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Introduction

When I became pregnant with my first child, I was 24 years old and extremely idealistic. I was determined to have a perfect pregnancy and empowering birth experience, and to be a great mother. I thought it would be a breeze.

I loved being pregnant. I was lucky: everything went smoothly – no morning sickness or backache, and I was riding my bike right up until week 39. I read up on active birth techniques, attended pregnancy yoga classes and became indignant at the medicalization, as I saw it, of childbirth. Birth didn’t have to be painful if you did it right, the books informed me. I told my friends and family that I wanted to be in control when I gave birth. I decided to borrow a birth pool and have a home birth.

When labour finally kicked in, I spent the first few hours playing with the TENS machine and stamping around. But the pains were getting worse, and I was hardly dilated. This wasn’t what I had expected. I hid from the midwife in another room. At last I crawled upstairs to the bathroom. The pain was so intense I was sweating all over and I thought I was about to vomit. I crouched on the landing, unable to open the bathroom door. The pain was unbearable, but even worse was my sense of failure: I was stupid and naïve to think I would be able to handle this, I thought. I can’t take the pain and I’m going to have to ask to be transferred to hospital.

And then, as I doubled over with my ideals collapsing around me, a remarkable thing happened. From the depths of my despair I had a flash of insight into what I was doing wrong: I was fighting the contractions. I was trying to tackle them head on – using my ‘active birth’ techniques and yoga postures against them. A good birth wasn’t about being ‘in control’, after all. It was about feeling safe enough to let go. So instead of trying to move or curl up or wish myself away, at the next contraction I breathed slowly and purposefully, allowing myself to actually feel the movement surge through my abdomen. It was still challenging, yes, and scary: I didn’t know what this sensation might do to me. But it was no longer excruciating. I felt the sickness pass. I made my way back downstairs and rejoined the midwife at the kitchen table. Now whenever the contractions came, I sat very still and silent and tried to welcome them.

Of course, the labour progressed and before long I was on all fours in transition. The birth pool still wasn’t ready due to some water-heating glitch. At some point I had begun to vocalize. I had practised ‘Oms’ during pregnancy yoga. During class I had cringed, but now I appreciated the familiar way they resonated in me. And, I found that as long as I ‘Ommed’, and concentrated on the sound, the pain stayed at bay.

When the sound faded away, thoughts began to crowd in. I noticed that as I sank into self-pity: Oh why is this happening to me . . . I can’t cope with this . . . then the pain surfaced abruptly. But at the times when I was able to quieten that little voice and I could simply submit to the sensation – at those moments the pain vanished. The contractions surged on and on until they rolled into one long contraction. Then, I felt so small that my sense of a separate self – that little voice – seemed to disappear entirely, and I felt an overwhelming feeling of awe at the power of the birth process. A part of me was able to observe that I had become a mere vehicle for the mechanisms of the universe, which were grinding away, like cogs, inside me.

At last, the pool was filled, and eventually, my baby girl was born in the water, weighing 9lb 13oz.

THE JOURNEY BEGINS

Why have I told you my birth story? Of course, this event marked the beginning of parenthood. But it also marked another watershed moment, although I was unable to explain it in those terms: it was the moment that I first became aware of the tremendous power of mindfulness. With very little experience or understanding of meditation, I knew that through letting go of that intellectualizing self, I had come into contact with something very special. Whatever it was, while I was in touch with it, it was powerful enough to wipe away the agony of birth pains.

My birth experience was empowering, but not in the way I had imagined. I had expected to feel that I had achieved this success through good planning, confidence and determination. But in hindsight, it was surrendering to the process that enabled me to have the kind of birth I wanted. It wasn’t me that had birthed my baby – not the ‘me’ that read books and wrote birth plans, anyway. It was something much bigger than ‘me’ – and ‘my’ role in the process was simply to not stand in its way. So, although the experience was empowering in a way, it was also incredibly humbling. And I am so grateful for that lesson at the start of my journey into parenthood. In the months and years that followed I came to learn that staying in control and high ideals aren’t what make a good parent, any more than they make a good birth. A birth experience can be embraced, whether it’s at home or in hospital, low-intervention or highly medicalized. It’s the ability to welcome whatever is happening in the present moment that makes us truly able to rise to the challenges of parenthood.

So, for me, mindfulness and parenting have been bound together right from the very beginning; and, while I have never had the message brought home to me quite so emphatically as it was during my first labour, I have continually found that when I stop fighting reality and start accepting it, then everything goes a whole lot more smoothly. And mindfulness – especially when we set out to practise it – is a way of helping us to do just that.

I believe that we can all benefit from this simple, yet utterly transformative skill. I hope that by sharing my experiences and those of other parents, we can explore how mindfulness can be applied to all areas of family life, for the benefit of ourselves, our children and the wider world. Mindfulness, and especially mindful parenting, has been a precious gift to me, and I hope to share this gift with as many people as possible.
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