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Praise for BabyCalm™

‘Sarah Ockwell-Smith’s BabyCalm™ provides a welcome antidote to the storm of advice that so often overwhelms new parents. An advocate for mothers, Ockwell-Smith’s goal is to help new mothers gain confidence in their own instincts, and learn to trust themselves and their babies. Towards that end, she shares her stories and those of other mothers, encouraging readers to consider their own needs and listen to their babies. There are priceless strategies, from the ‘Tiger-in-the-Tree’ baby-calming hold, to the suggestions for recovering from a psychologically traumatic birth. But the real treasure in this book is the reassuring, anti-guilt approach, which is why it’s perfect for any mother-to-be.’

Dr Laura Markham, Aha! Parenting.com

‘As a first-time mum the ideas contained in the BabyCalm™ book make perfect sense and it gave me the confidence and knowledge to enjoy my new family. Faith is a very happy little girl and we are very happy parents.’

Michelle Heaton, singer and new mum

‘As a new mum of a colicky baby I found this book and its advice soothing, not only for my baby but for me! It’s an essential pre-birth read and a valuable reference after birth.’

Lucy Speed, actress and new mum
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For Sebastian, Flynn, Rafferty and Violet

I love you more than the sun, the moon and the stars.

About the author

Sarah Ockwell-Smith graduated from university with a Bachelor of Science degree in psychology, before spending several years working in pharmaceutical research and development. Following the birth of her first child, Sarah re-trained as a paediatric homeopath, HypnoBirthing antenatal teacher, and birth and postnatal doula. She has also undertaken training in baby massage, hypnotherapy and psychotherapy.

Sarah founded BabyCalm™ in 2007 in response to the many parents who, having worked with her in the run up to their baby’s birth, then asked for support and guidance with their newborn. With help from business partner Charlotte Phillips, Sarah has seen BabyCalm™ grow from humble beginnings in her living room, to a company with over one hundred teachers in countries as far afield as Australia, Canada, Ireland and Spain.

During her career Sarah has worked with over one thousand new parents, helping them to prepare for an easier birth experience and calmer ‘babymoon’. She likes nothing more than watching a nervous new mother blossom into a confident, happy mother and feels honoured to play a small role in this process.

Sarah is, most importantly, a mother to four young children. She lives with her husband, children, cats, collie and several chickens in a 400-year-old cottage in rural Essex.
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Foreword

I don’t know many parents who feel they know all there is to know about looking after their newborn baby, or raising their children. When I gave birth to my first baby in my early twenties I was constantly on the phone asking the advice of my sisters and my mum. Being the youngest of five girls and having a large family network around me I was easily reassured that what I had ‘guessed’ or felt was the right thing to do was indeed a good plan. Phew! But I was lucky – family units are becoming more dispersed and the support and wisdom of family members isn’t always readily available.

Even though I had the benefit of wise advice from relatives with first-hand experience, it was the fashion in the 1970s to read a baby guidebook. None of my older sisters had felt the urge to use such a resource, but I was lulled into believing it was the ‘modern’ thing to do. Up until then I was doing fine, trusting my feelings and the suggestions from my siblings and wider family. But the book I read challenged my natural instinct to love and nurture my baby: I can remember feeling uncomfortable and worried about some of the detailed instructions on how to ‘train’ my baby. Unsurprisingly I soon abandoned the book. After that I continued to enjoy my daughter, and went on to relish my other three children just as much but with increasing confidence.

I am now a grandmother, and could be considered one of the wise, older members of the family. I pass on tips when invited to, but I have also learned so much from watching my children parent their little ones too. I have seen the benefits of co-sleeping and marvelled at their positive use of slings. And this is why I was delighted and honoured to be asked to write the foreword for this book, where the focus is on nurturing, baby-led parenting that empowers the mother – and father – to trust their instincts and enjoy the precious short time they have with their baby.

At a time when women are becoming more and more reliant on health professionals during pregnancy and birth, and on those who claim to be parenting experts in the years to follow, this book offers a refreshing change. BabyCalm™ is a brilliant, positive resource that focuses on intuition, feelings, love and trust. Phrases like ‘you don’t need to be an expert to be a mother’ and ‘be led by your baby’ make my heart sing. I love the fact that Sarah offers a range of top tips for particular situations, rather than prescriptive instructions, but is clear that as every baby is unique, each of the tips may need to be tried.

