
[image: The Little Book of Positive Birth Stories collected by Claire Fulton. A line drawing of a pregnant woman against flowers, on a peach-coloured background]



[image: ]






VIRAGO

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Virago Press

Copyright in the contribution as follows:







	
Introduction Copyright © Claire Fulton

Birth centre

Beth Copyright © Beth Lewis, 2025

Maeve Copyright © Maeve Nelligan Karmadi, 2025

Mallory Copyright © Mallory Conover, 2025

Jessica Copyright © Jessica Fear, 2025

Hospital

Holly Copyright © Holly Dale, 2025

Mariah Copyright © Mariah Estrada, 2025

Rachael Copyright © Rachael Caroline House, 2025

Sabrina Copyright © Sabrina Wipf, 2025

Holly Copyright © Holly Imogen Hay, 2025

Maika Copyright © Maika Carrillo, 2025

Rosie Copyright © Rosie Smethurst, 2025

Seánín Copyright © Seánín Murray, 2025

Danielle Copyright © Danielle Cahill, 2025

Tia Copyright © Tia Setoudeh, 2025

Alice Copyright © Alice Tomkinson, 2025


	
Amy Copyright © Amy Ryder Menzies, 2025

Charlie Copyright © Charlotte Pogson, 2025

Tasha Copyright © Tasha Human-Yorke, 2025

Kimberley Copyright © Kimberley McKenna, 2025

Lucy Copyright © Lucy Beckley, 2025

Home

Josie Copyright © Josie Besiris, 2025

Leanne Copyright © Leanne Bryan, 2025

Louisa Copyright © Louisa Friesen Miller, 2025

Emily Copyright © Emily Smith, 2025

Rebecca Copyright © Rebecca Whinter, 2025

        Fenella Copyright © Fenella Gath, 2025

Andrea Copyright © Andrea Colombo-Grant, 2025

Leanne Copyright © Leanne Stitt, 2025

Katie Copyright © Katie Glaze, 2025

Corinne Copyright © Corinne Atherton, 2025






The moral right of the authors has been asserted.

Illustrations © Meg Shepherd

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-0-349-01956-7







	
Virago Press

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ


	
The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)






An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




Contents

Introduction

Birth Centre

Beth, Walsall, West Midlands

Maeve, Orpington, Kent

Mallory, Rockford, Illinois, USA

Jessica, Hull

Hospital

Holly, Penwithick, Cornwall

Mariah, Vineyard, Utah, USA

Rachael, Abingdon, Oxfordshire

Sabrina, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada

Holly, Worcester

Maika, Rugby, Warwickshire

Rosie, Chelmsford, Essex

Seánín, Belfast

Danielle, London

Tia, Maldon, Essex

Alice, Leeds

Amy, Chelmsford, Essex

Charlie, Sheffield

Tasha, Flitwick, Bedfordshire

Kimberley, Cambridge

Lucy, Berlin, Germany

Home

Josie, Guildford, Surrey

Leanne, London

Louisa, Elkhart, Indiana, USA

Emily, Wigan, Lancashire

Rebecca, Coleford, Devon

Fenella, Gravesend, Kent

Andrea, Mitcham, Surrey

Leanne, Ulverston, Cumbria

Katie, Dorchester, Dorset

Corinne, Horsham, West Sussex

Glossary

Acknowledgements




Introduction

There are few bigger or more life-changing events than childbirth. But the general narrative around birth is often negative, depicting it as painful, traumatic and overly medicalised, leaving many of us believing that it is something to be endured rather than enjoyed. All birth stories are valid and important – and we should not ignore or sideline those of disappointment and trauma – but the negative narrative is not the full picture. In my years of work as a birth educator and doula, and as a mother myself, I have been told so many birth stories of strength, empowerment and joy – tales that affirm childbirth as a positive, transformative and even enjoyable experience. I have seen how much retrospective joy and empowerment can be gained in the telling of our birth stories; but what’s more, I have experienced first-hand the impact that hearing such accounts can have on shaping our beliefs and expectations as we move towards the milestone event of childbirth.

Research also supports this idea: exposure to positive birth stories can have a huge impact on the birthing process itself. When women and birthing people approach labour feeling confident, with knowledge of their options and trust in their bodies, the outcomes will often reflect this. While no one can ever guarantee birth will go totally according to your plan, hearing stories of others who have navigated the unpredictability of childbirth with confidence and strength can help to change what we carry in our subconscious.

