of another moun-
tain rising under my skin, a foothill. The first shoulder emerged
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and then the other. Yes. “Here it comes,” said Geo, as he helped
my right hand support the budding body. He added, “Are you
going to catch your baby?”

“Yes.” He began to reload the camera, which unfortunately
ran out of film just at this moment of full emergence, and I reached
both hands around the baby’s belly, just as I do in my drawing. He
glided into them, out of my body, and I instantly sat down, cradling
him in my arms. It was 9:50.

Coaxing Breath

“Oh... so much smaller than Grey, don’t you think? Awww...”
But then, noticing his stillness and color, I immediately suctioned
his nose and mouth with the bulb syringe and pulled the creamy
white child belly-down across my lap. He was so pale... so pale...
no purple, no pink, no squirming, so much cream. I was covered
with it. I saw vernix caked on my belly ring and nipples, on my sil-
ver torque, on the leather Motherway bracelet. Tera and Ona were
there with me; our right hand rubbing, rubbing, rubbing his back.

“Come on little baby... We love you so much... We want you to
breathe... Come on little baby, we’re so happy you're here... Let’s
hear you breathe... We’re so happy you're here,” we chanted over
and over him, that little creamy floppy baby. I looked at George
and our eyes were bright with concern. I almost asked him to call
911 but I lost the concept of numbers and the words for “phone”
and “call.” There were no words but those we spoke to the baby, our
eyes and hands and love on the baby. How long do I rub? I began gen-
tly patting his bottom, patting enough to rouse him. Is he sleeping? 1
didn’t think to check if the cord was pulsing. I kept patting his butt
and craned my neck around to see the sex, the swollen sack.

“Aboy!” I said with a laugh, still patting, “We have a boy!”

“We do? Wow!” George said. We were surprised he wasn’t a
girl, but what could have been shallow disappointment trans-
formed into loving urgency. Another lesson.

“We love you... We love you so much... Please breathe.” I
don’t know how long we did this; it couldn’t have been much more
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than a minute. We were outside of time, coaxing breath. And
finally, there was his gurgly voice, a squeak, a lusty cry. We cheered.

“Yes!” Geo cried out, and time returned. Sam’s hands and feet
and arms and legs and torso began turning a beautiful violet, then
pinking in our laughter. His crying was the song of our elation.
Sage helped me put the rainbow cap, the first thing I ever knitted,
over his creamy head, but we soon removed it, worried the fibers,
which felt soft to my fingers, would be scratchy to his newborn
skin. I always forget how soft that skin is. I fumblingly used the
bulb syringe to clear his nose and just inside his mouth between his
cheeks and tongue, but it wasn’t very effective and he was doing
fine anyway, clearing his airways himself as he cried. So rosy...
thank you, Mother. Thank you. We wrapped him in a second-hand
cotton receiving blanket. I did it. I knew I could.

“We did it! We did it!” We exclaimed to each other.

Spirals

I was sitting on the family room floor in a pool of fluid and
mucousy blood, and there I was in that rental, in that small town,
the town I used to abhor because it was not the mountains. I am here,
right now, holding my baby. It is good to be here right now. My belly
began to contract deeply so I squatted over the stainless steel bowl
with the baby, whom we would not name for two days, in my arms.
Sage and Grey squatted in front of me, looking at their new brother.
The placenta fell out rather easily into the bowl and the kids’ faces
registered surprise and a bit of disgust, which made me grin. I
picked the bloody thing up and examined the underside. It was
fine, intact, and the cord had three spiraling veins. All is well. All is
a spiral. I counted his breaths and heartbeats, which were within
normal range. Fingers and toes all there. Full palate. Two testes.
Slightly bruised forehead but nothing abnormal. Good lively color,
ruby lips. Eyes a bit blood shot, but that is normal too. Perfect. The
baby occasionally screeched out like a tiny raven or an angry cat
and we laughed each time, cooing, “Little bird... little kitty. Keep
talking to us.”
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I asked Geo to help me up and walk me and the bowl of pla-
centa to the bathtub where all my sacred things still sat, waiting
for us. We filled the tub with hot water, left the lights off, and I sat
down. I submerged his body, blanket and all, to warm him, to assist
his circulation, to see if the heat helped him become even more alert
and responsive. His little fingers grasped ours, his body squirmed
with strength, and he eagerly took my offered nipple into his
mouth to suck.

“He’s nursing!” I announced gleefully, and Geo was relieved,
still a bit shaken by his son’s slow start. We knew then that if he had
the energy and interest to nurse, he had vitality, he had will, he was
well. I was bleeding a normal amount as my uterus clamped down
with his sucking, but with my crescent knife, which was still on the
ledge of the tub, I sliced a half-pinky sized piece of placenta off the
edge and swallowed it. I washed it down with a sip of water from
my moon mug and wasn’t squeamish about it. The irony flavor
reminded me of the blood I used to lick off my cuts as a kid. Heck,
I still do this once in a while. Of course, any other animal would
have eaten the entire placenta. Some women do. But I knew a bite
would have enough hormones to at least help lessen my bleeding.