Instead of being authoritarian, the language in the book is simple and facilitative, which aids understanding and supports confidence building. Sarah uses parents’ stories to illustrate points, which always brings ‘real life’ to the topics covered in each chapter. The stories are honest and often frank and will help parents to understand that they are not alone in their quest to successfully care for their baby.

For me, one of the best messages in the book is in relation to the work of the British paediatrician Donald Winnicott, who suggests that the best mother is ‘a good enough mother’. This concept makes perfect sense to me – at the birth the mother is led by the baby’s needs totally and as time goes on the baby learns to be more independent, essentially as a result of his mother’s imperfect ability to fulfil his every need. So being ‘just good enough’ is enough because it promotes the baby’s development. It certainly takes the pressure off women trying to reach the impossible goal of ‘perfect mother’.

As a midwife of more than three decades, I am an avid supporter of natural and positive childbirth. I have witnessed first-hand both the positive and negative effects of childbirth on women and families. If birth is perceived by the mother as traumatic the repercussions can last for generations, and I have worked with women where this has been a sad reality. The optimum solution to this would be to ensure all women have a fulfilling, positive birth experience that enables them to form a nurturing, loving bond with their newborn. But I believe that if women are supported following a negative event, and resolution is reached, then the mother–infant relationship has the potential to flourish normally. In addition, a book such BabyCalm™ will provide further support and encouragement for the mother to gain confidence in her ability to lovingly care for her baby, despite a less than ideal start.

The mother–infant dyad is the most important relationship in human existence and forms the foundation of our physical, psychological and social wellbeing. This book encourages natural and intuitive parenting by building on what the mother already knows, and guiding with a selection of suggestions and tips. I hope you find it both useful and confidence-building. I will certainly be recommending it through my work and to my family and friends.

Sheena Byrom OBE, freelance midwifery advisor
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Introduction

Birth is not only about making babies. Birth is about making mothers. Strong, competent, capable mothers who trust themselves and know their inner strength.

Barbara Katz Rothman, author and professor of sociology

You may be thinking here is yet another book written by the latest ‘expert’ telling parents the dos and don’ts of babycare and promising miracles (usually of the full night’s sleep variety) if you follow their routines to the letter. I don’t know you and I don’t know your baby – how could I possibly tell you what to do? As you read on, I hope you will find this book different and a refreshing contrast to others you may have already read.

My aim with this book is to take you on a journey, which I hope will help you to realise that you are already the best possible expert when it comes to parenting your baby; you don’t need routines, you just need to trust in yourself and in your baby. Why is there a need for books telling us how to raise our off-spring by sticking to routines anyway? Parenting seems to come so easily, so naturally, to every other species on our planet, so why not to humans? Do such books really help us? If you have read them, did they help you? Or, perhaps, does such ‘expert’ advice keep mothers disempowered?

Is it possible that these books even keep us from discovering our own maternal instincts? Granted, some mums may not feel like they have much maternal instinct and some mums I have met say they felt as though they didn’t have any at all. One thing I can categorically tell you is that your maternal instinct may be deeply buried, shy or hesitant to appear, but I promise you it is there. If you are someone who is worried that you don’t have any maternal instinct, one of the most positive things you can do is to take time just to be with your baby, don’t worry about tomorrow or your (perceived lack of) abilities at understanding him, just enjoy today, enjoy the cuddles and embrace the craziness of your new world. You will find, often when you’re least expecting it, that your maternal instinct arises. I have never met a mother for whom this hasn’t happened eventually. If you push yourself to be a ‘good mother’ you will open yourself up to a whole world of hurt and confusion, and often the journey to awareness and trusting your instinct will take so much longer.

The BabyCalm™ philosophy

So where did we go wrong? I believe one of the problems is the loss of female support, the great supportive feminine wisdom we once shared with mothers, sisters, aunts, cousins and friends. Prominent psychoanalyst Daniel Stern, who specialises in infant development, wrote about a new mother’s need to form a ‘maternal matrix’, which he described as a network of maternal figures to help her feel validated and supported in her new role.