And that’s why I have put this book together. The Little Book of Positive Birth Stories is exactly that: a collection of positive birth stories, told by the contributors themselves, in their own words. It includes stories from people in a variety of circumstances: single parents; older parents; IVF parents; LGBTQ+ parents; parents with health conditions and disabilities, and those with pregnancies described as high risk by medical professionals. It includes stories of caesareans, inductions, breech babies and home births, among others.

If you’re pregnant now, you might be wondering what type of birth you will end up having; or you might have a strong vision of where and how you want to give birth. You might be feeling anxious because you have a pre-existing condition or a disability; you might have been told your pregnancy is high risk because of your age, or another reason; or you might have developed a pregnancy-related condition like gestational diabetes or pre-eclampsia. To make the book as easy as possible to navigate and dip into, and as practical and useful as possible, I’ve included some key words at the top of each story. I hope these will help you to find your way quickly to the stories that will offer you the reassurance you need. (But of course, I also recommend reading every single story. They are all so fascinating, inspiring and heartwarming.)

The variety of experiences in the book show that birth does not need to look a certain way to be regarded as positive. Whether it is a home birth in a birthing pool, an unplanned caesarean or an induction on a labour ward, these stories show that there is no ‘right’ way to give birth. There are many paths that can lead to a positive, empowering experience.

As you turn the pages of this book, I want you to remember that it is not just a collection of stories – it is an invitation. I hope it will enable you to reflect on your own experiences, hopes and beliefs about birth. If you are a parent already, maybe these stories will remind you of your own birthing journey. If you are pregnant, I hope these stories will inspire confidence and excitement in you as you prepare for your own birth experience.

This book is not just about storytelling, it is about rewriting the narrative of birth – not only for ourselves, but for future generations too.




Birth Centre
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Beth

Walsall, West Midlands

Birth Plan · Sweep · Gas and Air

I’d always dreamed of being a mom, and after the heartbreak of two miscarriages, I was thrilled to find out I was pregnant. My pregnancy was textbook throughout and it was an all-round enjoyable experience. Watching the magic of a bump unfold and seeing the developing scan pictures fascinated me, as I eagerly checked my app to see what fruit baby resembled this week. In the delight of pregnancy, I almost blocked out the reality that I would reach the point of birth – ‘He’s got to come out one way or another,’ I’d quip, feeling increasingly anxious deep down.

As I’m the sort of person liable to faint at the sight of blood or a needle, the thought of the birth made my palms sweat right from the beginning. In an attempt to mentally prepare myself, I’d read so many birth stories and soon came to see that this process is one of sheer unpredictability; it would be a real-life case of ‘fear of the unknown’! ‘Take all the pain relief you can get, Beth’ and ‘Be very brave!’ were just some of the comments written by friends and family at my baby shower. Is it really that bad? I thought to myself. I better toughen up quick.

At my 34-week appointment, my wonderful midwife Michaela explained that we would soon be doing the birth plan and that I should start exploring pain relief options and my preferences for the birth. How can I create a ‘plan’ for the unplannable? I puzzled as I trawled different documents and soaked up family and friends’ birth experiences. I knew I wanted the birth to be calm and envisaged a dimly lit room on the midwife-led unit (MLU), relaxing music and labouring naturally with the pain relief of a birthing pool, but I knew that often births didn’t unfold in this way – and that’s without my non-existent pain threshold! My midwife suggested a tour of the MLU, but I nervously declined. I didn’t want to get my hopes up and have a set vision in case my birth didn’t unfold in the way I’d hoped. At the 36-week appointment, we put the plan together and Michaela was so reassuring and empowering, dispelling my fears one worry at a time. What if I can’t cope with the pain? How will I know if I’m in labour? When will I know it’s time to come to hospital? These were just some of the questions I’d fretted over

On Friday morning, at 39 weeks, I had a trip to the hospital because the baby wasn’t moving as much as normal and I was offered induction/a sweep. I knew I didn’t want to be induced yet, but it’s worth having a sweep, I thought to myself. I went home that afternoon and joked to my partner that we really should get the car seat set up in the car.

On Saturday, we took my partner’s daughter to a birthday party. Walking in, I commented that I didn’t feel quite right and I could feel a lot of pressure down below. Within the hour, period-like cramps began but kept subsiding. This must be Braxton Hicks, I thought. I had the feeling that I needed to poo and quickly became really uncomfortable, writhing around in the chair with each pain. By the time we came to leave, the pains were becoming stronger and more regular, but I still convinced myself it was Braxton Hicks. After all, I’d built labour up in my head to be something that I wouldn’t be able to cope with! My mom, who was my birth partner along with my other half, was at her caravan so I called her to let her know, but said ‘I’m sure it’s nothing.’ Mom’s instinct knew it was labour and she jumped in the car to head home straight away.

