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And to our sweet babies
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Introduction

Ancient Secrets About Crying Babies

When I started medical school, I was taught that when babies scream it’s a sign of wind. And there were two approaches to soothe them: natural (holding, rocking, pacifiers) and medical (sedatives, antispasm syrups, or anti-wind drops). Unfortunately, the natural ways failed 20 per cent of the time, and the medical approach was often useless or led to serious problems (sedating was inappropriate; antispasm drugs caused coma and death; anti-wind drops were no more effective than plain water).

By 1978, I was a fully trained paediatrician, yet I was totally helpless caring for colicky babies. And soon, my helplessness turned into shock and alarm. While working on the child abuse team at UCLA, I saw babies who were severely injured – even killed – for the simple offense of crying. But please don’t think the mothers and fathers who hurt their babies were mean, terrible people. For the most part, they were just exhausted and stressed-out young parents who cracked under the strain of their baby’s unstoppable shrieks.

Puzzled why advanced science hadn’t yet solved the common – yet disturbing – problem of colic, I began to read everything I could, searching for clues to solve this mysterious condition. I soon uncovered two facts that turned my alarm into hope.

First, I learned about the profound leap in brain development that occurs between birth and four months. In a brilliant report by one of America’s top paediatricians, Arthur H. Parmelee, Jr, he observed that many parents naively expect their baby to be born smiling and interactive. And they’re often shocked when they’re handed a ‘fetus-like’ newborn whose shrieks could shatter glass.

My second realization came when I began to study how parents in other societies raised their children. Delving through the musty books and journals at the UCLA library, I was shocked to learn that colicky screaming was virtually absent in at least one culture!

It became apparent to me that our culture – advanced in so many ways – was backward when it came to baby soothing. I discovered that our practices were based on centuries of myths and misconceptions. Suddenly, it was clear that this confounding puzzle – ‘Why do some babies cry so much?’ – had a simple but odd solution: Babies cry because they’re born three months too soon!

Of course, I’ve never talked a mum into carrying her baby for three extra months. But, compared to baby horses or cows, it’s obvious our babies are not ready to come out of the oven after just nine months. I’m confident that you’ll notice how your newborn loves womb-like holding, rocking and skin-to-skin touch.
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But why is imitating the womb so calming? And why does it work for some babies but fail for others? These questions led to a new idea: rhythmic, womb-like sound, motion and touch must trigger an automatic reflex … but this calming reflex only works if done exactly right.

This idea of a calming reflex explained the well-known observation that the world’s best baby calmers succeed by giving babies rhythmic sensations. And it explained why bouncy car rides and rumbling hair dryer sounds often quiet screams in a snap. It even solved other ancient riddles, like why adults find rocking in hammocks so soothing, why we’re calmed by the sound of the ocean and rain, why we fall asleep in cars and planes, and why even an upset ninety-two-year-old feels more at peace when she is rocked, held and shushed. All are tied to our powerfully soothing experiences in utero.

Studying calming tricks used around the world, I found most fit into five simple steps: swaddling, the side/stomach position, shushing, swinging, and sucking. I call these the 5 S’s.

For thousands of years, the most skilled parents have used the 5 S’s to soothe their babies, and soon you’ll be an expert at them, too!


Note: If your baby is very fussy, feel free to skip ahead and dive right into the discussion about exactly how to do the 5 S’s, starting with Chapter 8. Otherwise, I invite you to join me on a little journey – from ancient times to the twenty-first century – to see how newborns experience the world and to learn how to calm your baby’s crying – and boost sleep – usually in just days.
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Part One



WHY BABIES CRY, AND
WHY SOME CRY
SO MUCH
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Babies: A New Insight

MAIN POINTS


	All babies cry, but most new parents have little experience soothing them.

	The missing fourth trimester: Babies cry because they’re born three months too soon!

	The calming reflex: Nature’s brilliant ‘off switch’ for your baby’s crying.

	The 5 S’s: Five simple steps to imitate the womb and turn on the calming reflex.

	The Cuddle Cure: Comforting your baby with his/her preferred mix of S’s.




Suzanne was freaking out. Her two-month-old was a nonstop screamer. Sean could cry for hours – even through the night – and his mother was desperately exhausted. One afternoon her sister, Angie, visited to help. As soon as Angie picked Sean up, Suzanne bolted to the bathroom for a hot shower. Twenty-five minutes later, she awoke, curled in a ball on the shower’s blue tile floor, being sprayed with ice-cold water.

