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 For Mum, Dad and Jojo.

Thank you to the parents who so generously shared  
their stories with us, and the midwives and other  

health professionals who cared for them.

Disclaimer: Please note that this book provides general information about 
pregnancy, labour and birth and does not constitute medical advice for 
individuals.  Please consult your own healthcare providers when making decisions 
that may affect your health or that of your baby.  If you need further support or 
advice please use the following resources: birthrights.org.uk, maternityaction.
org.uk (employment and working rights), aims.org.uk (promoting normal birth, 
rights and choice; has helpline), and whiteribbonalliance.org (see their Respectful 
Maternity Care Charter).
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of safe passage to navigate through the often-stormy seas of birth, 
simply explained and supported by current breakthroughs in the 
fields of neuroscience and the understanding of trauma and its 
resolution.

If you need a companion for your birth, take Tessa with you. Doula, 
mentor, mother, sister, guide to your inner wisdom, the wisdom 
of the best guide you will have: your own sweet, unique, exquisite-
ly intelligent body.

Welcome home!

Giselle Genillard

L’Arche, 14 July 2020 
Director of SOS Internationale, providing Somatic Experiencing 
training, and Midwife.

Foreword 

The divine irony of reading books on birth is that the very act of 
reading takes us away from the fierce living experience of birth.  
An experience that confronted us on a daily basis before both 
birth and we became industrialised.

What truly can prepare us for an experience as raw and personal 
and physical as birth?  Birth is a verb before it is a noun: a moving, 
living, embodied experience that like a river flows always down-
wards but like many rivers takes turns and unexpected crescen-
dos according to the weather and the terrain. The birth process 
itself follows a chartered course, but along that course the experi-
ence is always unique.

Birth is a bodily not a mental experience, and Tessa elegantly 
weaves her expertise in body awareness and embodied practices 
with the stories of many women who have shared their intimate 
birth journeys with us. It is an ancient practice, this sharing of 
personal stories, one that brings us as close to participation as 
the leaves of a book can bring. Tessa brings birth back to where it 
belongs: the body, and the exercises, practices and resources are 
awakening and empowering to women undertaking parenthood 
and the challenges of life beyond.

Most potently, Tessa offers pearls, Pearls of Wisdom, to orient us 
to the reality that our female bodies know how to birth - given 
appropriate safety. Birth is as intrinsic as eating and sleeping, as 
pooping and peeing. Yet none of these processes work efficiently 
in a context of fear. The Pearls she offers are beads of safety, stars 
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Introduction

My journey into meditation and other aspects of yoga started long 
before my first pregnancy. When I took my first meditation class, I 
did not realise how much the practice would prepare me for birth 
one day. Over the years of teaching pregnancy yoga, I have wit-
nessed the amazing support that mindfulness and movement can 
bring to the birth journey. I have taught over a thousand women 
and I never get tired of seeing the transformation from anxious to 
calmly anticipatory.

As I write this, my daughters are 9 and 7. It feels like only yesterday 
that I was pregnant. My children inspire me every day to make the 
greatest impact that I can in this lifetime for women and girls. I’ve 
felt called to collate these birth stories because the birth of a child 
is a rite of passage – a series of events that will always stay with 
you. If it’s a ‘good’ birth, then it will remind you how awesome you 
are and how awesome your body is. If it’s a challenging or trau-
matic birth, then it may be like a heavy weight or a feeling like your 
chest collapsing in, when it’s not packed away in a box inside your 
head. I’m not mincing my words here – you can have a big impact 
on the birth of your baby, but it takes preparation. The more you 
can face the journey head on, however daunting that may feel, the 
more prepared you can be. This is not a journey like any other, and 
however you come out the other side, you will be forever changed. 
It is the heroine’s journey.

When I hold Mother Blessings for expectant mums, we often make 
a birthing necklace. The friends and family members will bring 

a bead that is symbolic in some way of pregnancy, birth or par-
enting. We pass the thread around the circle and the very differ-
ent beads are added one by one. The necklaces are often not neat 
and definitely not symmetrical, but these necklaces are a thing of 
great beauty. Each necklace is unique, holding both memories and 
hopefulness about the future. In this way, the necklace becomes a 
symbol of the birthing process.

This book focuses on the inner journey that you can take to make 
this rite of passage an empowering one. You will hear three dif-
ferent voices in this book: the birth stories are like the beads on a 
necklace, my narrative as a pregnancy yoga teacher is the thread, 
and the exercises and reflections are the beads you can add your-
self. You can add many beads or none at all, but this is a time when 
more is definitely better.

I hope you will read the birth stories with an open heart. They 
have been generously shared by parents from my classes or birth 
preparation workshops and have not been selected because they 
are ‘perfect’ examples of how to ‘do’ birth, but because they are 
real and positive for the storyteller. The stories are sacred because 
they tell of the entrance of a human being into the world. 

Each time I receive a birth story I feel privileged and touched to 
have an insight into the journey that the parents and child have 
taken. You may see yourself in the hopes and expectations of some 
stories, but not find common ground in others. The stories show 
the diversity of how the birth journey unfolds and how wisdom 
can grow from experience. By sharing these experiences, my hope 
is that even if this is your first baby, you can understand what will 
support you in making this journey safely and unlocking the gifts 
of the birth initiation. 
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The cocoon of safety

What is coming is the most important line of the whole book: for 
birth to be experienced and remembered as a positive journey, 
you need to feel safe. For birth to be experienced and remem-
bered as a positive journey, you need to feel safe. Take a deep 
breath and really let that sink in. 

Feeling safe is a basic human right. To enjoy making love, we need 
to feel safe. It’s much easier to poo if you feel safe! We want our 
children to grow up in safety. For birth to unfold smoothly we need 
to feel safe. Achieving a feeling of safety happens on many levels: 
in our minds, bodies and environment. Throughout our lives as 
individuals we may have received different messages about how 
to be safe, and in this book, we will look at different aspects that 
may affect the birthing journey. They will either affect it subcon-
sciously or consciously. The choice is yours, but I would rather 
know what I’m dealing with and take steps to make the journey 
easier when I can.

I recognise that not everyone starts from a feeling of safety in their 
everyday lives, but I hope the content of this book will support 
ways for you to experience what it is to be safe before the birth of 
your baby.

There is no judgement on how your baby is born: from freebirth-
ing (no health professionals in attendance) to elective caesarean 
birth, that is from no intervention to a high level of intervention, 
these are all valid ways that babies make their way into the world. 
Feeling safe is not only possible, but critical throughout the whole 
spectrum and you can be a part of decision-making in every sce-
nario. What I want to offer you is a chance to take ownership of the 
birth journey and of your body, and that of your baby’s (held ten-

derly until your child is old enough to take ownership themselves). 
This is what ultimately makes you feel safe and empowered.

What I see happen in my classes regularly, is a realisation of what 
the female body is capable of and a reclaiming of sovereignty. 
Sometimes this means that a woman will change her assumption 
that she will be on the delivery suite with all options for pain relief 
on hand, to a recognition that a homebirth is what would make 
her feel most safe. Or it may mean that she declines routine vag-
inal examinations or sweeps. Or that she pushes for an elective 
caesarean because that is what feels most safe for her at the time. 
I want you to remember the birth of your baby as a time when you 
were listened to and respected. While there are a number of fac-
tors outside of your control, there is a lot that you can do.

Let’s see how to create this cocoon of safety within ourselves and 
our environments.
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A note to the reader

Each chapter is structured as follows: introduction to the pearl 
of wisdom, birth stories, exercises, reflections and resources. The 
only selection criteria for the birth stories is that the parent writ-
ing it views it as a positive birth story. They have not been edited 
to show only the positive parts because I want to share the reality 
of the journey so you can learn from all of these parents’ experi-
ences.

I have selected a few key exercises from my pregnancy yoga class-
es and birth preparation workshops to share with you. You’ll find 
these as a way to elaborate on something a woman touched on in 
her birthing story (see boxes). 

The reflection section in each chapter is designed to make you 
think deeply and so may trigger challenging feelings and uncom-
fortable thoughts. Sometimes it will be enough that you have felt 
the emotions that arise and understood the effect of the question 
on you, but other times you may need support. Please share your 
reflections in the Community of Pearls Facebook group (or if you 
identify that greater support is needed, talk to your midwife or 
self-refer to Talking Therapies).

The reflections are about potentially big and deep emotions, and 
it may be that you could not do justice to them all during one 
pregnancy! Please do not be overwhelmed by the resources and 
reflections but focus on where you feel most called during this 
inner journey. I recommend keeping a journal or downloading 
the free Pearls of Wisdom journal booklet, which contains all the 

questions in one place with space to record your reflections. This 
and other free downloads mentioned in the text are available at  
www.pearlsofbirthwisdom.com/downloads. 

If you are a birth professional, I invite you to also answer the ques-
tions in the Reflection sections as a way to engage more deeply 
with the content. If you already have children, you might reflect 
back on your decisions previously and what you would change for 
another pregnancy. If you do not have children, I wonder if you 
can imagine how you would feel if you were carrying a child and 
were faced with a whole world of decisions to be made.

Over the years I have amassed a big collection of books, arti-
cles and helpful internet material. I share some relevant re-
sources at the end of each chapter to enable further reading if 
you want to go deeper into the topic. Some of the topics raised 
are big ones, and we can only scratch the surface in this book. 
If you choose to make use of these resources, perhaps focus on 
one or two topics that seem most pertinent to your pregnan-
cy or upcoming birth. All of the websites mentioned in the re-
sources, plus a list of recommended podcasts, can be found at  
www.pearlsofbirthwisdom.com/downloads so you can easily 
find the right content for you.

Disclaimer: the content in this book does not replace medical ad-
vice but is aimed to get the reader to think critically about what is 
being offered during antenatal, birth and postnatal care. All of the 
pearls are relevant to those with a normal, healthy pregnancy as 
well as to those with complications. 
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A soothing atmosphere allows 
the body to soften and relax. 
Then the body can be present 

and ready for whatever comes. 

