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‘In my ideal world every mother would have Anya on speed dial! So much sound advice combined with excellent Pilates, it’s just perfect for mothers, helping them regain “control” of their bodies and laying the foundations for good body use for years to come. I cannot recommend this book highly enough.’

Lynne Robinson, Director of Body Control Pilates®
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To maternity and beyond!

Congratulations! You’re a mum! Whether your baby is two weeks, two months, two years or even two decades old, this book is your toolkit of resources for postnatal rebuilding in mind, body and spirit. It aims to help you find the seat of your energies in your pelvic floor, realign your spine after pregnancy has moulded your posture for nine months and strength train your body for the daily physical graft of being a mother.

Post-pregnancy health and wellbeing: mental and physical balance

Physical and mental health are inextricably linked. It’s vital that in motherhood, when our reserves are tested to the limit, we learn how to build up physical and mental resilience, so that we’re able to pass this life skill on to our children. The physical depletion of pregnancy and motherhood is often overlooked and stress can very easily build up. If we’re not resilient, too much stress can tip us into ill health.

Stress might be caused by the busy-ness of life, worrying about bills etc, but it’s also linked to your physical environment and your diet; too much sugar or caffeine can overload your system and cause stress. Chronic stress in turn overwhelms our resilience, leading to hormonal imbalances, brain fog, fatigue and loss of physical strength. In other words, prolonged stress is detrimental to your postnatal physical healing – the healing that we assume (and hope) goes on without us paying attention to it.

How does this relate to Pilates?

If you feel physically weak after having babies it can have a domino effect on your emotional energy, feelings of competence, self-confidence, your sense of identity. This can spiral negatively, leading to self-doubt and self-criticism, which impacts on your health and happiness. Taking ownership of your postnatal physical recovery creates positive momentum, which can influence all other aspects of your health and wellbeing.

The intention of this book is to show you how you can replenish and renew your energy with conscious attention – how you can rebuild your reserves through bodywork, relaxation and breathing, and by putting yourself first a bit more. We’re encouraged to prioritise our health during pregnancy – what you eat and drink, how much you exercise and rest – and this is deemed legitimately important because ‘it’s for the baby’. For some reason, though, once baby is out we feel it’s no longer valid to put our health and wellbeing first. We need to reframe that.

If ‘doing it for you’ feels indulgent or makes you feel guilty, remember that it is still ‘for the baby’. You need to be firing on all cylinders and in optimum health and energy, arguably more so, once your baby is out and you’re tending to all their emotional, physical and snack-related needs. We also need to be happy to be around ourselves – you are your own constant companion. Consider how our energies transfer to the people around us. If we’re stressed and depleted, this affects all our interactions. I’m definitely a nicer person to be around when I’m able to look after my body and mind. How much you move, what you eat, drink, how much you’re resting – these are the building blocks of your energy. Making babies and giving birth is a huge physical feat and we need to honour the recovery.

I read recently that the average mum has approximately 17 minutes to herself every day. That probably doesn’t include trips to the toilet, which are often accompanied. I know that your time is precious. Exercise has myriad proven benefits for body and soul: you’ll feel fitter, stronger, tighter, more in control of what’s happening to your body. You’ll feel uplifted and energised. But, sadly, exercise can also be a source of anxiety and depletion after having a baby, if you’re leaking wee when you try to run, or you’re utterly exhausted and simply don’t have the energy. It can become a gremlin, something that you should be doing.

Pilates will offer you the bridge between ‘I just can’t’ and ‘actually, I can’. Pilates can be gentle and is low impact, but deceptively challenging – if you find it too easy, you’re probably not doing it right. It can also get your blood pumping and offer you that sense of achievement and a great endorphin rush without placing strain on your pelvic floor and joints. It builds your strength and vitality from the inside out: making it possible for you to begin running again without fear of embarrassing leaking, and offering you a safe way of replenishing and building vital energy on those days when an aerobic workout feels like a step too far.

What is Pilates?

Pilates is a body-conditioning method created by Joseph Pilates in the early 20th century. Pilates was a sickly child, and in his drive to put his childhood frailty behind him, he practised gymnastics, martial arts, yoga. He was a circus performer and strong man, and he drew from all these various influences to create his own exercise programme, to which he proudly attributed his physique, robust health and vitality. He was interned in the UK during World War I and during this time developed a system of exercises that wounded soldiers could perform in their beds, to help them regain strength while incapacitated. These exercises form the essence of the Pilates method and equipment today. He fled Germany before the start of World War II and set up a studio with his wife Clara in New York City, where Pilates gained popularity and prestige among dancers and boxers.

Why is Pilates so perfect postnatally?

Pilates fosters a mindful, meditative connection to your body, developing your body awareness and ability to relax. It strengthens your deep postural muscles and encourages pelvic floor awareness. Being a mum is physically hard graft. Pilates helps to correct your posture, which in turn reduces the strain that motherhood places on your joints.

Pilates focuses on breathing, releasing tension and strengthening the deep core muscles and pelvic floor. This will heal your body from the inside, enhancing your strength, tweaking your alignment to optimise your body’s functioning. This can also help nurture a positive feeling about your body – which is particularly important if you have any sense that it has ‘let you down’ in your birthing or fertility experience (NB: there is no such thing as ‘failure’ when it comes to giving birth).


Tip

Classical and ‘normal’ Pilates classes are not ideal for the immediate postnatal period. There are too many potential hot spots for the abdominals and pelvic floor stress if your teacher isn’t postnatal trained. So, if you’re going to a class which includes classical mat Hundreds and Single/Double Leg Stretches, Roll-overs or Roll-ups, please be cautious: always keep the legs down and focus on slow conscious technique of stabilising your centre in movement – those exercises are not appropriate for your immediate postnatal recovery.

Within this book you’ll find tailored Pilates exercises that you can be sure are safe and effective to rebuild strong foundations so you can get back into HIIT and running, or happily join your classical mat Pilates or gym Pilates class again soon, without worry.



The principles of Pilates

Concentration

According to Joe Pilates, Pilates requires ‘complete coordination of body, mind and spirit’. So often we live on autopilot, but in a Pilates session we fully concentrate on the movement right now. Being a mum can often leave us feeling ‘scatterbrained’ and overwhelmed. There are too many tabs open in our brains, keeping the flotsam and jetsam of life logistics and emotional labour floating in our minds. Pilates offers an outlet to calm this chattering, being fully grounded in the present moment.

Relaxation

Motherhood is wonderful, but it’s also a time of often relentless busyness and chaos, which can bring with it completely normal feelings of anxiety and stress. Hormonal fluctuation can contribute to a general sense of lost control and emotional instability – which only fuels our stress levels. Learning to notice your physical response to stress – how tense you are, whether you’re breathing properly – is one of the most important skills to develop. Pilates encourages you to be able to recognise and switch off unwanted tension and truly relax.

Centring

Pilates movement ‘flows from a strong centre’. Your ‘centre’ is your core muscles: the pelvic floor, deepest lower abdominals (transversus abdominis) and muscles of the spine (multifidus). Joseph Pilates noticed that he felt his spine was supported when he drew his tummy in tight. He used the terminology ‘navel to spine’ to engage the belly muscles like a corset around your waist. He called this your ‘powerhouse’, or ‘girdle of strength’.
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The ‘navel to spine’ terminology is now quite old-fashioned, and it can encourage you to brace the upper abdominal muscles (rectus abdominis and obliques) rather than activate your deep low strength from within. The
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