Meanwhile at my house, which was being renovated throughout my pregnancy, we’d got people in finishing last-minute jobs. By now I was struggling to talk, and waved hello to sympathetic faces with a furrowed brow as I took deep breaths. I got on my birthing ball and crunched away on an ice lolly in an attempt to help the pain; if this was labour, I wanted to try to stay at home for as long as possible. My mother-in-law arrived and timed the pains, which were three minutes apart by now. ‘I think you really ought to go to hospital,’ she advised. So we left our house as a hive of activity and headed to hospital. The walk up to the midwife-led unit was slow as I had to keep stopping for each wave of tightening. We arrived on the MLU at 2.15 p.m. and when I was examined, I was shocked to hear I was 8cm dilated! It wasn’t Braxton Hicks at all, I was in labour and this was really happening! Perhaps I wasn’t as much of a wimp as I originally thought!

I was taken to a beautiful room with ambient lighting and offered the birthing pool but felt by now I was too hot and bothered and just wanted to collapse on the bed. I started with some gas and air, and my partner hurried back out to the car to fetch the bags. I soon felt an indescribable urge to push. The midwives, Rachael and Lucy, were amazing and encouraged me to go with my body. Mom arrived just in time as I was about to push.

I trusted in my body, that it knew what to do, and it did. After pushing for a little while, I was moved up on to my knees in the hope that gravity would lend a helping hand as the head kept showing then retracting. I was brought back down onto my back and my waters were broken, which helped. With the encouragement of my amazing partner, incredible mom and fantastic midwives, and after around thirty minutes of pushing, at 4.03 p.m. my beautiful baby boy was born. I’d done it!

When he was placed on my chest, my body was flooded with a wave of relief, inexpressible love and the overwhelming feeling that I was powerful enough to grow and birth a perfect human! We asked to see the placenta and I was completely fascinated as Lucy knowledgeably talked us through it. Even for somebody as squeamish as me, I was in complete awe and would recommend anybody to see it.

I had a couple of stitches and was soon able to enjoy some tea and toast while my little boy had skin-to-skin with his daddy. After a shower and the usual newborn checks, we were allowed to go home with our new  bundle. We left hospital the same day and were home for 10 p.m. What a whirlwind!

I had built up labour and birth to be something so horrifying, but in reality it was such a beautiful experience. I am completely enamoured of the human body. I was well read, well prepared but completely open-minded, with minimal expectations, and I honestly believe this is the best way to be to enjoy your birth, whatever it brings.




Maeve

Orpington, Kent

Hypnobirthing · Birthing Pool · Gas and Air

I had always seen birth as an unpredictable and painful experience and I must admit I felt scared about it during my pregnancy. I spent the first few weeks very anxious and gripped with fear that I might lose the baby, since I had miscarried a few years before. I was relieved when I got past the daunting 20-week scan and knew I needed to physically and emotionally prepare for birth.

I have a background in practising and teaching yoga over the last ten years, so was keen to explore hypnobirthing and understand the natural process of birth. I listened to sleep hypnosis every night, meditated, practised breathwork and moved in deep yogi squats every day. I began to get excited about the process of birth. I could not wait to experience it, to feel and see what my body was capable of doing.

I realised my fear was not about physically giving birth and the pain of labour, but actually about the possible clinical interventions where decision-making could be taken out of my hands. So, I felt I needed to be fully educated to make informed decisions about the birth of my baby. My goal was to have as natural a birth as I could, with an awareness of all possibilities. I saw the benefits of a home birth and wanted the natural, relaxed atmosphere, but I felt for my first time I wanted to be close to a medical setting if things did take an unexpected turn. I decided I wanted to give birth in a birth centre within a hospital, with the aim of a natural, midwife-led water birth. I felt reassured knowing that if an emergency arose, I would have a team of professionals around me and I would be a corridor away from an operating theatre.

At 39+1 weeks, I woke up on Wednesday morning with a dull period-like pain. I got very excited, but knew this could last several days, so went about my day as usual. At 2 a.m. on Thursday morning, I woke to a sharp cramp that lasted about ten seconds. I sat bolt upright and smiled to myself, thinking, Wow, it’s time. I was so excited for this to start and to meet my baby. Throughout the day these tightening cramps were appearing every thirty to forty minutes. I rested on the sofa watching films, had naps and walked around the garden.