While this was happening in California, on the plains of Botswana, Nisa nursed her baby, Chuko. Chuko was delicate and small, but she rarely cried for more than a few seconds.

Nisa carried Chuko everywhere in a leather sling. She never worried when Chuko cried, because – having cared for so many little cousins – she knew exactly how to calm her.



Why did Suzanne fail at soothing Sean’s screams? And what secrets did Nisa know that settled Chuko so quickly?

YOUR BABY IS BORN


When perfectly dry, his flesh sweet and pure, he is the most kissable object in nature.

Marion Harland, Common Sense in the Nursery, 1886



If you’re pregnant or have a new baby, congratulations! Having a baby is a wonderful – and wonder-filled – experience that makes us laugh, cry, and stare in amazement … all at the same time. It’s a miraculous and profound life event that can make gamblers give up gambling, drug addicts stop getting high, and hard-core bikers buy minivans!

After giving birth, your top jobs for the next few months will be feeding your baby well and calming her cries. After thirty years as a paediatrician, I can tell you that parents who succeed at these tasks feel proud and confident. However, parents who struggle with them feel distraught and incompetent.

Fortunately, baby feeding is usually pretty easy. Most newborns happily gulp down the milk as if you were a five-star restaurant. And if you run into difficulties, there are many places to turn for help. Soothing crying, on the other hand, can be unexpectedly hard.
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No couple expects their sweet newborn to be ‘difficult.’ (Your friends may share horror stories about screaming babies, but most of us think, That won’t be my child!) So we’re usually shocked when our little one’s wails go on and on no matter what we do.

Now, I’m not saying crying is bad. In fact, it’s brilliant! Leave it to nature to equip helpless babies with a way to make even the most exhausted mum vault out of a warm bed – on a cold night – and hustle over to meet her little one’s needs.

Once your fusser has your attention, you’ll want to zip through a short checklist:


	If she’s hungry … feed her.

	If she’s wet … change her nappy.

	If she’s cold … bundle her up.

	If she’s hot … unwrap her.

	If she’s lonely … pick her up.



The trouble comes when none of these steps work.

Fifty per cent of babies have bouts of inconsolable fussiness lasting two hours a day – or more. And 10 to 15 per cent – about half a million new babies born each year – suffer three-plus hours of red-faced, eye-clenched screaming a day.

This is why new parents are such heroes!

A baby’s scream is heart-wrenching. And hours of inconsolable crying can trigger a panic of self-doubt: ‘Is my baby in pain?’ ‘Does she hate me?’ ‘Am I spoiling her?’ ‘Does she feel abandoned?’ ‘Am I a terrible mother?’

Distraught parents are often counselled that there’s no cure for fussy, sleepless babies. They are told they must wait a few months for their baby to ‘grow out of it.’ Yet, it feels like torture to sit by while your baby cries and cries.

Confronted by this barrage, even the most loving parents may get pushed into waves of anxiety, depression, or the tragedies of suicide or child abuse.

Note: I’ve been told that Navy SEALS are trained to endure severe sleep deprivation and hours of infant crying blasted over loud speakers. In other words, the military prepares warriors to handle torture by exposing them to … a typical day in the life of a new mum or dad!

HELP WANTED: WHERE DO PARENTS TURN WHEN THEIR BABY CRIES A LOT?

Today’s mums and dads are among the most educated parents who have ever lived. But when it comes to babies, they have less experience than any generation in history! Shockingly, we’re required to have more preparation and training to get a driver’s license than to have a baby.

Of course, regardless of your training, you should still expect to be the target of an onslaught of advice. Family, friends – even total strangers – shower us with their counsel. ‘It’s boredom.’ ‘It’s the heat.’ ‘Put a hat on him.’ ‘It’s wind.’ I think America’s favourite pastime isn’t baseball … It’s giving new mums unsolicited advice.

And advice is something parents of fussy babies definitely need. One in six couples takes their baby to the doctor because of persistent crying. Yet, while thousands of clinics have been created to solve feeding problems, very few are set up to help with screaming babies. In fact, most doctors have little to offer families of colicky babies, other than sympathy. ‘I know it’s hard, but be patient; it won’t last forever.’ Or, even worse, ‘Just put your baby in a dark room and let her cry. She just needs to blow off steam.’ (Hey, babies aren’t pressure cookers.)

Top baby experts usually confess that they have few tools to help really fussy babies:


Very often, you may not even be able to quiet the screaming.

Heidi Eisenberg Murkoff, Arlene Eisenberg, Sandee E. Hathaway and Sharon Mazel, What to Expect the First Year

The whole episode goes on at least an hour and perhaps for three or four hours.