This is what the BabyCalm™ philosophy is all about: through our network of female teachers, all of whom are mothers themselves, we offer a mix of weekly classes and one-off workshops for new mothers that can be taken during pregnancy up until their babies are six months old. At these classes and workshops our BabyCalm™ teachers help new mothers to understand their baby’s needs, cues and signals. The aim is to help mothers to find ways to calm their baby’s cries, build realistic expectations of their babies and hopefully get a little more sleep. Most importantly of all, though, we provide a safe, non-judgemental environment for mothers to talk and a place where people really listen. We support, we listen and we provide non-biased, evidence-based information, and foster individual learning and discovery, rather than forcing opinions onto participants. Our main aim at BabyCalm™ is rebuilding that much-needed supportive maternal matrix and begin to give back the power to mothers to trust their instincts and be their own expert. This, also, is the main aim of this book: support not prescription.

Over the course of my work with new parents I have met many mothers and babies who have taught me so much more than I could ever learn from a textbook or lecture; their experiences are all unique and equally fascinating. I have shared some of their stories with you throughout this book and thank them deeply for taking the time to write them down and agreeing to share them with you. I hope some of the things they say resonate as deeply with you as they did with me.

You are the expert!

How, then, do our modern-day, self-proclaimed ‘baby experts’ help new mothers to feel validated and supported? How do they help her to explore the new feelings being generated within her? How do they help her to grow in confidence, to develop trust in her mothering skills? I suppose it is not good business sense for ‘baby experts’ to nurture new mothers to grow in confidence; after all, the longer the mothers remain lacking in confidence, the more they continue to buy the books, join the forums and call the helplines. The very idea that a mother needs an external expert to tell her what to do implies that she does not possess the necessary skills herself – and herein lies the problem.

I believe it is time that the mothers of the world unite and squash this global repression of maternal instinct. With nuclear families, who often live far from relations, we may not have the large female support network we once had around us, but there are other options. We need to find our own voice – that voice deep down inside – and we need to learn to trust it. We need to know that it’s OK to hold our babies when every cell in our body yearns to hold them close, calming their tears and rocking them to sleep, despite the latest expert telling us to not make a rod for our own back. It’s OK to snuggle that sweet, warm, intoxicating-smelling bundle of love into your arms at night; you won’t be ‘spoiling’ them for ever by not teaching them to ‘self-settle’. It’s OK to respond to your baby. It’s OK to love them unconditionally. It’s OK to be the mum you are. You are the best mum your baby could have. You are ‘good enough’.

If I could help the new mothers in the world to understand just one thing, what would it be? That YOU are the expert! You already know so much more about your baby than you think you do, even if you think you know nothing at all! In fact you know more than anybody else in the world. You just have to learn to trust and let that knowledge out. May I suggest you start by getting rid of all of those disempowering books with their rigid routines and the techniques that instinctively feel so wrong, because all of the information you need is inside yourself. You just have to find it and that is where this book can help!

This book aims to be different to those written by the baby experts who imply that the only ‘right’ way to raise your baby is to follow their instructions based on their experiences of other people’s children. Instead, I hope that this book will give you the information and confidence to trust your instincts as a parent, with your children, your way. It is full of practical tips and advice, not just from me but from lots of other parents too, as well as helpful explanations of why your baby behaves as he does.

If any of the advice doesn’t feel right to you, then don’t follow it; there is no ‘right’ way when it comes to raising your baby, just the way that feels right for you. All of the information contained in this book is based on sound research rather than anecdotal evidence and I have also included lots of stories of real mothers’ experiences with their babies, giving you the reassurance that your baby’s behaviour is just that – normal baby behaviour. Most importantly, this book does not portray child-rearing as a battle that must be won; instead, it shows you that you can raise a happy, confident family where everyone’s needs are considered and respected.

One of the main aims of BabyCalm™ and this book is to bring about a change in the way we parent and support new parents. The aim is to help mothers realise they are their own best experts and they don’t need to follow the advice or routines of ‘baby experts’. We call this the ‘maternal revolution’ – the revolution of giving back power and confidence to mothers all round the world.


