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DISCLAIMER
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The intent of the author is only to offer information of a general nature to help you to gain competence as a parent.




FOREWORD


By Dr Jan Mager-Jones MB ChB


For most couples, bringing a baby home from hospital is the exciting start of a new life as parents. However, it is easy to feel completely overwhelmed by the enormous sense of responsibility for this new little life and those first days and weeks bring with them the realisation that suddenly every task seems to require incredible organisational skills; looking after a baby or young child is almost like a military operation!


Neil Sinclair knows all about military operations, having served as a Royal Engineer Commando. When he exchanged his military life for the role of stay-at-home dad, he realised how important it was to have an accessible reference manual. Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training is a fantastic parenting manual which provides just that. It is concise and, as the title suggests, small enough to carry with you, but contains a wealth of step-by-step instructions for everything you need to do for your baby and toddler. The novel presentation in the style of a military handbook makes it a fun read, whilst providing simple, clear guidance for everything from preparing base camp (getting everything ready at home prior to the baby’s arrival) to bomb disposal (getting rid of dirty nappies!).


As a family doctor I frequently see new mums and dads who feel the pressures of parenthood, and with teenage boys of my own the memories of how challenging it can be are not too distant. I highly recommend this great new manual, which I can imagine being a well-thumbed and much-loved addition to every new dad’s back pocket.


Author’s note


I am a stay-at-home Commando Dad and registered childminder, and have personally tried and tested all of the techniques outlined in this basic training manual. Where I mention anything to do with the health and safety of your troopers, I have had the text reviewed and approved by a health-care professional with a view to making sure that the information contained in the book is accurate and in keeping with current thinking and practice at the time of publication. However, the publisher, authors and experts disclaim any liability from any injury that may result from the use, proper or improper, of the information contained in this book. Guidance and guidelines on baby care change constantly and Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training should not be considered a substitute for the advice of your health-care professional or your own common sense.


Content has been approved by:


Rachel Jessey, Nutritional Therapist DipCNM mBANT


www.benourished.co.uk


Sally Jordan RGN and Health Visitor


Dr Jan Mager-Jones MB ChB


Damon Marriott, Approved Child Safety Advisor for the Britax


Excellence Centre


With thanks to Sarah Thorsby.


This book is dedicated to my own amazing unit: my wife, Tara, and our three troopers, Sam, Jude and Liberty. It is also for all the dads who kept asking,‘Have you written that book yet? I really need a copy.’ Thank you all.




INTRODUCTION


TO ALL DADS AND CARERS (henceforth known as ‘Commando Dads’): this book has been written for YOU.


I have been a Royal Engineer Commando, a physical education teacher, a security guard at the UK Mission to the UN in New York, a stay-at-home dad and a registered childminder, and I can honestly tell you that there have been few times in my life as daunting as bringing my first son back from the hospital.


All the parenting books and classes were geared towards the birth, and then suddenly you and your partner find yourselves back at home with the baby. In charge.


I found myself thinking how much easier life would be if I had been issued with a basic training manual for my little baby trooper (henceforth referred to as ‘BT’), like the manual you get when you join the army. Any soldier will tell you that one of the greatest weapons in their armoury is Basic Battle Skills: a ‘How To’ training manual handed to them on day one as a soldier. It covers everything from how to shave to how to accurately estimate the distance to a target, and provides the foundation to all the practical skills needed to become a first-rate soldier.


I did try to find such a manual, but the books available for new dads were either novelty books (and believe me, gentlemen, if your parenting is a laugh a minute, you’re doing it wrong) or, even worse, books that were too wordy to be practical. At 0-silly-hundred hours, with a screaming BT in your arms, 700 pages of someone telling you about their emotions isn’t the answer. I decided that what I needed was an accessible basic training manual for parents and, more specifically, dads.


Gentlemen, in your hands you are holding that manual.


Emotions are important. But within seconds of the birth of your trooper you will know how you feel. I felt love, fear, confusion, frustration and awe, and that was within the first hour. This book is intended to help you know what to do. As a basic training manual, Pocket Commando Dad can only take you so far, though. The rest is up to you. To be an effective dad you need to supplement this manual with a lot of practical experience. You need to step up, get out there and do it. This brings me to the first rule of being a Commando Dad:
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A COMMANDO DAD IS A HANDS-ON DAD





You may not be the full-time carer for your trooper; you may see them only at weekends or in the evenings; you may not be their biological dad; but none of that matters. What matters is that you make the time you spend together really count. And the best way to do that is to apply military precision to your parenting.
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A COMMANDO DAD KNOWS THAT PREPARATION AND PLANNING PREVENT POOR PARENTAL PERFORMANCE





Take pride in your unit. Reduce unnecessary stress and worry by gaining confidence in your own skills. Be prepared. Act in a way befitting your Commando Dad status. You may not find it easy – but then nothing worth doing is ever easy.