Penelope Leach, Your Baby and Child

Crying up to five hours a day is not unusual. When you begin to become very frustrated with a baby’s crying, it is time to set the infant in a safe place and walk away.

Period of PURPLE Crying programme



Well, it turns out that these ideas are all obsolete. Screaming does not have to go on for hours. And what’s even more concerning, when left unchecked, nonstop crying can trigger serious problems, like postpartum depression, crib death (from unsafe sleeping practices), and failed breastfeeding.

Of course, if your patience is frayed and you fear you might hurt your child, you must put her down … take a break … and call a friend for help. But if a mum in the wilds of Africa can calm her baby in under a minute, you can bet that there’s probably a way to help unhappy babies in our culture, too.

THE FOUR PRINCIPLES OF BABY SOOTHING

Botswanan mums carry their infants in leather sacks twenty-four hours a day (cuddling and bouncing as they walk). They also calm their infants by nursing them fifty to a hundred times a day … including all through the night! You may not be ready to adopt the Botswana lifestyle, but the key lesson of their success is that colic is not inevitable. Persistent crying is an unintended side effect of our culture. However, the good news is that, with the right techniques, we, too, can calm most screaming bouts in under one minute.

By teasing out shreds of wisdom from past cultures and weaving them with modern research, I’ve found that the key to calming crying and boosting sleep can be explained through four simple ideas:


	The missing fourth trimester

	The calming reflex

	The 5 S’s

	The Cuddle Cure



The Missing Fourth Trimester: Babies Cry Because They’re Born Too Soon!

Baby cows, camels and horses can walk – even run – in their first days of life. In fact, they must be able to run. Those who can’t are quickly eaten by predators.

By comparison, our newborns are super immature. They can’t run … walk … or even burp without our help. One British mum said her baby seemed so unready for the world she nicknamed her ‘the Little Creature’. And she was not alone in viewing babies that way; the Spanish sometimes call newborns criaturas, meaning ‘creatures’.

I find it most helpful to think of new babies as being mushy, smushy fetuses. Imagine this: Had your labour been three months longer, your baby would have been born smiling, cooing and flirting with you. (Who wouldn’t want that on the first day of life!) Of course, no woman can actually do that. At nine months, getting the baby’s head out is already a very tight squeeze, and by twelve months it would be impossible.

So the answer to the question, ‘Why are our babies so immature at birth?’ is quite simple: unlike a baby horse – whose survival depends on having a big, strong body – a human child’s survival depends on having a big, smart brain. In fact, the brain is so huge that babies have to be ‘evicted’ from the womb well before they’re fully ‘baked’. Otherwise, the head might get stuck coming through the tight birth canal, killing both mother and baby.
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We know that, for thousands of years, parents have intuitively understood this. That’s why, from swaddling to swinging to shushing, almost every traditional baby-calming technique returns babies to that cuddly, rhythmic prenatal world.

This fourth trimester is a pleasant comfort for easy babies, but it is absolutely essential for fussy ones. Yet, surprisingly, rocking and shushing don’t work by making babies feel ‘back home’. Imitating the womb actually works by triggering a calming reflex, a profound and ancient neurological response deep in the baby’s brain.

The Calming Reflex: Nature’s Brilliant ‘Off Switch’ for Your Baby’s Crying

For thousands of years, experienced mums and grandmas have intuitively rocked and shushed babies to soothe them. But the recognition that these sensations flipped on a calming reflex was completely overlooked until the mid-1990s, when I stumbled upon the idea while working with hundreds of crying babies in my practice.

I noticed that the common calming methods failed to work unless they were done exactly right. Similar to a doctor eliciting a knee reflex with a precise whack of a hammer, the calming reflex required precise actions. Done correctly, the womb sensations trigger this reflex, transporting infants from tears to tranquillity … often in mid-cry.

This reset switch is truly a baby’s (and parent’s) best friend. Yet, nature didn’t create this blessed reflex to calm crying babies. The surprising reason this reflex evolved was to soothe … fussy fetuses!

Here’s what I mean:

Early in pregnancy, fetuses flip around like Olympic gymnasts. But in the final two months – as your womb gets tighter – flipping becomes too risky. Babies who squirm around risk getting wedged in a sideways or breech (bottom-first) position. Throughout human history breech babies often got stuck coming down the birth canal. That terrible event usually killed both the baby and the mother. (That’s exactly how my wife’s grandmother died.)