As I'sat in the water with him, I began to ache in my hips and
wanted to sever the cord from the placenta before I left the tub.
Geo brought me a pair of surgical scissors from his first-aid kit,
and the white embroidery floss I had boiled, knotted at both ends,
and stored in a baggie weeks before. I asked if he wanted to do
the cutting. “No, I did it last time. Your turn.” So, I tied off the cord
an inch or so from his belly, and cut just beyond the floss. The
cord had already turned white by that point, so there was little
blood. I put a dab of honey, a natural disinfectant, on the stump
to ward off infection.

Geo took the bowl of placenta to the kitchen where he removed
the entire cord, put a lid on the bowl, and put it in the fridge so we
could bury it later under a tree not far from Grey’s I had hoped to
give birth under. The next day I would wind the cord around and
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around itself, and it would dry on the windowsill in the sun into a
transparent, brownish spiral disc composed of three spiraling veins
that I can still see when I hold it up to the light. Spirals within spi-
rals. This will go into a medicine bag for my son.

The Naming

None of the names we had considered before his birth seemed
to fit him now, especially since we had expected a girl, had sensed
a feminine presence, both before and after conception. We thought
of some new ones, but couldn’t agree. Sage was sad we wouldn’t
be using “Yarrow” or “Hill,” as she and I had grown fond of, or even
“Creek,” which Geo had wanted all along. George kept walking in
and out of the bathroom, announcing different possibilities,
“Raven,” “Crow,” and variations on the Latin names of each,
“Corvid,” or “Corvidae.” Maybe... but, no. After much thought,
light-hearted debate, a couple of nights of quiet dreams, and the
intuitive suggestion of “Odin” made over the phone by my dear
Christian mystic friend (who knew nothing about Odin whatsoever),
we decided on Samuel Rune. “Samuel” after Geo’s beloved Twain,
“aman of the people,” he says, and “Rune” after “mystery,” or more
specifically, the symbols of the Mystery revealed to the Norse god
Odin after he had hung upside down for nine days and nights,
wounded by his own sword, from the Tree of Life. Odin, whose
messengers are two ravens named Hugin (Thought) and Mugin
(Memory), gave the runes as a gift to the world, to help us see.
Ravens visited me all through the winter of my pregnancy, my first
full winter on that mountain, uncannily appearing directly over-
head at my most desperate times— collapsed and sobbing in a yel-
lowed yarrow patch, fantasizing my own flight and descent over a
cliff —urging me to bring light out of my own near-sighted dark-
ness. Ravens are not only the wise companions of Odin, but also
the protectors of the Dharma, and the shape-shifted form of my
beloved dark goddess Morrigan, whose lessons are sharp and lethal
to the ego. When the Inuit people were lost in endless night, Raven
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brought the Sun. “Rune” holds all these things: the ravens, my hard-
earned lessons and light, the mysterious gift this child is to me and
to the world. Our sweet Samuel Rune.

The Extra Ordinary

My day returned to normal, although it felt amazingly ordinary
already. Maybe it felt ordinary because my cells can remember thou-
sands upon thousands of years in which a woman would simply
wash up after her birth at the nearest water source, snuggle up to her
baby in a safe, cozy, uninterrupted place, and nurse contentedly,
sleepily amazed at the creature who only hours before was curled
up inside her belly, now curled up against her belly, and she curled
around it, while the family went about its day. This is what we did.
What could be more ordinary? The extent to which Grey’s birth on
the mountain felt holy in its grandiosity, its panoramic view, his
huge body leaving mine under that ponderosa, is the same extent to
which Samuel Rune’s birth was holy in its quiet simplicity. This
day was the sacred mundane at its finest, a blade of grass break-
ing through concrete.

That night, the elements celebrated Sam Rune’s arrival with
wind that made our bedroom curtains flap feverishly like prayer
flags, thunderous lightning claps that shook the foundation of our
house and made Geo startle inches off the bed without waking, and
sheets of rain that drenched the thirsty soil and danced across the
parking lot, seeking cracks.

A Mother’s Guidance: There are so many books I've read
Q? that it is hard to remember them all. Some are by mid-

wives and are considered midwifery manuals, such as
Spiritual Midwifery by Ina May Gaskin and Heart and Hands by
Elizabeth Davis. I read several books by Sheila Kitzinger, Special
Delivery by Rahima Baldwin, Unassisted Childbirth by Laura
Shanley, Childbirth without Fear by Grantly Dick-Reed, Silent Knife
by Nancy Wainer Cohen, Wise Woman Herbal for the Childbearing