Soothing
Pearl 1

Imagine that you feel calm and take a deep breath. Your eyes are 
closed, and you can hear soothing music in the background. You 
know that if you open your eyes you will see fairy lights giving just 
enough light for you to move around the room. You can feel your 
birth partner’s hand on your shoulder giving you quiet reassur-
ance, and you are resting on soft pillows. You feel gently focused, 
conserving your energy for what is to come: the birth of your baby. 

Our nervous system has evolved to be in one of two states: on 
alert, with the sympathetic nervous system priming us to fight, 
run or freeze; OR calm, with the parasympathetic nervous sys-
tem allowing the body to rest and digest (and give birth). Our cul-
ture of being busy, with endless stimulation, means that we are 
often stressed and get used to adrenalin circulating. However, our 
body evolved only to handle short bursts of adrenalin and if we 
are chronically stressed, we feel the effects with indigestion, poor 
sleep and a compromised immune system.

The part of the brain (the reptilian, or “old”, brain) that controls 
birth is the same as for digestion. It is not actively under our con-
trol. If we want to digest our breakfast, we do not sit there and 
think “now food, move from the stomach into the intestines, peri-
stalsis move that bolus of food along…”: it is done without our 
conscious control. Birth is similar because we cannot control how 
quickly our cervix effaces or dilates; or when the contractions 
start, how often they come or how long they last. 

What we can influence a lot of the time, is how safe we feel and give 
our nervous system the best chance of being in the parasympa-
thetic state. There are many things that can influence your sense 
of safety. These will be different for everyone – you will need to do 
some reflection in order to create your unique cocoon of safety. 
There are many ways of supporting your nervous system directly, 
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Soothing

including meditation, relaxation tracks, breathing techniques and 
calming movement like yoga. Throughout the book, we will ex-
plore many of these different factors.

Following is a mother’s story about her first birthing.
ANNA’S BIRTHING STORY
(homebirth, waterbirth)

Anna is a friendly and witty professional, who asked lots of ques-
tions in the pregnancy yoga classes and the birth preparation 
workshop. I could see she prepares for everything that she does 
in life!

Rory’s birth:

As this was my first pregnancy and I was considered low risk, 
when I had my midwife appointments, I was informed I was eli-
gible to give birth in the midwife-led unit at the Royal Berkshire 
Hospital. The option of having a homebirth was not discussed. 
It was not until my husband Matt and I attended an NCT [Na-
tional Childbirth Trust] course that the option of homebirth was 
discussed in more detail and we started thinking about it as an 
option that could work for us. Further, when we attended Tes-
sa’s birth preparation workshop and we discussed the impor-
tance of feeling calm and safe in your environment, I thought I 
would feel a lot more relaxed and comfortable in my own home 
than in hospital. 
I was also keen on having a water birth and aware that this 
may not work out if I went into hospital and all the birth pools 
were being used at that time. Therefore, at about 37–38 weeks 
pregnant (cutting it pretty fine!) I asked to be transferred to the 
care of the homebirth midwife team (who were great). I had a 
friend who had attempted to have a homebirth (unfortunately 
it did not work out for her) who had told me she wished she had 



22 23

Pearls of Birth WisdomSoothing

used a doula to support her birth and this got me started on 
considering using a doula. I did not have much idea of the role 
of a doula and looked into it a bit more. 
I contacted Lisa and was very lucky that she happened to be 
available at late notice to act as our doula. She came and met 
us and was such a calming and positive presence that we both 
knew straight away that she was the right person to support us 
with the birth. Lisa came and met us a couple of times before 
the birth to get to know us, help us think about and prepare for 
the birth and talk us through the “What if” scenarios to under-
stand that, although things may happen during the birth out-
side of our control, what our key aims for the birth were what-
ever happened, e.g. skin-to-skin immediately after the birth, 
etc. By talking with her we both felt a lot more prepared. 
I also felt comforted that she understood what we were aiming 
for and could be our spokesperson with anyone else attending 
the birth, so that I could concentrate on the birth itself. Know-
ing that Lisa had partnered many women and couples through 
their births made me feel reassured that an experienced person 
who knew us and was looking out for our needs would be pres-
ent when the time came.
I started having contractions late on Monday evening. I was 
in bed and for each contraction I would go on all fours and 
breathe through using the Golden Thread Breath, holding the 
headboard where needed. 
By the morning Matt called the homebirth team to give them 
the heads up and we called our doula Lisa to come over. I start-
ed using a TENS machine late morning to help with the contrac-
tions. My body was so focused on labour that I was unable to 
keep anything but water down. Sniffing peppermint oil helped 
with the nausea. 
When the contractions became stronger, I found it helpful to fo-
cus on the affirmation “I trust my body to birth my baby” whilst 

breathing through it. By this time, I was on my knees, rocking 
back and forward over a gym ball in the lounge. 
When the contractions became really strong, so the TENS was 
no longer so effective, I got in the birth pool in our kitchen/
diner. Matt had done a great job using stick up blackout blinds, 
electric candles and lots of towels to make it a soothing space. 
Matt and Lisa massaged my lower back during contractions as 
I leant on the edge of the pool and changed positions. When I 
went into labour Lisa was a constant calming, compassionate 
and reassuring presence and she gave wonderful advice, aro-
matherapy and fantastic pain-relieving massage too! I would 
not hesitate to use Lisa again if we were lucky enough to have 
another baby.
The midwives arrived early afternoon and let me stay in my 
zone, just keeping a regular check on baby’s heartbeat and my 
pulse. When contractions got stronger still, I asked to use the 
gas and air and continued to breathe using soft lips and the 
yoga techniques Tessa taught me. 
Things slowed down a little, so I came off the gas and air and 
just dipped in when I felt I needed it. I started using more vocal-
isation in yogic breathing and started roaring him out! It took 
a while for his head to come out, but I could feel it, which gave 
me the strength to keep pushing. Throughout, his heartbeat 
was calm and regular. Once his head was out the rest of him 
followed and I grabbed him and pulled him onto my chest, com-
pletely overwhelmed by the achievement and emotion! 
We had lovely calm skin-to-skin in the pool and when the cord 
had gone white, Matt cut it and got his skin-to-skin time too. 
The placenta took some time to come out, so I got out the pool 
and managed to deliver it whilst bearing down on the toilet. 
We then retreated to a cosy nest on the sofa in our living room 
for Rory’s first breastfeed and more time as a family. It felt like 
a marathon, but the techniques Tessa taught me during classes 
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and the birth preparation workshop were completely invalu-
able and helped me achieve the homebirth I wanted.

During Anna’s pregnancy, she researched all the options and de-
cided that for her personally, a homebirth would feel like the most 
soothing place to birth her baby. With the support of her partner 
and doula, and techniques like the Golden Thread Breath (Box 1), 
she was able to birth her baby at home. At home, you are in your 
familiar surroundings and you are more in control of what hap-
pens. Midwives step into your territory as they cross the threshold 
and that shifts the locus of power, for example, with them ask-
ing permission to move furniture around. Of course, homebirths 
are not right for everyone. For some women, particularly where 
there is a known medical condition, a feeling of safety may only 
be achieved at the hospital where you know there is the clinical 
back up. 

BOX 1: Golden Thread Breath

Often in birth stories, if a technique is mentioned, it will be the Gold-
en Thread Breath. I learnt this from Uma Dinsmore-Tuli’s Mother’s 
Breath book.

Settle and observe your breath as it is right now. Start to breathe 
in through the nose, but out through the mouth. Consciously relax 
your face, your jaw, your tongue and your lips as you exhale. As you 
breathe out, imagine a golden thread stretching out across the room 
in front of you: a very fine, long thread. Feel your body respond with 
a feeling of relaxation.

The reason we focus on breathing out through the mouth is because 
there is an intrinsic connection between your jaw/throat area and 

the pelvic area. As a foetus the cells for these two areas originated in 
the same place. These two areas act in similar ways and one affects 
the other. To feel this for yourself, put your thumb in your mouth and 
be aware of your pelvic floor. Then suck your thumb and feel what 
happens to the pelvic floor. For most women, there will be a lifting 
and squeezing feeling.

Ina May Gaskin, an American midwife, calls this ‘Sphincter Law’. 
If you relax the sphincter of the mouth, the sphincter of the cervix 
will also relax, and dilation will happen more easily. Also, there are 
three diaphragms in the body: one in the mouth, the respiratory di-
aphragm, and the pelvic diaphragm. By relaxing the jaw and taking 
deeper breaths, the first two diaphragms will help the third one to 
release also.

Whatever you do, keep breathing!  Your uterus is a big muscle that 
needs oxygen to work comfortably and your baby needs oxygen to 
stay calm. The breath will respond to your body’s needs so as con-
tractions intensify, your breathing will become stronger. Practise 
breathing in more strongly, breathing out a golden rope, perhaps 
hearing breath now. Later, the breath may be even stronger still and 
I use the analogy of the huge metal chain that secures a ship to the 
harbour wall. Remember Anna roaring her baby out!

In between contractions, in the expansion phase, return to the rest-
ing Golden Thread Breath. The breathing becoming slow to conserve 
energy.

Next both a mum and dad tell the story of their son’s birth.
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SARAH’S BIRTHING STORY
(hypnobirth, episiotomy)

Sarah came throughout her pregnancy to yoga classes and joined 
the birth preparation workshop with her husband in the third tri-
mester. They had a practical, focused, no-nonsense approach to 
preparing for the birth with lots of humour evident in their rela-
tionship.