But over millennia, fetuses developed a new talent. During the last months of pregnancy, they became hypnotized by the rhythmic sounds and motions of the womb. This kept these Zen little babies resting – in the safer head-down position – just waiting to be born. It’s possible that the survival of our species was possible only because of this ancient calming reflex.

The 5 S’s: Five Steps to Turn On Your Baby’s Calming Reflex

We don’t have kangaroo pouches for our immature newborns to hop back into. But we do have arms, swaddling blankets and slings to surround our little criaturas with sensations that magically entranced them in the womb during the final months of pregnancy.

To create a fourth trimester of perfect ‘wombness’, we need to know the details: what exactly is it like inside there?

Well, inside you, your baby is tightly packed into the fetal position; constantly embraced/massaged by the warm, velvet wall of the womb; and rocked and jiggled for much of the day. But what is surprising is that they are also surrounded by a constant, rumbly shush … that is louder than a vacuum cleaner.

Knowing this clarifies why babies are soothed by experiences such as hair dryers, car rides and white noise downloads. And it sheds light on why most traditional baby-calming techniques imitate five universal womb sensations:


	1. SWADDLING: Snug wrapping

	2. SIDE/STOMACH: Lying on the side or stomach (only when you are there with your baby; never for sleep)

	3. SHUSHING: Strong white noise

	4. SWINGING: Tiny rhythmic, jiggly motions (just one inch, back and forth)

	5. SUCKING: Sucking on your nipple, a clean finger or a pacifier



These steps may not sound very innovative, but what is revolutionary is that – when done exactly right – these steps (called the 5 S’s) usually settle baby screams in seconds. (And, when done incorrectly, they do nothing … or even cause more crying!) Detailed descriptions of how to perfectly perform each S are found in Chapters 8 to 12.

The Cuddle Cure: Finding Your Baby’s Perfect Mix of S’s

Knowing each S may not be enough to calm your baby. Think of it like baking a cake. To be successful you need to know much more than the ingredients in the recipe. You must know how much of each to use, how to grease the pan, or how hot the oven should be. Knowing only the ingredients, but not how to prepare them, you’re more likely to end up with a pile of goop than a perfect cake.

Similarly, fussy babies only grow calm when the S’s are done correctly and when three, four or five of the S’s are all done at the same time. (A mum in my practice dubbed combining several S’s together the Cuddle Cure.)

The starting point of calming is usually snug wrapping, or swaddling. Indeed, if baby calming were a layer cake, swaddling would be the first layer. It keeps babies from flailing and making themselves even more upset.

Note: Swaddling by itself often fails to calm fussing, but it prepares your baby to focus on the next ‘layers’ you add … which will turn on the calming reflex.

Next comes the side/stomach position. The back is the only safe position when you place your baby down, but it usually worsens crying … making them feel that they’re falling. The side or stomach creates a sense of safety, and for many babies it’s super-effective at turning on the calming reflex. The next two layers are shushing and swinging. Both are potent triggers of the calming reflex. They relax your baby so she can escape the cycle of crying and notice all your wonderful cuddling and feeding. Last, but not least, sucking is the icing on the cake. It keeps the calming reflex turned on and gives infants a profound sense of peace.

[image: image]

Note: Sucking – all by itself – can sometimes stop a baby’s upset in mid-wail. But, if that fails, just swaddle and start layering on the other steps.

Each baby is an individual, with his or her own preferences. But, with a bit of practice, you’ll soon discover the mix and intensity of the 5 S’s that your baby likes the best.

THE CUDDLE CURE TO THE RESCUE: THE STORY OF SEAN

Taken together, these five steps help even the most super-challenging babies, like Sean.

Remember Sean? He’s the boy whose crying so exhausted his mum that she fell asleep in the shower.

Don and Suzanne expected that having a new baby might feel like driving down a bumpy road, but they never imagined it would feel like jumping off a cliff!

Here’s how Suzanne described the early days with Sean:


When I was growing up, my mum told me that I was a terribly colicky baby. And shortly after Sean was born, I knew it was payback time. My handsome dark-haired boy
















PARENTING CRYING BABIES … IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY





	Why do babies cry?

	What is colic and how can you tell if your baby has it?

	Why does wind, immaturity, a baby’s temperament, and mum’s anxiety rarely cause colic?

	What is the true cause of colic?





	How to do each of the 5 S’s

	How to mix the different S’s to get the best, fastest results

	Other baby-soothing ideas

	Tricks and tips to boost your infant’s sleep

	The few medical problems that can cause colic
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