My story
It might help you to understand the position I am speaking from if I introduce myself and give you a little insight into my own experience of new motherhood. Of course I can’t possibly understand how you feel, but in many ways I have walked in similar shoes – albeit a different size and style on a very different path.
It was the summer of 2002, the era of the ‘parenting expert’. You either followed Gina Ford’s Contented Little Baby routine or Tracy Hogg’s Baby Whisperer ‘EASY’ routine, or a hotchpotch of both. I was on maternity leave from a high-flying career in pharmaceuticals, earning a fantastic salary complete with a large annual bonus, company car, health scheme, cushy pension and lots of foreign travel. I was ambitious, but most importantly I was in control in a male-dominated world. I had booked a nursery place for when my son was four months old by the time I was 20 weeks pregnant. I was not maternal; in fact I was the one who hid in the toilets whenever a colleague returned to show off her new baby as I couldn’t bear having to hold it and coo in a silly baby voice. I didn’t much care for babies beyond window shopping for cute clothing in Baby Gap. I didn’t have high expectations of motherhood. I thought babies cried, lots, and I was prepared for stressful days and sleepless nights. I think it’s fair to say, however, that I was not prepared for what was about to hit me or how much my life was about to change!
My son, Sebastian, was born on a rainy July day after a very long and traumatic birth. He was the last baby to be born out of my antenatal class and in many ways I was dreading new motherhood, in no small part due to the negative experiences I kept hearing about from others in my class who had already had their babies. Nobody could have been more surprised than me, however, at how deeply and quickly I fell in love and how calm Sebastian was. I seemed to know what he needed to keep him happy and content and it felt great, if a little surreal, that I was seemingly quite good at being a mum, despite my reservations, and actually how enjoyable the experience was. The only problem was that ‘my way’ of doing things didn’t fit with the current conventions and I began feeling more and more ostracised from my antenatal group. I loved spending days at home cuddling Sebastian, whereas they all wanted to go to the latest group or class organised to entertain their babies and aid their development.
Sebastian was the last baby of the group, by a long way, to sleep through the night, the last one to have any discernible routine in the day and definitely the only one who slept in bed with his parents. I remember several occasions where I lied about how hard I was finding the adjustment just so that I would fit in more with the rest of the group and not seem like I was boasting at coffee mornings, yet conversely I felt more and more like a failure when it came to his routines and sleep. In an attempt to fit the mould I bought books by Gina Ford and Tracy Hogg, but I failed at those too. We couldn’t achieve a routine and the one night we tried controlled crying ended with me sobbing in a heap outside the nursery door until I could bear it no more and scooped Seb up and brought him back to my bed, feeling wretched that I had inflicted tears and trauma on him in my quest for a perfect sleeping baby. Then I also felt guilty that I was creating a rod for my own back and depriving him of the ability to self-settle. I couldn’t win.
What could have been something so wonderful and rewarding led to me feeling inadequate and isolated. I cut ties with my antenatal group, retreated from friends and relatives and spent hours on the internet seeking support from virtual friends. Sometimes that helped, but sometimes it heightened my feelings of failure. Looking back now I realise all I really wanted was somebody to say ‘Well done Sarah, you’re doing a great job’, but nobody did. It’s so rare we compliment mothers on their mothering skills isn’t it?
I think my feelings were compounded by undiagnosed trauma and quite possibly depression resulting from Sebastian’s difficult birth, but again nobody asked me how I was doing, particularly emotionally. I had hoped to have a natural waterbirth, yet instead ended up flat on my back wired up to numerous drips and machines and pumped full of drugs. My notes said I had ‘failed to progress’ and I did indeed feel a failure – a failure at birth and a failure at motherhood. It certainly didn’t help when friends and family told me, ‘It doesn’t matter now, at least he’s here safely, that’s all that matters.’ How could I say to them, ‘Well, actually it does matter to me – don’t my feelings mean anything?’, as that would seem selfish, so I kept it all inside. When this was combined with the turmoil I was feeling in trying to be a ‘good mum’ by following Gina and Tracy, which went against every cell in my entire being, it made for a very unhappy first few months.
As time went by I learnt to listen more to myself and to Sebastian. I learnt that the experts didn’t know me or my son, so how could they possibly know what was best for us? I read some truly wonderful books, such as The Continuum Concept by Jean Liedloff, that affirmed what my heart was telling me: it was OK to respond to my baby; it was OK to pick him up; I wasn’t spoiling him or letting him manipulate me; in actual fact I might well be helping him. Oh, what a blessed relief it was to finally learn to trust in myself and in my baby. From there on in motherhood became the most rewarding thing I have ever done; bringing up my baby was the most special job in the world. I decided not to return to my previous career and, slowly, organically, a new path began to appear ahead of me, one I never thought I would ever follow, but one that I am so very grateful for. I hope so much that this book can help you to experience motherhood as I finally saw it – enjoyable, fulfilling and happy, because a happy mum and a calm baby go hand in hand. In the quest for a calm baby never forget how important YOU are!