Year and Healing Wise by Susun Weed, What Every Pregnant Woman
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Should Know: The Truth about Diet and Drugs in Pregnancy by Gail
Sforza Brewer, Unassisted Homebirth: An Act of Love by Lynn
Griesemer, Mothering magazine, and articles by Jeannine Parvati
Baker posted at www.freestone.org. I read countless stories online
by other women, especially unassisted birth stories and midwife-
attended birth stories. I watched home videos of women birthing
at home with and without midwives. I chose very consciously NOT
to watch certain television shows that document birth because I
believe they often perpetuate birth fear and what Jeannine Parvati
Baker calls “the cult of the expert.” The documentary video, A Clear
Road to Birth by Judy Seaman was an often-turned-to inspiration.
Like many unassisted birthing mothers, I think it is important for
women to look to each other as the real “experts” of childbirth, peo-
ple who know first hand what their bodies have done and can do.
Our womanly descriptions of childbirth are much more accurate
and “embodied” than medically oriented birth texts that teach us
to give up our own bodily authority to medical experts who try to
pigeonhole us into neat, manageable categories. Each of us is
unique and should not be expected to birth in any one way. I've
never taken childbirth classes, but am grateful for instruction in sit-
ting meditation I received at the Shambhala Mountain Center,
which has helped me to live and give birth mindfully.

Rachel Kellum grew up in central Illinois, earned her BFA in Studio Art at Millikin
University, and her MA in English Education at Colorado State. She currently spends
her time homeschooling her three children, gardening, making herbal medicines, writ-
ing, reading, drumming, studying world spiritual traditions, corresponding online
with mothers about birth, and practicing Tai Chi. She aspires to become a midwife
who encourages freebirth.






LONG-AWAITED BABY
BY KIM WILDNER

BECAUSE IT TOOK MY HUSBAND and me
over five years to get pregnant,  had a lot of time to read everything
I could get my hands on regarding pregnancy and birth. Ultimately,
it was the melding of traditional and holistic models of healthcare
that finally graced us with a pregnancy, so it was an easy decision to
utilize the best of both worlds for our pregnancy and birth.

It was during our fertility search that I decided to study mid-
wifery. Since safety was our number one concern, we chose a tra-
ditional midwife to guide us through pregnancy and birth, and
developed a back-up plan for the hospital should we need medical
assistance. We knew this could be (and ultimately did become) our
one and only opportunity to have a healthy, happy mother-baby.

My water released during a late afternoon nap on November
14th. I called my husband, Dave, at work to let him know, and told
him to go ahead and finish his shift. I'd be fine by myself for the
hour and a half it would take him to finish work, pick up dinner
and come home.

Ilistened to my baby’s heart tones to make sure that the release
of water hadn’t compressed the umbilical cord. Although I had no
surges at that point, I called my midwife to let her know she might
be making a road trip that night (she lived about two hours away).

AT



JOURNEY INTO MOTHERHOOD

By the time Dave arrived home, I was having mild surges. We
ate dinner, made up the bed with double sheets divided by a water-
proof layer, and set up a Leboyer bath for the baby in an insulated,
covered tub. (Editor’s note: If you aren’t familiar with the work of
Frederick Leboyer, you may want to read his groundbreaking
book, Birth without Violence.) We got out towels, washcloths and
extra clothes, and walked around the yard with our dog.

I took a shower around 8:30 p.m., and I called the midwives
again, as well as my sister, mom and a friend who would be attend-
ing the birth. I asked the midwives to come, since they had quite a
drive ahead, but asked the others to wait awhile longer. I'm sure it
was torturous for them... everyone was there in less than an hour!

AsImoved through the early stages of labor, my husband con-
tinued to dance with me, hold me, walk with me and whisper in
my ear how much he loved me.

The midwives arrived sometime before midnight. I got into a
warm tub and Dave poured water over my belly while softly
singing spiritual songs of strength and surrender to me. I was in
there for over two hours, but it seemed like moments to me. (It
wasn’t until after the birth, when my husband complained about
how stiff his arm was, that I read the birth record and realized how
long I had been in the tub!) The midwives directed me out of the
tub to use the bathroom—to get things moving, I'm sure. I had
relaxed so much in the tub that my labor had slowed.

Once I was up, gravity did the trick; my labor intensified quite
a bit. There were times I thought, “I'm so tired! This is so much
harder than I thought! I don’t know if I can do this!” But then I'd
look around at the people who loved me, at the candles and my
familiar surroundings, at the competent women who were moni-
toring my safety. I'd imagine what a hospital birth would be like...
getting dressed, going out into the cold rain, riding in a car, being
under harsh lights, having no control and strangers poking me
with fingers and needles... and I knew I was just fine where I was.

Sometime around 2 a.m., I felt an irresistible urge to bear
down—an involuntary grunting at the top of some of the surges.



A LONG-AWAITED BABY

We moved upstairs to the bed that had been my parents’, the bed
that our baby had been conceived in. I labored there on my side,
breathing my baby down as my body directed.

I trusted my body and my baby completely. We worked
together, gently nudging her into the world.

My husband was the first to touch her. Her head slowly
emerged during one surge, and the midwives helped her daddy
loosen the cord that was around her neck so she could slip through
the loop.

We waited, resting, as she opened her eyes and sucked at the
finger the midwife placed in her mouth to check her palate. With the
next surge, she moved further into the world... up to her navel.

Again we waited for what seemed an eternity while she looked
around at the circle of love around her. Finally the midwife said,
“You know, you could give a little 