Thomas’s birth:

On Sunday afternoon a couple of weeks before Easter, we made 
the finishing touches to the room for our baby and then sat 
down to watch some TV for the evening. My waters broke in a 
gush while we were watching “Victoria” on TV, so I was excited 
and happy that things were happening a week earlier than the 
due date. 
There were no contractions to start with, so we took our time 
and went into the Rushey [midwife-led] centre for an assess-
ment later that evening. We were told that hopefully I would go 
into labour in the next 24 hours, otherwise they recommended 
that they get things started artificially. 
We went home and in the early morning the contractions start-
ed. I was sick a few times with the stronger contractions. Once 

they were regular and coming three times in ten minutes, we 
went into the Rushey centre around 11am, and found out my 
cervix was 3cm dilated. I was given an anti-sickness injection, 
and found a quiet area with bean bags to relax in. 
About half an hour after arriving there, I felt that the contrac-
tions had changed and that I wanted to push. I asked to my 
husband to “Call the midwife!” and, on reassessment, my cervix 
was then 10cm dilated so things were happening quickly! 
They needed to monitor the baby and we were whisked off to 
the delivery room and fortunately the signs were good. As he 
was awkwardly positioned, I had an episiotomy and after that 
it didn’t take long for our baby to be born as he was in a hurry 
to meet us! Our baby was born at 2.26pm. 
He was placed straight onto my tummy and we then found out 
we had a boy. About five minutes later his cord was cut. 
All through the labour I found it incredibly helpful to use the 
Golden Thread Breath, turning into golden rope and then a 
heavy golden chain. This kept me focused and calm. In the end 
there was no time for analgesia. I was glad I had the fantastic 
support of my husband all through the labour too! 
The feeling afterwards was total euphoria. 
We stayed in the RBH for a few days to get the hang of breast-
feeding and then enjoyed being at home with Thomas feeding 
well. 

Thomas’s dad shares his perspective:

I must admit I went to the birth preparation workshop as a 
slightly doubting husband, sceptical of the real benefits of the 
hypnobirthing component (was this something like hypnotism 
that I didn’t really like the sound of?), but obviously keen to 
support my wife!
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As the course went on, I began to certainly appreciate that hyp-
nobirthing could help my wife relax and hopefully enable her to 
find a peaceful state that would help make her experience of 
childbirth to be a positive one. However, as a soon-to-be first-
time father, even then with my naivety, I perhaps couldn’t really 
link these techniques to childbirth or really appreciate how they 
would help us as a family when it came to the time of the birth. 
I would find out soon enough.
A few weeks later when my wife went into labour, after our ar-
rival at hospital, it soon became apparent that this wasn’t go-
ing to be an easy labour with emergency buttons pressed and a 
team of doctors in the delivery room. At that moment I appreci-
ated that any techniques that were going to help my wife relax 
for the remainder of the birth would be invaluable – I would 
take any help we could get! 
Accordingly, in the midst of the all the people in the room, the 
scary arrival of an incubator and serious conversations between 
the (amazing) medical team, any previous doubts I had about 
hypnobirthing completely disappeared as my wife used all the 
breathing techniques to stay incredibly relaxed, focused and 
able to follow all instructions with amazing clarity and without 
any panic! She didn’t involve herself in the rest of the room’s 
busyness and just focused on her breathing. What a star – I’m 
so proud of her! With my wife’s peaceful approach and the in-
credible care that we received, our healthy baby son was born. 
On reflection, my wife’s relaxed, peaceful, focused approach, 
utilising many of the things she had learned on the birth prepa-
ration workshop, can only have helped our baby stay as relaxed 
as possible in the midst of an otherwise rather dramatic birth! 
The wonderful medical staff all said the same and were amazed 
that my wife stayed so calm! It’s fair to say that in our moment 
of need (and now afterwards) I was no longer the doubtful hus-
band, but instead fully appreciative.

Thomas’s birth shows how when plans change, it’s still possible 
to have a positive birthing experience. Remaining calm helps the 
health professionals do their work efficiently and quickly, and the 
baby is less likely to become distressed by the intervention itself. 
For some partners, watching a birth – particularly one that has 
an element of urgency about it – can be the most dramatic expe-
rience of their life. They often have better recall of the details of a 
labour than the mother, who is in a special, even altered state of 
being due to the hormones circulating.

What I notice in my pregnancy yoga classes is that when we come 
to the relaxation part at the end, there is occasionally a woman 
who finds it very difficult to switch off; not closing her eyes, or 
closing and then flicking her eyes open at the slightest sound, and 
fidgeting, changing position, or perhaps sighing a lot. Usually as 
she continues to attend the classes, this will start to change. Her 
inability to settle is a sign that she is on high alert for some reason. 
Also, what I observe in classes is that there are some women who 
feel uncomfortable with closing their eyes when we are practic-
ing breathing techniques or pelvic floor exercises. This is under-
standable when you are new to a class and everything may feel 
strange, but when it continues, I wonder whether there is a basic 
feeling of safety that has been compromised in her life experience. 
If this resonates in any way with you, gently work with the reflec-
tions at the end of this chapter to see how you can transform this.

I always give the option to keep the eyes open, but perhaps to let 
the eyelids become a little heavier and soften the focus. This is be-
cause about 80% of stimulation to the brain is thought to be visual 
and so this sensory input can be a distraction for many of us when 
we try to focus on a relaxation technique. By simply closing the 
eyes, we reduce stimulation to the brain and can make it that much 
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easier to relax. However, if having the eyes open makes someone 
feel safer, they can do that for as long as is needed. Sometimes a 
blanket for the relaxation or a change of position in the room can 
give enough of a feeling of protection to make a difference. The 
same can be true during the birthing:  leaning against the way with 
your arms around your head or putting a shawl over your head can 
create a private space even in a busy waiting room. 

About five years ago, one of my students arrived at the hospital 
only for the contractions to fade away. The midwife sent her home 
until the labour started again. She shared that she just didn’t feel 
ready and was unsettled by the hospital environment. The night 
after attending one of my birth preparation workshops, she went 
into labour and her daughter was born the following day. Using 
techniques like visualising a safe space (Box 2) to keep her nervous 
system soothed and knowing she could make small, but impactful 
changes to the hospital room were enough to keep the birthing 
journey unfolding smoothly this time.

BOX 2: Safe place visualisation

When you think of a place, on some level the brain does not distin-
guish whether that place is real, a memory or imagined. If it is a place 
that you associate with calm, relaxation and feeling safe, the body 
will respond whether you’re physically there or not. Read the fol-
lowing text through or record yourself reading it slowly on the voice 
memo function of your phone. 

Make yourself comfortable and close your eyes. Imagine or remem-
ber a place where you feel really safe and relaxed. It could be a holi-
day memory, your favourite place at home or a completely imaginary 
place. Use all of your senses. 

Look around: What do you see in that place? The colours, shapes…

What can you feel? The sun or a breeze on your face, a cosy blanket, 
your clothing against you…

What sounds can you hear? Or is it quiet?

What can you smell? Outside smells of the sea, or flowers? Inside 
scents from incense or oils?

What can you taste? What would you have eaten or drunk before you 
laid down to relax?

Would you like to rest there alone or invite someone to be with you 
for quiet support?

Notice how you feel.

Every time you’re falling asleep from now on, practice coming back 
to this happy, safe place.

Sometimes women are conscious of what is making them nervous 
or anxious about the upcoming birth. They may have clear ideas 
about what will calm them. The concept of ‘brakes’ and ‘acceler-
ators’ is useful here for reflecting on what is likely to switch on 
the sympathetic nervous system (putting brakes on the labour) or 
the parasympathetic nervous system (moving the birth forwards). 
The concept originally came from Emily Nagoski’s book Come as 
You Are, which is about better understanding the motivators and 
barriers to sex. Many of the brakes and accelerators are common 
across sex and birth. If having strangers in the room would put 
a stop to you feeling comfortable or safe enough to have sex, it’s 
likely it will have the same effect during birth! 

Instead, imagine your partner has done the washing up, the light-
ing is low, you’re feeling comfortably warm and unobserved, 
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there’s music playing in the background, your partner is using 
lovely words to encourage you, and you’ve got all the time in the 
world. All of these would count as sex accelerators and would 
aid the birthing journey too. Some women will have very strong 
brakes and gentle accelerators, others will have weak brakes and 
powerful accelerators, and every other permutation is possible 
too. We are all different through our life experiences and person-
ality traits. What may work in one pregnancy, may not in the sub-
sequent one, because our life experiences will have changed in the 
meantime; we will have changed ourselves.

Shmaila was a student of mine who was pregnant with her third 
child. She would come to class in a headscarf and remove it once 
the door was closed and any male partners had left. Towards the 
end of her pregnancy, she confided in me that she had felt out of 
control during the labours of her first two children. That night as 
I was falling asleep, I wondered whether it was an issue of mod-
esty. She had described male doctors coming into the room un-
announced and I thought how distressing I would find that when 
modesty was a core feature of my belief system. When I saw her 
next, I suggested speaking to the consultant midwife and writing 
into the birth plan that the health professionals involved in her 
care would make extra effort to ensure her modesty was main-
tained. You would hope this would be the case for any woman, but 
we identified that this would have a particularly deep psycholog-
ical effect on her and be a massive brake on the labour. This may 
have contributed to two long previous labours. I also discussed 
with her partner about how he could act as a modesty barrier if 
necessary, physically placing himself between her and the door. 
I’m pleased to share that she felt in control, less exposed and 
stayed calm the third time around.

We may not always be able to control everything about our envi-
ronment, but when we address the issues we do have control over, 
we can shift our frame of mind, stay calm(er) and more empow-
ered.

 

Remember dear reader that you do not need to answer all of the ques-
tions. You might choose one that feels like a gentle way in or, con-
versely, the one that you have the biggest reaction to when reading. 
Choosing what feels like the right way to use these reflections for your 
inner journey supports you to trust your intuition in other situations.

Would you say, in general, that you go through your days feeling 
mostly nervous or calm? What sorts of things help to calm you?

What are your ‘birthing brakes’ and ‘birthing accelerators’? (NB. 
A birthing brake increases stress whereas a birthing accelerator 
helps you feel calm.) Make a list for both and revisit them as you 
continue through the pregnancy. 

What would really panic you? What steps can you take to deal with 
those brakes? (e.g. Talking to your midwife about your anxieties, 
practical solutions like a practice run to the hospital.) 

What or whom do you imagine will calm you during labour? What 
steps can you take to enhance those accelerators? (A second hos-
pital bag filled with things to make a calm space: fairy lights, LED 
candles, music/relaxation tracks, relaxing oils.)

Regularly listen to relaxation and/or hypnobirthing tracks, par-

on Soothing
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ticularly ones created for pregnancy and birth. See www.pearl-
sofbirthwisdom.com/downloads for a complementary Yoga Nidra.