To a child, a dad has many roles, often falling somewhere between Hero, Role Model and Protector. You are now stepping into those shoes. You owe it to yourself – and your troopers – to be the best dad that you can be. Right now. Let training commence.


How to use Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training


Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training is designed to be used by dads ‘in the field’ (i.e. while you are actively engaged in parenting manoeuvres), so I have taken a lot of care to pack essential information into a book that will comfortably fit into your pocket.


There is a fully-interactive website that provides essential backup support to Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training: www.commandodad.com. Throughout the book you will be directed there to find out more information on everything from the different types of nappies available to where to find extra resources on nutrition and getting your BT to sleep. It features short, practical ‘how to’ videos on essential skills such as holding, bathing and burping your BT, and the all-important ‘How to change a nappy’ video, of course. The site also contains a wealth of other resources that new recruits to fatherhood will find useful. Please log on now to find out what’s available, and to join a forum so that you can start sharing your thoughts with me and other Commando Dads.


Throughout Pocket Commando Dad: Basic Training I use military terminology, and also terms that I have invented in my years as a Commando Dad. I include a glossary at the end of the book to explain specific terms used.


By far the most important terms in the book are:


• BT: baby trooper. A trooper (child) before it is mobile.


• MT: mobile trooper. A trooper that can shuffle, crawl, stand up and, eventually, walk.


 


When I refer to ‘troopers’ I use it in the generic sense of ‘children’. I also use ‘Common Sense’ icons as well as diagrams throughout. This is designed to make the book as accessible (and less wordy) as possible.






CHAPTER 1


THE ADVANCE PARTY: PREPARING BASE CAMP


The brief:


Your life is about to change beyond all recognition. Do as much preparation beforehand as possible to save yourself precious time and energy: both will be in short supply in the months to come.


Objective:


By the end of today’s briefing you will have a greater understanding of:


• How to prepare base camp for your BT.


• The essentials you need in preparation for bringing your BT back to base camp.


• The essentials you need when transporting your BT home from hospital.


Around six weeks before your BT is due, start to prepare the base camp. You will need to:


• Clean.


• Plan.


• Prepare.


• Assign specific areas for your BT and their equipment.


Clean


The aim is to thoroughly clean – not sterilise – your BT’s environment. It is impossible to eliminate germs completely; you are not running a field hospital. Even if it were possible to create a germ-free environment (it isn’t), it would be unsustainable. Use your common sense. Cleaning and tidying as you go along needs to become your new standard operating procedure (SOP).


Clean your BT’s room


It is unlikely that your BT will sleep in a room on their own for at least six months after birth. Nevertheless, it is still advisable to do any deep cleaning before they arrive at base camp, while you have the time to do it.


Do:


• Wipe down walls.


• Clean carpets and rugs.


• Dust and polish.


Don’t:


• Paint the room the BT will be sleeping in shortly before they come back to base camp. The fumes could be harmful.


• Use harsh chemicals.


Clean surfaces that your BT will come into contact with, including:


• Nursery furniture.


• Changing tables.


• Baby bath.


Always keep your hands clean. Keep nails short and dirt-free.


Plan


Base camp essentials – what you need now


Changing


• Nappies. If using disposable nappies, buy the newborn size and the next size up. BTs grow quickly.


• If using cloth nappies, get up to speed on the different types now. Don’t buy too many nappies until you know the weight of your BT. You may find cloth nappies do not suit your lifestyle, so a big up-front expenditure on such items could be avoided. For more information on the different types of nappies available, go to Resources on www.commandodad.com.


• Baby wipes or cotton wool.


• Nappy-rash cream.


• Changing mat.


• Nappy bags if desired. Useful, but not essential, for ‘bomb disposal’ – when your BT has filled their nappy. Any small plastic bag will serve as a good alternative if you are out of nappy bags – ideally, a biodegradable one.


Clothing


• 6 x babygros and 6 x sleepsuits with poppers. These are practical, comfortable and allow easy access for changing nappies.


• 6 sets of socks (beware, they will kick them off on a regular basis) for when your BT isn’t in a sleepsuit that has feet.


• 3 x pairs of scratch mittens to prevent your BT scratching their own face.


• 3 x cardigans or cotton jackets. Thin layers are better than very thick clothes.


• 3 x cotton hats to keep your BT warm (a lot of heat escapes through the head). If the weather is cold, you will need a soft, warm hat for outdoor wear.


• 2 x baby blankets, sometimes called ‘receiving blankets’. These are smaller than cot blankets and are used for keeping your BT warm throughout the day.


Feeding


• If your partner is breastfeeding, a breast pump can be beneficial, as can breast pads and nipple cream.


• If breastfeeding is not an option, bottle-feeding is the alternative. Current government recommendations are for mothers to breastfeed where possible.