That evening, from about 8 p.m., I felt a shift and wanted to be quiet and in darkness. I started kneeling on cushions and rocking back and forth against the sofa with my eyes closed. I tried to go to sleep around 10 p.m. but it was getting more intense and I noticed I had leaked onto the bed: my waters had broken. The intensity was getting stronger, and the contractions were coming closer together, so we phoned the midwife, who heard me have two contractions in the five minutes we were on the call. She said to come in, but to be prepared because I was a first-time mum and if I wasn’t dilated enough, I would be sent home.

We arrived at the hospital and I was feeling really nauseous. We entered the birth centre at 2 a.m. and were met by Danielle, the lovely midwife, who with a big smile on her face told me I was the only one in the birth centre that night! We went into triage where Danielle examined me and told me I was 4cm dilated and that she could feel baby’s head. I was upset to hear this – I thought I would be further advanced – but Danielle reassured me this was good and as I was officially in ‘active labour’ she could admit me. I was given gas and air, which took the edge off the pain while the birthing pool filled up. I said goodbye to my dad, who was told (out of earshot of me) to go home as this could be another twelve hours! I am so glad I did not hear that because I probably would’ve cried.

At 2.30 a.m. I stepped into the birthing pool with my mum and husband in the room and immediately felt relaxed in the warmth of the water. I felt like I was home in the dark room, with the swirly lights on the ceiling and my playlist playing Joni Mitchell, who instantly calmed me. I felt safe and ready to birth.

I rocked about in the water in a low squat, holding on to the edge with my eyes closed; I then moved onto my knees and leant on my elbows. I alternated between holding on to my husband and my mum, taking in the gas and air with the surges. I felt in a deep meditative state, swaying in the water and counting my breaths with each surge and resting and listening to the music in the breaks. I lost all concept of time, eyes closed, rocking and counting each breath on the surges and repeating the mantra: ‘I trust my body, I trust my baby.’

The intensity started to ramp up but I felt reassured knowing nothing lasts more than a minute. I took one contraction at a time. Another midwife, Daisy, came in, She had a very calm and confident presence, leaning in to check the baby’s heartbeat often and telling me how well I was doing. I tapped into a whole new level of pain I hadn’t experienced, but it was mixed with extreme power. I didn’t feel scared, just incredibly strong. I moaned deep and low, surprising myself with the noises that roared out of me. I knew my body was taking over.

Then I felt a big movement and pressure down low, and for the first time I felt scared and suddenly I was back in my head. ‘Oh my God, I need to poo.’ I felt embarrassed and panicked but Daisy made me laugh by saying, ‘Don’t worry, it’s just the pressure as the head is descending, and anyway midwives love poo, that means the baby is coming!’ I got out of the pool but of course nothing happened, so I got back in, knowing my baby was close and the sensations I’d been getting used to were going to change. Daisy told me she could see the head start to crown and that the baby was on its way. I couldn’t believe it; I thought this would go on for hours (not knowing this had taken two and a half hours at this point). I also thought I would have more disappointing cervical exams before being at the ‘pushing’ stage, but Daisy said the baby had descended the birth canal and that I should surrender, that my body knew what to do.

I did feel calmer knowing I’d crossed into the next stage, that I was fully dilated and close to the end. It was then I felt very emotional thinking, I’m about to meet my baby. I just had to let go and allow that to happen, there was no need to ‘push’ or to do anything; I just leant forwards on my knees, feeling supported in the warm water. This stage felt different to before; I instantly knew when I hit that famous ‘ring of fire’ and Daisy told me to hold and breathe until the next contraction. I felt a sense of power that really, I knew deep down what needed to be done, I was fully in my body again and out of my head. Only at this stage I truly understood that thin line between pain and pleasure. Pain at the physical sensation of myself stretching, and pleasure as the sheer power of it all and the rush of endorphins that was flowing through me knowing my baby was coming any minute. One last surge came and I felt a huge movement come through me. Wow is this the head? I thought.

‘We have a head and a body,’ Daisy said. She told me to let go of my mum, to reach down and to pull my baby out. I felt shaky; I couldn’t believe it was time and this was actually happening. I slowly reached down between my legs, patted around blindly until I felt a shoulder and hooked my fingers under the arm so I could help to pull my baby out. I’ll never forget seeing him emerge from the water and holding him to my chest. I burst into tears which turned into sobbing. Tears of joy, tears of relief and tears of disbelief that I had done this. I had my baby in my arms; we had made it. I finally met the little person I knew so well who had grown and moved inside me for nine months.

At 6.12 a.m. on Friday morning my baby was born. After a few moments, I looked down to
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