Use the mindfulness app on your phone.

Soothing movement, including pregnancy yoga, pregnancy pi-
lates, swimming, or a walk in nature.

Sophie Fletcher (2014) Mindful Hypnobirthing. Vermillion, St Ives.

Emily Nagoski (2015) Come as You Are. Scribe

https://integratedlistening.com/ssp-safe-sound-protocol/ (If you 
have particular issues with regulating stress levels, see the Safe 
& Sound Protocol, which is based on Stephen Porges’ excellent 
research.)

Simply, we are wired for 
Safe or Not Safe.  

Every physical or mental 
reaction stems from this.

Feeling Protected
Pearl 2
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Imagine you are in a room with the lighting turned down. You 
were feeling hot, so you only have a baggy T-shirt on, but it’s so big 
that it hangs down and covers your bump and bottom. Your birth 
partner is between you and the door, creating a buffer between 
you and the outside world. When the midwife enters the room, 
you have a moment to adjust to someone else being in your birth 
bubble. You’re leaning forwards, rocking and swaying. You have 
headphones on and are listening only to what you want to hear. 
This is the kind of environment that helps a woman feel protected 
and secure during childbirth. 

Now think about the environment many of us have grown up in 
and the ways that we, as women, have changed the way we behave 
in order to feel safe. As girls we may have received the message 
that to be safe, we shouldn’t walk home alone in the dark. As wom-
en we may wear certain clothes to avoid a certain kind of male 
gaze. Personally, I find it very hard to fall asleep on trains because 
somewhere along the line I subconsciously decided I may be too 
vulnerable. Our past experiences combined with our attitudes 
about the world play a huge role in our feelings of safety. Explor-
ing these feelings is an important part of the birthing journey, as 
creating a cocoon of safety for birth requires us to feel safe in the 
world and in our bodies. 

Throughout our lives, we are storing memories and creating be-
liefs about what birth is like. The limbic part of the brain is, sim-
plistically put, a bit like a filing cabinet. Whether we are conscious 
or not about the effect of our relative’s traumatic birth story, the 
colleagues’ admonishment to take all the pain relief going, or the 
drama of television programme One Born Every Minute, our body 
will react to these stored experiences as a birthing brake. If we 
witnessed our sibling’s straightforward birth at home, the natural 

birth of our cat’s kittens, or read a string of positive birth stories, 
our body will react to these stored positive experiences as a birth-
ing accelerator.

If the overall balance of your experiences creates a reaction of 
fear, even subconsciously, the result will be tension in the body 
and this in turn creates more pain during contractions (Box 3). 
If instead, there is a feeling that birth can be a natural process 
and the mother can remain calm and relaxed, she will be able to 
manage the contractions more comfortably. As a simple example 
of the physicality of this, hold your hand in front of you and bring 
tension into the fingers, making a claw shape. Now try to move 
your hand up and down from the wrist, while maintaining the ten-
sion. It gets tiring and uncomfortable very quickly. Now relax your 
hand, letting it flop down. Again, move your hand up and down 
from the wrist, while keeping the fingers relaxed. It’s so easy and 
comfortable. Often we talk about the intensity of the surges – they 
are powerful – they need to be powerful to push your baby out into 
the world, and so we can reframe them positively.

In our culture currently, the dominant story around birth is that 
it is painful and dangerous. When we do not question this, our 
subconscious will react to contractions as a signal that pain and 
danger are imminent. Hypnobirthing aims to shift the balance, 
so that our mind allows our body to keep the parasympathet-
ic nervous system (the “rest, digest and birth” system) switched 
on. This is why it is so important to practice the hypnobirthing 
tracks through the pregnancy: years of accumulated beliefs may 
take a while to transform! However, a multipronged approach will 
be even more powerful. By reading statistics around the safety of 
different birth locations, for example, we can make an informed 
decision about the reality of giving birth in different places (e.g. 
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home, midwife-led centre or delivery suite). By enquiring into our 
beliefs about birth, we can unpick what is true and what is false, 
and decide for ourselves where we will feel most protected and 
safe.

BOX 3: The power of language

In some hypnobirthing courses, the word ‘contractions’ is replaced 
with something like ‘surges’. I think that this is understandable given 
the bad press that contractions get. However, as I love anatomy, I 
have always felt comfortable with the word because that is what the 
muscles of the uterus (or womb) are doing: contracting. Sometimes 
when we understand how something works, we can change our re-
action to the name.

The uterus has evolved to be this incredible muscular organ that is 
normally the size of a pear. It grows tremendously during pregnancy 
to accommodate your baby and shrinks back to its pre-pregnancy 
size in six to eight weeks after birth. How amazing is that!  Just imag-
ine if any part of a man did that, they’d be letting everyone know. 

The uterus organ consists of long, round and spiral muscles. During 
the first stage of labour, the long muscles are contracting to open 
the cervix (a bit like when you pull a roll neck jumper over your head 
so that you can see your crown showing through the hole). During 
the second stage of labour, the round muscles are pushing your baby 
down and out (similar to the action of squeezing toothpaste out of a 
tube) and the spiral muscles are turning your baby to pass through 
the pelvis. 

We want the contractions strong and effective so that you can meet 
your baby sooner. Without artificial hormones, your body is con-
trolling the strength of the hormones and would not make the con-
tractions stronger than you can manage. After each contraction is 

what I call an expansion phase so that the muscles and you can rest.

Contractions are a testament to just how amazing your body is. Of 
course, if that word in any way triggers you, please feel free to re-
place ‘contraction’ with ‘surge’ or ‘wave’ in your mind.

Following are the birthing stories of a two sons three years apart.
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EMMA’S BIRTHING STORIES 
(quick labours, hypnobirth)

Emma is a petite brunette with intelligent eyes who read vora-
ciously and knew what she wanted.

Oscar’s birth: 

It was a hot June in 2015 when I was expecting a July baby 
boy. Aside from the heartburn, the pregnancy had been smooth 
sailing up until 33 weeks when I developed the signs of pre-ec-
lampsia. Due to high blood pressure, I had to go into hospital 
a couple of times a week to monitor my baby’s heartbeat and 
the doctors advised that I be induced at 37 weeks. I wanted to 
avoid an induction, so I tried various attempts to get him mov-
ing including bouncing on my birthing ball, eating pineapple 
and hot things, but I was not having any cramps or aches. 
At 36 weeks and 6 days (the day before my induction) I was in 
hospital for my usual pre-eclampsia checks and the midwife no-
ticed that the baby’s heart monitor was showing contractions. 
I hadn’t felt anything other than slight discomfort, so I didn’t 
think anything of it, but they offered to do a sweep considering 
I was going to have an induction the next day. 
During the sweep, the midwife checked my cervix and was sur-

prised I was 4cm dilated and in early labour. She explained that 
with my condition of high blood pressure it was possible labour 
was starting naturally faster than normal – even so they sent 
me home, seemingly confident I would be fine for some time. 
Just two hours later, after eating some pizza and watching TV 
alone whilst my husband did some work in the office upstairs, 
I started to get stronger pains. I lit some candles around the 
lounge and leant over my birthing ball whilst watching some 
documentary about African tribes on the television as the 
surges started to get closer together. I started timing the con-
tractions but at first they were all over the place, so I gave up 
thinking it would be many hours before anything really would 
happen.
I breathed through each contraction, which I had learnt at my 
yoga class, and just tried to watch the television to keep my 
mind off things. Then about an hour later the surges were get-
ting stronger and tighter at around six minutes apart, so I asked 
my husband to come downstairs and then called the hospital, 
which told me to call back in around an hour if they got down 
to four minutes.
My instinct was telling me I should be in hospital, but I just put 
the phone down and went back to pacing around, and about 
20 minutes later I was feeling like I needed gas and air. With 
each wave of contraction, I could not stay still and kept walking 
around everywhere leaning over the sofa, the dining table and 
the birthing ball. My husband who was timing the contractions 
suddenly noticed I was going down to two minutes apart. 
He called the hospital, telling them we were going in, and 
rushed around grabbing our things. At the time I was going to 
the toilet a lot and noticing a lot of blood, which being my first 
birth I thought was normal – it is not and was a serious sign of 
complications. After I was sick in the kitchen sink, I remembered 
from reading my pregnancy book that this could be the transi-
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tion stage – a sign I was about to give birth. 
As we left the house in a hurry, I had to stop to lean over the 
car bonnet in pain, trying to just get into the car. By the time we 
pulled out of our drive I felt the need to push. I remembered in 
my pre-natal yoga classes being told to pant if I needed to push 
but shouldn’t, so I did that all the way – for 30 minutes to the 
hospital. We briefly stopped on an A-road layby with trucks for 
a minute to grab a bottle of water from the boot as I said I felt 
sick. I did think about getting out of the car and just pushing. It 
was the most uncomfortable moment in my life to say the least! 
When we arrived at the hospital, I was so out of it by this point, 
almost like I was drunk, I was on another planet and all I could 
focus on was trying not to push. I imagined I was in my safe 
place I had been taught at yoga, which for me was a veranda 
looking out to sea. I managed to tell my husband he needed 
to get a wheelchair as I could not walk and then I had to be 
dragged out of the car to the wheelchair and my husband calm-
ly took me up to the delivery suite.
I wasn’t screaming in pain, I’m not really one to verbally an-
nounce pain and I was so busy focusing on my safe imaginary 
place to contain the pain that the nurses didn’t seem to be con-
cerned when my husband wheeled me in there. Then they took 
a look at me and everything changed, I remember being told, 
“Your baby is coming now”, and then being wheeled very fast to 
the delivery room. I leant on the bed on all fours and was told 
to push straight away, but I didn’t know what to do and was 
feeling tired so they asked me to turn around onto my back. I 
must not have been listening as I just turned around still on all 
fours! I eventually managed to get onto my back, and they held 
a monitor to my bump to keep an eye on him. 
I was given gas and air, but I gave up bothering to try it. I tried 
to push but I wasn’t doing it right and then they told me the 
baby was in distress. All of a sudden it seemed about ten peo-

ple were in the room and I panicked a little. All breathing tech-
niques went out of window at this point, and they said they 
would give me a cut to help him come out quicker and then 
forceps.
I wouldn’t listen to the midwife telling me how to push, and I 
turned to my husband and said I couldn’t do it, so he talked me 
through it and explained if I didn’t push now they were getting 
the forceps. Suddenly I was back in the room and I felt the urge 
to bear down properly – it was an amazing feeling to push with 
your body, not against it. He came straight out, surprising the 
midwife, as I managed to push him out before she could get the 
doctor with forceps. He was 5lb 1oz.
I felt so proud of my body for delivering him safely and quickly 
when it was time for him to arrive. 