Chapter 1
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Trusting your maternal instinct

A mother understands what a child does not say.

Jewish proverb

Do you sometimes feel that you just don’t understand your baby? Have you ever been frustrated at not understanding what he wants from you when he cries? I’m sure that these thoughts cross the minds of most new parents – goodness knows they certainly did mine! I promise you, however, that you already know so much more than you think you know. As the American author Joseph Chilton Pearce, who has spent over fifty years researching the human mind and particularly the development of children, says, ‘Women have millions of years of genetically-encoded intelligences, intuitions, capacities, knowledges, powers, and cellular knowings of exactly what to do with the infant.’

Do what you feel is right

My main aim with this book is not to tell you ‘how to’ parent, rather I hope that the stories and information here will help you to realise how knowledgeable you already are and to trust that you know more about your baby than anyone else in the world. This in turn will help you to know that you don’t need to follow anybody else’s routines or techniques in order to have a calm and contented baby. Right now this might seem impossible, but hopefully one day, not so far away, you will have the confidence to ignore a piece of well-meant advice or comment concerning your baby and go with your gut instinct, your maternal instinct – the very best teacher of all. This idea is beautifully summed up by Hygeia Lee Halfmoon in her book Primal Mothering in a Modern World: ‘Instincts of women are alive nonetheless. One layer at a time, we find ourselves again and, in doing so, we will put humanity back on track. We will once again be free to be our true selves, teachers of love to a species so easily led astray.’

What happens if you don’t seem to possess this much revered ‘maternal instinct’? Is there something wrong with you? How will you ever begin to understand your baby half as much as the other mothers who appear to know what their baby needs instantly? And what if you admit to not really enjoying motherhood? That seems to be the cardinal sin to commit as a new mother doesn’t it? Be reassured that these feelings are totally normal and really very, very common: often mothers won’t admit that they struggle sometimes, but the vast majority do, and certainly all of these negative thoughts crossed my mind as a new mother.

Skin-to-skin contact

Remember that I mentioned earlier how the best way to begin to learn to understand your baby and yourself as a mother is to forget the future, forget the past, ignore the advice and ‘just be’. Enjoy the sweet moments, the warm cuddles, the wonky smiles, the milk-drunk eyes, the smell of your baby’s head, the softness of his skin and don’t pressurise yourself to do or be anything else. Enjoy your ‘babymoon’, because it is through these magic golden moments of bonding that understanding and instinct grows. The more you hold your baby skin to skin, the more oxytocin – the maternal love hormone – you will secrete, and the more you immerse yourself in the world of your baby the quicker you will begin to understand him. These new mothers found that the skin-to-skin contact provided by baby massage helped them in ways they never would have imagined:


We went to a baby massage class once a week and I loved it so much as it was one of the very few times when it was just me and my little boy: no mobile phone ringing, no front doorbell ringing, no pile of washing screaming at me and no nappies to change! Just the two of us, as it had been for so many months before. The power of simply touching my baby made me feel so connected to him and reminded me so much of when he was born – naked, relaxed, intimate and only eyes for each other. I really believe it helped build the strong connection that we have today. It was like taking time out from life.

Touching and holding my baby skin to skin just felt the natural thing to do and it was the perfect excuse to spend even more time enjoying that contact with my little one. I loved the way she just totally relaxed and how she used to watch me all the way through – a lovely way to connect with each other. It just made the rest of the world go away for a while and really calmed and grounded me too.