• 2 x bottles. You will need more (8 is an ideal number to ensure you always have clean bottles) but you need to know if your BT will like the bottle you have chosen. Deciding which bottle and teat to go for is a potential minefield. Arm yourself with more information about what’s available by visiting the Resources section of www.commandodad.com.


• Spare teats. When you know the bottle your BT will take to, be sure to buy spare teats. Teats that are torn or deteriorated will need to be discarded straight away.


• 2 x bottle brushes.


• Sterilising equipment of your choice. See Chapter 2: New Recruits: Surviving the First 24 Hours for more information on sterilisation equipment.


• An insulated bottle carrier, if required: for times when you are out and about, without access to a cookhouse (kitchen), and need to give your BT a warm bottle.


Bathing


• Baby bath wash and shampoo, which will be used sparingly. Buy brands that will not sting if they get in the eyes.


• Soft flannels and towels.


• A foam bath-support if required.


• A baby bath.


Sleeping


• Moses basket or cot with a new, snug-fitting mattress. Gaps around the mattress can be dangerous. Do not use second-hand mattresses as they may pose a health risk.


• A room thermometer.


• Baby monitors, if you wish to use them.


Bedding


• 3 x cot sheets that are either fitted (with elasticated corners) or can be tucked in well.


• 4 x thin, soft cotton blankets and 2 x cellular blankets. Layering blankets will make it easier to regulate your BT’s temperature.


First Aid


• Digital ear thermometer.


• Paediatric paracetamol (suitable from two months old) and paediatric ibuprofen (suitable from three months old). Check the label to ensure your BT meets the weight and age requirements. If your BT was premature, count their age from their due date.


• Baby syringe (for administering medicine).


• Cotton wool for cleaning the umbilical cord, or stump.


These will supplement the first aid kit, which will contain items such as antiseptic cream, plasters and bandages. See Chapter 8: Call the Medic: Basic First Aid and Unit Maintenance for more details.


Transport


Research all transport choices before investing. See Chapter 9: On Manoeuvres: Transporting the Troops for advice and tips.


• Car seat that meets safety standards and fits safely and securely in your car. Hand-me-down car seats from older troopers, friends or relatives are fine provided they have never been damaged (or been involved in a car accident). Do not buy a second-hand car seat, or accept one from a relative or friend, unless you can guarantee that this is the case. Also, check manufacturer’s advice on the correct fitting and the lifespan of the seat, as some recommend not using it after a certain timescale. Never entrust your troopers to an unsafe car seat. The consequences are simply too terrible to contemplate.


• Baby carrier.


• Pushchair (you won’t need this straight away).


Nursery Furniture


All furniture can be bought second-hand. If buying new furniture, order for delivery at least a month before your BT is due.


• Comfortable chair (for you to sit in to feed, play with and comfort your BT).


• Soft lighting (even if it’s just a small bedside lamp with a low-wattage bulb). The ‘big light’ used in the small hours can startle and stimulate both of you.


• Blackout blinds, or thick curtains.


• Changing table, if required. I preferred to use a mobile changing station, i.e. keeping all my nappy-changing kit mobile and changing my BT/MT on an available stable and safe surface (e.g. the floor or the middle of a bed).




Dummies


Using dummies is a matter of choice – both for you and your BT. My first-born BT rejected the dummy completely. BTs can be given a dummy to comfort them or to help them go to sleep, but try to avoid giving it to them all the time – this will not only reduce its effectiveness as a sleep aid, but also increase your BT’s reliance on it. If you do choose to use a dummy, health-care professionals advise the use of orthodontic teats, as they are designed to cause the least damage to the growth of your BTs teeth. For more information about dummies, see Resources on www.commandodad.com.
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A COMMANDO DAD TAKES HIS RESPONSIBILITIES SERIOUSLY





Make your base camp safe


• Install/check batteries on smoke alarms. The Fire Service will do this free of charge, as well as inspect your home and advise on the best place to fit them.


• Put anti-slip underlay beneath rugs.


• Install a fire extinguisher in the cookhouse.


• Tie up any dangling cords from windows and light switches.


• Put all low-lying items out of reach.


Baby-proof your base camp


Not strictly necessary before the BT comes back to base camp, but a base camp recce is recommended now. If base camp is an obstacle course, rearrange it. In the first few weeks you are going to be sleep-deprived and moving around a lot at night. Commando crawl around on your belly to see first-hand what needs to done. Buy essential items now. This list is not exhaustive, but essentials may include:


• Covers for unused plug sockets.


• Protective edges for sharp corners on furniture, such as coffee tables.


• A fireguard – this is a legal requirement if you have a working fireplace or room heater and your trooper is under eight years old.


The most effective baby-proofing in the world, however, is your close supervision.






COMMANDO DAD TOP TIP


Don’t fit stair gates too early – unless you need them to keep pets away from your BT – as they will become another obstacle in the first few weeks.
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