Rupert’s birth:  

Fast forward three years later and I was expecting another 
baby boy. Due to my history of pre-eclampsia I was nervous of 
both complications and another fast birth. I made sure I stayed 
healthy in pregnancy and kept my blood pressure low and 
stayed calm, I joined a pre-natal pregnancy yoga class which 
also had some meditation and hypnobirthing techniques to 
help with labour. 
Because of the complications I had and knowing I struggled at 
the pushing stage, I was intrigued about how the body natural-
ly does what it needs to do, so I read up on hypnobirthing and 
bought a hypnobirthing book which came with two CDs – one 
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had relaxing music for pregnancy and the other music for each 
labour stage. After many late stage scans, I was released from 
consultant care as I had no signs of pre-eclampsia and the baby 
looked to be perfectly healthy – which was a relief. 
I started to consider a hypnobirthing labour with a pool. I did 
wonder if I should have a homebirth but decided on the hos-
pital just in-case I developed pre-eclampsia at a late stage. I 
got to 40 weeks and the baby was showing no signs of arriv-
ing, I had listened to my hypnobirthing CDs many times over, 
bounced on the ball a lot and walked around the village and 
the local woods. I was also on my yoga mat doing some yoga 
every day to remain calm and read some pregnancy affirmation 
cards that I put up around the house reminding me I could do 
this, whatever happens. 
As I got close to 41 weeks, I started to feel a lot of pressure 
on my pelvis including mild aches and cramps that came and 
went but no sign of labour pains. I tried to eat all the foods to 
bring on labour and even got my favourite dance music on and 
jumped around the living room (or wobbled with a 41-week 
bump). Every night before I went to bed, I would listen to my 
hypnobirthing CD and it would send me off to a calm relaxing 
sleep – well before I would have to get up to the toilet in the 
middle of the night. 
At my 41-week midwife appointment she checked me and said 
I was already 4cm and did not know how I was not already in 
labour! I remembered from my previous pregnancy that usually 
my body waits till the last minute before all systems go. I had a 
sweep and had a relaxing evening at home. The following day 
in the afternoon I went to the bathroom and noticed my plug 
had given away – something which never happened with my 
first pregnancy. I felt like my body was telling me it was going to 
happen very soon – although at this point I had no other signs 
of labour.

I went to bed listening to my mediation CD at 9pm and was 
woken up at 12.30am with what felt like I might have consti-
pation and so I went to the toilet sat down and a huge wave of 
contraction started. I came straight out and woke my husband 
up saying I was in labour and asked him to get the birthing ball. 
As I leant over the birthing ball on my knees in our bedroom 
the contractions came thick and fast, we timed them, and they 
were already 2 minutes apart. My husband called his parents 
to come babysit our 3-year-old (they were on call to come at 
a minute’s notice). He also called the delivery suite but appar-
ently couldn’t get through, I thought about shouting at him 
to make sure he got the number right but the waves of con-
tractions were intense and I was trying to concentrate on my 
breathing – Breathing in whilst saying in my head ‘I am calm’ 
and Breathing out ‘I am calm, I am relaxed’. 
As his parents walked in the door, I felt a huge pop and a mas-
sive gush of water came down my legs as my waters had bro-
ken. Just after I changed into my birthing gown, I felt sick and 
managed to get my husband to grab a bowl before I threw up. 
I remembered this was it – the transition phase and it was only 
about 45 minutes after my contractions started! I had previ-
ously had discussions with my husband about the possibility of 
a fast labour and I said if I am sick and if I feel the need to go 
the hospital we have to go. So I told him we needed to go and 
straight out the door we headed. 
He eased me into the front seat, put on some gentle music and 
I tried to maintain my calm breathing (I am calm, I am calm and 
relaxed) during each contraction whilst focusing on the hypno-
birthing technique of noticing the senses (the feel of the car, 
the lights of the road, the cold fresh air). I tried to just zone out 
as much as I could, luckily it was only a 10-minute drive to the 
hospital. 
When we arrived at the hospital my husband got a wheelchair 
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for me and we went straight to delivery, the midwife was calm 
and said it was the night everyone seemed to be having babies 
and put us in a waiting room whilst she went to see to some-
one else. The contractions were intense at this point and I was 
squeezing my husband’s hand ever so tightly. He reminded me 
to keep breathing and focusing, I was finding it hard with the 
bright lights and all my instincts were telling me to go on all 
fours and they wanted me on my back to check my cervix to see 
how far I was dilated.
After what felt like forever but probably wasn’t, they checked 
my cervix and told me I was 10cm and ready to push – I felt like 
screaming at them I knew this already. They whizzed me off in 
the bed to the delivery room where it was dark and calm, and 
I immediately relaxed and went straight onto all fours leaning 
over the massive pillows. 
I took in a deep breath of gas and air and I have to say it was 
such a relief after dealing with the intense contractions. I imme-
diately drifted off to my safe place – imagining I was on a beach 
with the waves lapping at my feet. I could hear the midwife 
talking to me and I listened as she told me to “Just let your body 
do what it feels it needs to do” and so I relaxed and let my body 
push him out as I breathed deeply. With each contraction I took 
in a breath of gas and air and as I breathed out I let my body 
push him out a bit more.
I heard the midwife and my husband say they could see the 
head and I gave one final push. It was just 10 whole minutes of 
pushing and he was fully out and crying in between my legs. My 
7lb 11oz healthy baby boy went straight to the breast and we 
laid there for ages in total calm with each other. Labour lasted 
just 2 hours and 30 minutes and it was the calmest loveliest 
birth I could have hoped for. 

In both of Emma’s births, she managed her fast labours incredibly 

with techniques that calmed her, including going to her safe place 
(Box 2, previous chapter) and using the resting breath (Box 4). The 
relaxation and breathing techniques may not remove the pain en-
tirely, but they can make the intensity of the contractions or surg-
es more manageable and increase the amount of time before you 
need pain relief. They can also enable you and your birth partner 
to stay calm if something unexpected happens or labour is hap-
pening faster than you thought or when intervention is required. 
This enables the health professionals to focus on supporting you 
more quickly.

BOX 4: Resting breath

Settle into a comfortable position and notice your breath. As you 
breathe in, slowly count 1, 2, 3. As you breathe out, slowly count 1, 2, 
3, 4. Gradually lengthen the breath so that you may count to 5 or 6 on 
the exhalation, if that feels comfortable. The focus is on lengthening 
the exhalation in relation to the inhalation to signal to the nervous 
system that you are safe and relaxed. The number you reach does not 
matter so keep the breathing easy.

Some people prefer counting as it keeps their mind gently occupied. 
Others prefer words. Try breathing in, saying mentally “Breathing in 
I am calm”, and as you breathe out, say mentally “Breathing out, I am 
calm, I am relaxed”. Keep this going as long as you want to.

In the next story, Teresa describes the births of her two children.
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TERESA’S BIRTHING STORIES
(active birth, gas and air)

Teresa is a dynamic woman, with a zest for life and new experi-
ences. I think like me, if she believes that something will be good 
for her, she will put 110% effort into the experience. 

Alex’s birth: 

At the beginning I wasn’t sure how the yoga lessons were help-
ing me. Tessa was always talking about positions during the la-
bour, to find a visual happy place, and to have a focus sentence 
[affirmation] that you could use during that moment. I was only 
18 weeks, so I doubted that it could benefit me. But I kept going 
to every Saturday lesson, because I truly believe in yoga. Some-
thing I didn’t consider and realised after a few lessons was how 
lucky I was to have found an amazing community.
Every Saturday I used to walk 20 minutes to Caversham. I start-
ed to understand what Tessa was telling us, putting it in prac-
tice. Also, I started to be part of the “Mummies community”, 
enjoying my time with other mums who were having similar 
experiences, joys and pains. 
The night that the contractions started I was 39 weeks. I woke 
up at 1.30am. I was feeling a little different to normal. I ob-

served a little bit of ‘water’ after I went to the toilet. At 3.30am 
I decided to call the midwife’s number at the hospital, because 
I continued to observe more and more water. They advised me 
to take a shower and to go to the hospital in a few hours. One 
hour later, I asked my husband to leave to the hospital because 
I was having contractions more often. 
The most useful exercise was leaning forwards against the wall 
(legs straight, hands on the wall and moving from one side to 
the other one. Because my bump was ‘hanging’ forwards, the 
contractions were better). The breathing technique I used the 
most (at the same time as the posture) was to breath in and 
out thinking of the sentence Tessa advised us to keep in mind: 
“Breathing in I am calm, breathing out I am calm, I am relaxed”. 
I had my son at around 7.30am.
I know, I was one of those “lucky” ladies who had a great birth. 
But I can’t take all the credit. Tessa was in my mind most of the 
time. Thanks to her advice, the affirmations and the exercises, 
I could go through the pain in an easier way. I also felt that my 
body was ready and that it knew what to do. 