Babywearing

Many mothers also find being in close physical contact with their baby by carrying them around in a sling or baby carrier helps them to connect with their baby and understand them in ways they perhaps wouldn’t without such contact. There will be much more about what is known as ‘babywearing’ later in the book but for now here’s how these mums found carrying their baby in a sling a great aid to developing their maternal instinct:


Babywearing is one of my favourite things we do with our daughter. The closeness we get from carrying her in a sling just could not be replicated in a pushchair. She is close enough to kiss, feed, communicate with and to gauge how she’s feeling. What else is there?

Babywearing is hormone heaven! I wore my babies like a proud badge that said I AM a mother. I love it, it’s the most wondrous experience and I’m not going to waste a moment of my baby’s life away from me.

I wish I’d been brave enough to try babywearing sooner. The instant closeness and bond that it gave me and my baby was so special. I loved stroking and patting her little bottom reminding me of when I carried her inside me and having her so close I could smell and kiss her all day. We were both relaxed and so happy.

Actually, I think carrying my child defines me as a mother. It is at my core.




DON’T COMPARE YOURSELF WITH OTHER MOTHERS

One thing you must avoid as a new mother is comparing yourself to other mothers. Never, ever judge yourself by others, not least because the chances are they are feeling the very same as you, even though on the surface they may be exuding ‘uber-natural earth mother goddess’ vibes! Comparing yourself to other mothers makes for a slippery slope of rapidly downward spiralling self-confidence. Your baby doesn’t compare you to other mums, so you shouldn’t either!



Listen to the voice inside

So what is this much talked about maternal instinct, does it really exist and should you listen to it? The answer is that indeed you should, as the little voice inside telling you to pick your baby up when he cries, when all around you tell you he needs to learn to self-settle, and the urgent need to hold your baby close when everyone tells you not to spoil him or make a rod for your own back is powerful, it is wise and it is the only expert you will need as a new parent. As the wise Dr Benjamin Spock said ‘I really learned it all from mothers’. Yet those mothers reading from his books wouldn’t believe it until they read it from the great doctor. Oh, the irony! When we parent by instinct and listen to our babies, most often our babies are calmer and happier, which in turn boosts our confidence as a new mother in a wonderful, never-ending spiral of positivity and love. This is how it should be; this is what we miss out on when we try to ‘parent by numbers’, poring over the latest new craze or parenting manual.

Ask yourself this, why is it that humans are the only species in the world that need parenting help? Why is it that all those other tiny creatures with even tinier brains can birth multiple babies, suckle them all, keep them safe and raise them into strong, healthy adults, all with no external input?

In a recent survey of one hundred new mothers BabyCalm™ found that 38 per cent felt unconfident as a new mother with 46 per cent feeling that they did not receive enough support, particularly from wider society, including the expert health professionals whose role is to help new mothers. The most shocking answer to our survey came in response to the simple question: ‘Have you ever received advice as a new mother that went against your own instinct?’ A staggering 82 per cent replied with a ‘yes’ and several felt compelled to expand on their answer with comments such as:


We were under lots of pressure. If my husband and I had not educated ourselves or had our midwife’s support, all of the unsolicited advice would have overwhelmed us as new parents and we might have given in.

I was told I was breastfeeding too much, comforting too much and not leaving him enough at night to ‘self-settle’. I was told instead to just give him Gaviscon, but actually it turned out he had a milk protein allergy.

When my baby was crying uncontrollably I was told it was what babies do and I would get used to it. Apparently I was just sensitive as I was a new mum.

I was told to leave my baby to cry and I didn’t want to do that; I just wanted some support.



This statistic suggests that 82 per cent of new mothers, including the above, in our sample were undermined in their role by society; 82 per cent of new mothers were advised that their feelings were wrong; 82 per cent of new mothers felt torn between what their heart was telling them to do versus what their head was thinking. How sad that we continue to repress our most powerful teacher.

Science and maternal instinct

Interestingly, science backs up the idea of mother’s instinct, but explanations of quite what it is and how it works differ hugely. I am extremely sad that science feels it needs to validate a mother’s instinct and so often when I read of a newly released piece of research my over-riding thought is ‘And they needed an expensive study to tell them that?’, yet here is the society
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