Sofia’s birth: 

My waters started breaking on Thursday night. It wasn’t mas-
sive, just a little bit of water. I went to sleep, because I wasn’t 
having contractions. I woke up Friday at 4am and I found more 
water (still a little bit). Also, I was having contractions without 
pain.
I remembered Tessa’s advice, so I decided to rest and dis-
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tract myself by watching a good movie. At 7am I decided to 
drop off my son to nursery and go to work, because the con-
tractions stopped. Because I saw more water (again it wasn’t 
much), on our way to work I called the triage. They asked me 
about my contractions and about the water. Because of my pre-
vious quick delivery, they decided to check the water and the 
baby’s condition, so they asked me to go to the hospital.
At around 11am they decided to send me home for no more 
than 24 hours, because I dilated 3cm and I wasn’t having fre-
quent contractions … I decided to distract myself and to rest, 
because I’d need the energy. 
One hour later the contractions started again. It was easy to 
decide to go to the hospital, because I followed your advice that 
active labour is started when “I needed to stop and concentrate 
on my breathing in each contraction”. This one was one of the 
best advices I’ve learned with you!
When I arrived, I was already 5cm dilated so they asked me to 
stay. Because my water wasn’t broken the process was a little 
slow. I stood up, kept breathing with my hands on the bed and 
allowing the tummy to hang, helping with the pain. Also, I re-
peated my sentence “Keep calm, trust your body. It knows what 
to do.” That position and the mantra helped me to concentrate 
on the breathing. 
After an hour, the contractions were more painful, so I asked my 
midwife to measure how far was I, because I was considering 
requesting the epidural. They offered me the gas and air to help 
me go through the contractions and to give them the time to 
call for the epidural. While they were measuring me, the waters 
broke fully. I was 6cm so I decided to ask for the epidural. I knew 
that I would need my energy for later. 
Luckily, everything escalated and the second stage started 
quickly. I didn’t have time for the epidural but using gas and air 
only I had Sofia 30 minutes later.

Teresa started at home, 
like most mothers do, 
and then moved to the 
midwife-led unit at the 
local hospital. The pos-
ture she describes in the 
first birthing (upright , 
leaning forwards against 
the way) is one that we 
practice weekly in class, 
because it is so effective 
in taking the edge off the 
intensity of the surges. 
This is particularly true 
if you are experiencing 
them mainly in your back. (Sometimes there is an assumption that 
you will feel the contractions at the front of your body because 
that’s where the bump is, but, remember, the uterus has round 
and long muscles that surround your baby. Depending on how 
the baby is positioned you may actually feel the intensity more 
towards the back of your body.)  I loved that she rested in the early 
part of the birthing journey because I know that’s against her na-
ture! What I particularly like about Theresa’s story is her connec-
tion to the community of expectant mothers. As someone living 
away from her home country, the sense of protection can come 
from knowing there is a support network around you, and that 
fuels a can-do attitude.

At a women’s circle recently, I asked the participants to share the 
story of their own birth. More than half, despite having their own 
children, had no idea of what their mothers’ birthing stories were, 
apart from the date they were born. I wondered why this would be. 
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Is it that we are subconsciously fearful of the story and its effect 
if it’s negative? Do we think that birth care has changed so much 
that it won’t be relevant to our experience?

There is a wonderful story told by Anna Verwaal, a Dutch Mater-
nal-Child Health nurse, whose passion in life is the impact of the 
birth journey on the baby. In her TED talk she tells how she was 
once travelling to the airport in a taxi and the driver was obvious-
ly uncomfortable with his shirt collar being done up, as he kept 
pulling at it. She asked about it and he said that he’d always been 
the same and was dreading his daughter’s wedding where he was 
expected to wear a formal shirt and tie. Anna asked whether he 
knew about his own birth and perhaps his umbilical cord had been 
wrapped around his neck. It turns out that it was, three times. Our 
bodies store a memory of our birth and this can subconsciously 
impact how we approach the births of our own children for better 
or for worse. Sometimes simply by acknowledging what has hap-
pened to you and knowing that you have different knowledge or 
support from what your mother had, is enough to release the ef-
fect. Sometimes support from an experienced facilitator like Anna 
Verwaal is useful.

When most women do not have a consistent midwife or a doula, as 
in most places in the UK, the protection of the birth space tends 
to fall on the shoulders of the birth partner. With a first baby, 
many birth partners have never been in that role and are frank-
ly totally unprepared for what that might entail if they have not 
read birth stories or been on a practice-based course. In the birth 
preparation workshops I run, there is often an expectation among 
students that the midwife will guide the couple throughout the 
journey from first contraction to first feed. While this is realistic 
for some couples, others find themselves surprised by how little 

guidance they have during parts of the birth journey, particularly 
during early labour. 

In the birthing of my first daughter, which you will read later in 
this book, my wonderful midwife did guide us beautifully, but only 
once we were at hospital. There were hours of labour before that 
point.  If the labouring woman and her birth partner are unpre-
pared for the realities of early labour, this can become a time of 
anxiety and create more painful contractions. Instead of a slow 
build of contractions before care of a doctor or midwife become 
available, it can feel very isolating and create panic if you are not 
prepared.

A birth partner may need to protect the birthing woman psycho-
logically in addition to physically making a birth space conducive 
to feeling safe (e.g. low lighting, music or a relaxation track playing 
in the background, monitor turned away with the volume down). 
At one point, a student from my classes named Carolina said that 
a consultant insisted on talking through each contraction, de-
spite her saying in between contractions (in the expansion phase) 
that the distraction made it much harder to manage the intensity 
of them and to stop doing that. She said that the consultant was 
talking about a non-urgent situation and she wished that her hus-
band had protected her birthing space. 

Many partners are not expecting to be in this role of protector, 
or are even aware of the role, or what they are trying to protect. 
However, they can learn! The Relaxation Deepener technique is 
wonderful for feeling that someone is totally present for you (see 
box). This is where a doula or any person who has experience of 
the importance of the feeling of safety in birth and of protecting 
the birth ‘bubble’ is invaluable.  Think carefully about resources 
here: is it worth investing in someone experienced in attending 
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births who can travel with you on the journey, one that you will 
remember your whole life, or expecting your partner, who may or 
may not have experience in this area, to be your main support? 
The answer will vary based on your past experiences with your 
partner and how they feel about supporting you in this way. 

Box 5: Relaxation Deepener

Ask your partner to read through these instructions first. Partner – 
you will need to be able to see her chest rising and falling in time with 
her breath. 

Say “Sit or lie comfortably with your eyes closed. Take some slow, 
deep breaths.” 

(Wait until you can see her breathing out with the chest falling) and say 
“Nine”.

(Chest falls again): “Eight. You are relaxing more and more.”

(Chest falls again): “Seven. You are becoming calmer.”

(Go at the speed of her breathing. Chest falls again): “Six. Your arms and 
legs are heavy.”

(Chest falls again): “Five. Your breathing is slowing down.”

(Chest falls): “Four. You are feeling so much more relaxed.”

(Chest falls): “Three. Well done, you are doing so well.”

(Chest falls): “Two. Letting go as much as you want to.”

(Chest falls): “One. Every muscle and fibre of your body is relaxing.”

(Chest falls): “Zero. You are deeply relaxing now.”

You can then repeat the whole process as many times as you need 
to. Feel free to change the affirmations – you can ad lib as you feel 

more comfortable. Make sure that you slow down the counting as her 
breath slows down, matching her pace. If you dissolve into giggles 
the first few times, don’t worry. Practice makes perfect. Well done!

 

With all the reflection exercises in this book, I suggest you write as a 
stream of consciousness in response to the questions. You can read 
back over what you have written and draw out the main insights.

Have you explored the different locations you could birth your 
baby? What are they? Where did you think you would feel most 
comfortable and why? Has that changed after reading more infor-
mation? (See also resource list)

If you are not birthing at home, how can you change the atmo-
sphere of the place where you are giving birth to create a feeling 
of protection?  What things can you take into hospital to create a 
more familiar, calm space? (E.g. A sign for the door saying ‘Hyp-
nobirth in progress. Quiet please’; headphones so you listen to the 
sounds that support you.)

Discuss the role of the protector with your birth partner. Do they 
feel able to fulfil that role? What can help them prepare for that 
role?

If you can, ask your mother about your own birth. (This can have 
a tremendous subconscious effect on how your body will respond. 
I strongly recommend watching Anna Verwaal’s TED talk (see be-
low) to understand how your birth affects you into adulthood.)  

on Feeling Protected
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If you are preparing for a hospital birth, create a separate hospital 
bag full of things that can create a calm space. Really go to town on 
this! If you are preparing for a homebirth, consider how you will 
protect your calm environment, e.g. turning off from unneeded 
devices/phones, preventing interruptions from deliveries or un-
expected visitors. Reflect on who you are 100% comfortable with 
being at the birth.

Include information in your birth plan/preferences about how you 
want the room to be.

Read positive birth stories by yourself and with your partner.

www.tellmeagoodbirthstory.com

Leah Hazard (2011) Father’s Homebirth Handbook. Pinter & Mar-
tin. (The homebirth resources are great for positive stories even if 
you’re not planning a homebirth.)

Natalie Meddings (2017) Why Homebirth Matters. Pinter & Martin.

Homebirth groups (on Facebook or in person), even if you’re not 
planning on a homebirth you can learn a lot about physiological 
birth.

Ina May Gaskin (2003) Ina May’s Guide to Childbirth. Bantam Dou-
bleday Dell. 

Anna Verwaal’s TED talk ‘From Womb to World’ (www.youtube.
com/watch?v=bZ6gLGCy84o)

Jennifer Hollowell et al. (2016) ‘Women’s birth place preferences in 
the United Kingdom: a systematic review and narrative synthesis 
of the quantitative literature.’ BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 16: 213. 
(Open access to whole article: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/
articles/PMC4977690/) 

Vanessa Scarf et al. (2018) ‘Maternal and perinatal outcomes by 
planned place of birth among women with low-risk pregnancies 
in high-income countries: A systematic review and meta-analy-
sis.’ Midwifery. 62: 240-55. (Open access to whole article: https://
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0266613818300974) 



59

Pearls of Birth Wisdom

Experiences gathered through 
our lifetime determine how 

comfortable our own bodies feel. 

Acknowledging the body’s 
intelligence underpins our ability 

to trust the journey of birth.

Embodiment
Pearl 3

Imagine a young child playing. She innocently moves around, belly 
sticking out as she stands, suddenly running as the impulse takes 
her, then laying down on the ground when tired. As we get older, 
the body becomes constrained and self-conscious in a myriad of 
ways. We have to sit at desks at school, moulding our posture. We 
override the urge to go to the toilet, waiting for the break. Shoes 
with thick soles stop sensations being felt in the feet. We draw in 
our tummies and tuck our tailbones under to show a more svelte 
silhouette. We ignore our exhaustion and push on.

After reaching adolescence, many women spend the first part of 
their lives fearful of becoming pregnant (when they are not ready 
to start a family) or of catching a sexually transmitted disease. 
Surveys about sex education in secondary schools repeatedly find 
that it is considered ‘too little, too late and too biological’. The 
pupils want more about the reality of being in relationship with 
others and the role of pleasure, rather than scaremongering. It is 
my belief that the fear of pregnancy can become so deep-rooted 
that even when a woman later wants to conceive a baby, the body 
blocks this possibility. A yoga nidra (relaxation track) that I creat-
ed for fertility to reverse this fear and give permission to the body 
to conceive has been happily successful among my clients.

We become disconnected from the body in other ways too, partic-
ularly in relation to our wombs. In women’s circles, I have heard 
countless times how when a girl’s period started, she felt let down 
by her body because she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the boys. 
Despite the wave of period positivity, the taboo around menstru-
ation means that many women put up with debilitating pain in 
silence. The average time to get a diagnosis for endometriosis is 
still seven years, because women are not believed about the level 
of pain they are experiencing. As women, we may have internal-
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ised the feeling that our bodies are somehow dysfunctional – what 
with leaky, crampy periods and the possibility of getting pregnant 
at the wrong time – and so we come to distrust our own bodies 
and instead trust doctors, drugs and hospitals to fix us. In this way 
we may have disconnected from our own bodies and handed over 
the control to others. 

By reconnecting with our bodies and healing from past discon-
nection, we create a possibility to develop a deep trust of our ca-
pabilities. Imagine a dancer who through training can trust the 
movements available to her, improvise new expressions or dance 
without consciously thinking of every step. We can relinquish the 
control of the mind and follow our physical instincts. Or an ath-
lete who prepares mentally, as well as physically for the race: vi-
sualising strength, resilience and crossing the finishing line with 
finesse. We can have confidence in our bodies to achieve great 
things like birth and normal things like birth.

Following are two different stories of embodiment: a vaginal birth 
after caesarean (VBAC) and the inner journey taken from a first to 
second birthing.

 

SARANYA’S BIRTHING STORY
(VBAC, long first stage)

Saranya is a reserved Indian woman who shared with me that she 
had found the birth of her first child, a son, difficult because she 
had felt out of control. It had ended in a caesarean birth and she 
hoped that this time would be different. She found her second 
pregnancy hard going because of pelvic pain, but she was deter-
mined to practice anything that would help.

Diya’s birth:

I felt strange Braxton hicks on Monday. On Tuesday morning, 
the contractions started to regularly [come] six minutes apart 
[and] last for 50 seconds. We called triage but were told to 
wait for three-minute contractions. I managed the pain with 
the golden thread breathing. By Wednesday, the contractions 
became ten minutes apart but lasted for 50 seconds to one min-
ute.
We went to triage for an assessment. I was 2cm dilated. We 
went home and I had a nice shower and fruit juices. Again, we 
went to triage around 3pm and I was 5cm dilated. 
The midwife in triage quickly checked the baby’s position, en-
gagement and heartbeat then sent me to the delivery suite. I 
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always wanted to try the birth pool and I was allowed to use it.
There, I enjoyed the warm water and breathed with the con-
tractions. Within three hours my body took control and wanted 
to push. The midwife asked me to try different position to help 
baby to rotate. I don’t know where I got all the energy from. 
After a long few pushes, she was placed on my chest and we 
had nice skin-to-skin cuddles.
I can’t thank you enough for teaching us amazing techniques 
and spreading the positivity. Last week you told me this time 
labour going to be different. Indeed, it was different, and I can’t 
be more happy.
My baby girl, Diya, was born on January 29 and shares her 
birthday with daddy. She weighed 3.1 kg.

Saranya could so easily have lost confidence in her body’s ability 
to birth her baby through a long first stage of labour. However, 
through yoga she found a way to listen to her body and trust again 
that birth was a natural process. VBACs can be such a healing 
journey: a reclamation of something that was missing from her 
caesarean birth.  This is not to say that something is always lost 
during a caesarean birth, it is the individual journey that deter-
mines the experience. 

ZIVILE’S BIRTHING STORIES
(active births)

Zivile is a health professional and likes to be prepared. In her first 
pregnancy, I think she prepared as she would have for her final 
exams at university: very much an intellectual exercise. For the 
second birth, she had a different approach… 

Jasmine’s birth:

I would like to share my experience of the birth of my two chil-
dren. The birthing journey was not just a simple life event. It 
was my personal growth journey as well. 
When I was pregnant the first time, I did not know what to ex-
pect from the labour and birth. All my knowledge and imagi-
nation were made from stories I heard, books I read, internet I 
searched, advice I listened to. The only thing I knew [was] that 
I wanted the birth to happen in as natural a way as possible.
So I started my preparation. I was like a student: I wanted to 
collect as much information as I could, I wanted to learn all pos-
sible techniques that I could choose and use them in the time 
of birthing. As soon as I was 12 weeks pregnant, I searched for 
any exercise classes for the pregnant women. Physically I was 
very inactive [before my pregnancy]. I did believe that by being 
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physically weak you will not be able to deliver your baby.
I found a yoga class which suited me the best with the time 
and location. “Alright”, I thought, “that does not require lots 
of energy and gives some strength. I am in!”. I really liked our 
teacher, Tessa, since day one. She did everything with a huge 
passion and she accepted every woman with a pure wisdom.
In the yoga class I enjoyed meditation and, following Tessa’s 
advice, I started doing meditation on a daily basis. I felt ready 
for birthing as I had so much knowledge (I felt like a student 
well prepared for her exams). I even made the birth plan with 
my midwife. At week 41, labour started. We went to hospital 
despite over-the-phone advice to stay at home a bit longer. As 
soon as we were there, my waters broke. 
The midwife told me, “Your ketone levels are too high, your ba-
by’s heart rate is weak, and you will not deliver yourself”. I felt 
really upset as I was SO ready, but I was not ready for this. I was 
in the theatre, lying in the usual legs-up position, vulnerable 
and scared. Vaginal examinations were so uncomfortable. All 
my learning and pre-natal course knowledge was out through 
the window. I was just breathing. In the theatre, the doctor 
gave me a few tries to deliver naturally: “You need to be quick 
– otherwise we are doing c-section”. I was more stressed and 
tense. 
My eyes met the eyes of the midwife on my right – probably she 
saw fear and panic in me. She guided me so well and precisely; 
she calmed me just by looking at me with understanding eyes. 
In the end I did deliver naturally. I did not use any medication, 
nor gas. I did have an episiotomy and lots of stitches. All my 
body ached so much. I was happy cuddling our healthy baby 
girl. 
After some time, I re-thought my birthing. My friend shared her 
personal experience when she struggled to deliver, and she was 
even more prepared than me. I realised that I was not ready at 

all. I realised that my mind was ready, but my body was not. I 
realised that I did not give my body any chance to take over and 
do it from inner wisdom. I did not trust my body to birth. 

Bernard’s birth: 

When I became pregnant the second time, I rushed to Tes-
sa’s yoga class. With the second pregnancy I had been gifted 
with an inner knowledge. This time I knew that I do not need 
strength to deliver our baby, I do not need knowledge to deliver 
our baby, I do not need a birth plan to deliver our baby. Birth is 
something beyond logic. I was listening to birthing stories with 
different feelings. Before the first birth, hearing women’s posi-
tive stories about labour and birth did not help me to feel better. 
I was questioning myself: “She did it, but would I be able to do 
so well?”. Second time I knew that EVERY SINGLE BIRTH is differ-
ent, and you cannot compare anything.
I was doing yoga poses consciously: I listened to my body’s lim-
its and skipped some exercises which did not feel right for my 
body. First time, I pushed myself to do all the poses as I want-
ed to be stronger and more flexible. Meditation and breathing 
were the most valuable tools (and they still are in raising our 
kids). It gave me inner peace. It shifted me into my inner wis-
dom. It calmed my mind, it quieted my mind. Meditation and 
breathing helped me to stay in myself even if situations were 
not going the way I wanted. 
Second time, I did not concentrate about ‘outer’ things (birthing 
plans, expectations, baby gender, readings, etc.), but I concen-
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trated on how to communicate with my body and my inner wis-
dom. At week 39 my waters broke, and we went to the hospital. 
It happened to be the Bank holiday weekend. My midwife did 
not welcome us. I felt like she just wanted to go home. 
I was told: “Your and your baby’s heart rate is too fast and we 
need to perform a c-section”. I was in the theatre. The doctor 
decided to try with IV fluids first. It worked. They postponed the 
c-section. Then there was a shift change, and we had a new 
midwife. She was a blessing from Heaven. She believed in my 
ability to give birth. My body relaxed. She did not do any vagi-
nal examination. She allowed me to lie how I felt the best.
I was in tune with my body and my body gave me signals where 
to press most. Back pressure points and positions I have known 
– none worked for me. My body showed different areas to be 
pressed. With stronger contractions, I felt a need to be pressed 
stronger into those pressure points. I asked my husband to do it 
as I could not press any harder. 
I did not have much pain at all. I did not use any medication nor 
gas. I felt baby moving through the birth canal and relaxed my 
body even more. I was not pushing hard at all, I was just helping 
my body to do its job. I felt so well and fit after birthing. It was 
such a different experience. I was happy cuddling our healthy 
baby boy. 
My personal birthing experience was a nice journey towards re-
alisation that YOU CANNOT BE READY FOR EVERYTHING, BUT 
YOU CAN BE READY TO ACCEPT ANYTHING THAT MIGHT HAP-
PEN. The most important knowledge lies deep within us. Ac-
cepting everything with gratitude gives you relaxation (in your 
mind and in your body) and makes birthing easier. Second time, 
I had more stressful and unexpected situations, but I was more 
relaxed and more in tune with my body. I could easily have fall-
en into a stress cycle and become tense. I trusted my body and 
did not disturb it. 

I really wish that more and more women have this natural trust 
in their abilities to give birth and less fear in this magical life 
event. 

I am in awe of Zivile’s personal journey. Given what I wrote at the 
start of this chapter, I sometimes feel it’s a big ask of someone to 
move from what may be decades of mistrust in their body (e.g. 
from fear of falling pregnancy or painful periods) to trusting in 
the natural process of birth. However, when they are dedicated to 
self-reflection this is totally possible and I have seen it time and 
again. 

The inner journey is not often acknowledged in pregnancy class-
es and so someone may diligently attend antenatal yoga classes, 
listen to hypnobirthing tracks and take part in the childbirth edu-
cation, but miss that birth is a rite of passage for a reason. It asks 
a lot of us, usually in ways we were not expecting. Commonly, it is 
with a second pregnancy that I find women really engage with the 
inner process because they comprehend the journey ahead. And 
there are others that resolutely ignore all of this and that’s okay 
too. In the end, I can guide women in preparing for the journey, 
but I cannot take that journey for them. There is the potential not 
only for the birth of a baby, but also the birth of a wiser, more self-
aware woman and mother.

As a yoga teacher, I have seen disconnection from the body or spe-
cific parts of the body many times. In pregnancy yoga, there is 
an exercise we do standing against the wall. We bend the knees 
and slide down the wall slightly. We move the pelvis forwards and 
backwards, so that the lower back is away from the wall and then 
gently pushed into it, rocking forwards and backwards. Some-
times the conscious ability to move the pelvis separately from the 
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rest of the body is simply not there, but it can be learned. Also, 
there is sometimes a total confusion about the pelvic floor and an 
inability to locate different parts. Again, this can be learnt through 
intention and practice (see box).

BOX 6: Listening to the body

A simple, but powerful method of reconnecting with the body and 
fundamentally respecting her, is to become mindful of what your 
body needs. In class, I always do this as the relaxation is finishing: 
“Before you move, ask yourself what the body is asking for. Is it to be 
still a little longer? Is it to have a stretch or move into a new position? 
Is it to drink more water today or have a nap after lunch?”

Once you’ve read this, close your eyes and enquire what your body 
wants to tell you. Deeply listen. Perhaps you’ve been sitting in one 
position too long. Perhaps you really need a wee and have been put-
ting off going. Maybe you’re ready for a cup of tea.

Listening to the body’s cues supports you during labour by indicating 
what will make you as comfortable as possible. Maybe it just feels 
better to have your left leg forwards in that standing position you’re 
in (it could be where your baby’s head is pushing on a nerve and the 
change in position will let your baby move). Perhaps you feel like 
you’re on another planet and someone holding your ankles grounds 
you. Maybe normally you love massage, but touch is distracting you 
from focusing on the sensations inside your body.

Practice this powerful mindfulness exercise a few times a day so it 
becomes second nature.

(NB there may also be times when a midwife suggests something that 
you really don’t feel like doing that will help! Like when you’re com-
fortable in the birthing pool and she wants you to get out for a wee, 

otherwise the full bladder is blocking your baby coming out. This is 
where trust in your caregiver plays an important role.)

In the pregnancy classes, I talk about the evidence for perine-
al massage reducing tears in first vaginal births. The perineum 
is the diamond of tissue going from front to back of the pelvis, 
and from side to side from the ischial spines (end of the sitting 
bones), to create the underneath of you. There are often giggles or 
a look of squeamishness, and sometimes revulsion, about the idea 
of touching this part of the body. I’m not sure if it’s because the 
perineum is seen as a purely sexual part of the body that is being 
taken out of context, or touching yourself is not something you 
talk about, or touching yourself in itself is taboo. What I do wonder 
is how, if it’s so difficult to imagine doing the perineal massage, 
will the mind-body react if a midwife touches that area to help 
birth the baby or support the tissue?  For example, a compress 
held to the side of the crowning baby’s head has been shown to 
prevent tearing. 

If there has been sexual trauma, please speak to your midwife so 
health professionals who have expertise in supporting women 
with this experience can co-create a birth plan that will take this 
into account. Even if there is not trauma, but discomfort, here is 
an opportunity to create a healthy connection with this amazing 
part of our anatomy. In mother and daughter circles that I run 
around the time of puberty, I suggest giving the girls hand mir-
rors so that they can look at their vulva. This can be a first step in 
familiarising yourself with your own genitalia. Then, you might sit 
for a few days with the intention of touching the perineum (but 
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without actually touching). Sit with the feelings that come up and 
as a good friend of mine says, feel the feels. If there is emotion-
al discomfort, let it be there. Name it. If there is shame, disgust, 
fear…, let it be there. Name it. And utilise Brené Brown’s books and 
TED talks to understand more about these feelings (see Resources 
below).  When (if) you feel ready, move on to the perineal massage 
itself (see box). 

BOX 7: Perineal massage

From my perspective, this is as much about becoming comfortable 
with your vulva as it is about the elasticity of the tissue. Find a lubri-
cant that will not irritate the delicate skin and apply it to a washed 
thumb or index finger. Get into a position where you can reach be-
tween your legs easily: this might be lying down or with one leg lifted 
on a chair (or side of the bath). Insert the thumb or finger into the 
vulva (which leads up to the vagina) and push firmly back towards the 
anus and then make a horseshoe-shaped motion from side to side. 

This may feel tingly but should not be painful. Continue for up to a 
few minutes, building up over time. If difficult feelings arise, stop 
and feel them. Use the Golden Thread breath if needed, to soothe 
and calm. (If necessary, seek support for difficult feelings from your 
midwife or self-refer to Talking Therapies making sure you tell them 
that you are pregnant.)

Birth is an intimate occasion. Where there has been a natural con-
ception, many of the factors that helped you conceive will support 
you also in birthing. Low lighting, low voices/music/quiet, com-
fort, warmth, gentle touch, movement. All these things support 
the release of oxytocin, variously called the shy, private or love 

hormone. Imagine trying to poo with lights in your face, strangers 
standing around your bottom and the door open to a corridor. Not 
conducive! Birth is no different. Oxytocin and adrenalin work di-
ametrically to one another, like a seesaw: if stress levels increase 
and adrenalin rises, the oxytocin will decrease and contractions 
fade. Creating a safe, private and intimate space can be achieved 
in different places but can be harder in a delivery suite. The birth 
partner will need to work harder to protect the birth bubble, but it 
is totally possible when you have thought how you will achieve this 
and prepared for it.

If you can be comfortable with your body and the body’s intel-
ligence is respected, the intricate interplay of hormones neces-
sary for natural birth can unfold smoothly. Where there is shame, 
mistrust or sensed danger, a locking down will understandably 
happen. Feeling safe enough to open physically is fundamental. 
There are simple solutions to help you provide a sense of privacy, 
such as retreating to the toilet which is a smaller room and cannot 
contain lots of people, using a birth pool which creates a ‘skirt’ of 
privacy below water, or even using a shawl over your head so that 
people aren’t directly watching you and you can avoid a feeling of 
self-consciousness. This is particularly important as the baby is 
crowning, as you may be hypersensitive at this time to any com-
ments about progress.

It is comforting to know that the baby can be an active participant 
in birth, pushing his or her legs to help move through the birth 
canal. Babies ‘know’ to be head down ready for birth. There is usu-
ally a reason if they are breech or transverse, like tight ligaments 
within the mother’s body affecting the space available to move in 
the womb. Many of my pregnant clients have had great success 
with turning breech babies with chiropractors who specialise in 
the Webster technique, which can create the needed space.



72 73

Pearls of Birth WisdomEmbodiment

 

Remember you can pick one question to reflect on. Be kind and pa-
tient with yourself if you are resistant. 

How do you view your body – negatively or positively? Do you trust 
or mistrust your body? Why?

How do you feel about the changes that pregnancy is bringing to 
your body?  

Who knows more about your body or how to fix/manage it? (you, 
a partner, a health professional?)  Does this change as you read 
more about how your body works in birth? How?

How does the prospect of showing your genitals to health pro-
fessionals make you feel? How does a smear test make you feel? 
Could anything make this easier? 

(E.g. for a smear test you can take a chaperone to the appoint-
ment, during birth you can decline vaginal examinations that are 
optional and opt for a water birth if possible so the water creates a 
buffer. There is research evidence that a vaginal examination (VE) 
on arrival at hospital will decrease the likelihood of intervention 
later on, but further VEs do not help in assessing when the baby is 
likely to be born.)

Perineal massage (this can also help with previous scarring, e.g. 
from an episiotomy, but there are also professionals that are 
trained to work with scar tissue to make it more comfortable and 
less rigid). Further instructions on perineal massage can be found 
at www.weleda.co.uk/perineal-massage

on Embodiment Listen to hypnobirthing or yoga nidra tracks that describe how 
amazing your body is.

Brené Brown. I Thought it Was Just Me (But it Isn’t). (Or see her 
TED talk on ‘The Power of Vulnerability’ at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=iCvmsMzlF7o)

Blandine Calais-Germaine (2003) The Female Pelvis. Eastland 
Press. (For anatomy lovers like me.)

Uma Dinsmore-Tuli (2014) Yoni Shakti. YogaWords Ltd. (Many yoga 
practices for connecting to the female body and a chapter specif-
ically on pregnancy.)

Uma Dinsmore-Tuli (2006) Mother’s Breath: A Definitive Guide to 
Yoga Breathing, Sound and Awareness Practices for Pregnancy, Birth, 
Post-natal Recovery and Mothering. Sitaram and Sons.

Bessel van der Kolk (2015) The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain 
and Body in the Transformation of Trauma. Penguin. (Excellent 
book about the cause, effect and treatment of trauma.)

Richard Strozzi-Heckler (2014) The Art of Somatic Coaching: Em-
bodying Skillful Action, Wisdom, and Compassion. North Atlantic 
Books. 

Naomi Wolfson (2013) Vagina: A New Biography. Virago.

Abby Normal (2018) Ask Me About My Uterus. Nation Books. (One 
woman’s journey to reclaim her body with endometriosis.)




