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Note from the author



I owe a huge thank you to the members of my mums’ panel, who once again have provided me with invaluable input by sharing their anecdotes, tips, and opinions. These are real women, with real babies, and real lives. Frankly, I doubt you’ll get better advice anywhere, wherever you look.


Thanks also to Louise Cremonesini, Health Visitor, lecturer, wife, mum, and all-round superstar, for casting her expert eye over the book.


A brief note about gender: for convenience I’ve used ‘he’ for babies; ‘she’ for Health Visitors and midwives; and ‘he’ for doctors. Outrageously sexist. My apologies.


Where I’ve mentioned an organisation, charity, or source of further information, you’ll find it listed in the Useful Contacts chapter at the back of the book.


If you’d like to read more from me, please drop in on my blog some time: www.holliesmith.co.uk/blog/





Introduction



Welcome to your first year of motherhood – possibly the most amazing and challenging 12 months of your life so far. After the drawn-out anticipation of pregnancy, your baby’s here, and you’re finally a mum. No doubt you’re exhausted – and feeling a huge mix of emotions from joy to anxiety. Other mums will have told you how wonderful motherhood is: but also that it was harder than they anticipated. In truth, you can never really know how it feels until you’re experiencing it. It’s certainly challenging. But hopefully, with this book as your companion throughout the first year, you’ll have the information you need to care for your baby, stay sane – and to actually enjoy it too!


I remember my first year of motherhood in vivid technicolour. I won’t ever forget the smells, the sights, the sensations, and the emotions that made it such an incredible experience. I’ve got to be honest. A lot of it was hard-going: that stomach-churning feeling when you hit the sack, knowing you’re going to be up in the cold, dark middle of the night three hours later, feeding the wee insomniac; the agony of hungry gums on raw nipples; the relentless, hours-on-end colicky crying; the poo that looks like korma sauce, in places you didn’t think poo could reach. And while you’re doing your utmost to fathom out the mysteries of baby care, you have to cope with your own emotional and physical changes: your body ravaged in all sorts of ways by birth; a catalogue of new emotions that’s as likely to include anxiety and depression as it is joy and wonder; the demands of a third party and new roles on your relationship; and the inner turmoil involved in considering your return to work. And yet, it’s a truly wonderful time, too.


The love and pride you and your baby’s dad feel as you watch him evolve from a mewling infant to a lively one-year-old, and the sense of achievement in getting your first year of parenthood under your belts: well, there’s nothing to beat it.


So, here’s First-time Mum, a guide to the first year for modern mothers. I hope you’ll find it’s full of useful information and packed with reassurance. You’ll notice I take a neutral stance on most things – modern mums have enough guilt and doubt to contend with, without being lectured by the very manual they’re reading. You might also notice that my advice is rarely definitive or prescriptive. There’s a good reason for that: all babies are different, and so are all mums. And if I’ve learned one thing as a writer, and as a mum myself, it’s this: while there are very few absolute rights and wrongs in parenting, there are lots of maybes, sort-ofs, and perhapses. So what I’m offering here is a combination of basic facts, ‘accepted wisdom’, official guidelines, and, perhaps most importantly, word on the street. It’s up to you to take it from there.





Part one



Starting out





1



What to buy for your baby


One of the first quandaries facing you as a new mum, no doubt, is what – amid the myriad products up for sale to new parents – do you need to buy for your baby; what can you get away with borrowing, and what should you probably just bypass altogether? Truth be told, there’s very little that you definitely need at the outset, beyond a few absolute basics. Depending on what stage you’re reading this, by now, you may have done a fair amount of acquiring already – and you may use this chapter as a checklist, or for some non-essential-but-nice ideas. Or you may be reading this in preparation, and can use these suggestions to save yourself a bad buy or two . . .


When it’s your first baby, you might just want to make sure he has absolutely everything he could possibly need (even if you’re not quite sure what his needs are, yet). And maybe you’re enjoying the shopping opportunities so much it’s hard to keep a lid on your purchasing. But still, it’s a good idea to stick with what seems really essential to get you started. I’ve included a tick list of the absolute, initial essentials at the end of the chapter (here) and go through the pros and cons of these, and everything else, just below. As time goes on, it should become clearer what you need and what you don’t, and at that point you can order it: after all, eBay is but a mouse click away. You’re bound to get at least some of what you need as presents, too (along with a fair few things you don’t). Keep your receipts!


Whatever you’ve got on your acquisitions list, remember that almost all of it can be handed down, borrowed, or bought for a song second-hand via sources such as National Childbirth Trust (NCT) sales, local noticeboards, and online. There are two exceptions to this: car seats and cot mattresses, which safety experts recommend that you buy new. Think hard about anything you do fork out the full whack for, because it’s easy to waste your money in this market. And bear in mind that, whatever the size of your home, it can seem very small once it’s cluttered with baby equipment. Don’t get more than you can actually house.


Ultimately, this is a subjective issue: one new mum’s essential is another’s total waste of money. In the end it’s down to you what you decide you need for your baby. You’ll almost certainly end up acquiring at least a couple of things you wish you hadn’t – but hopefully, too, a good few that turn out to have been worth every penny.




Mums’ panel round-up


Tips on buying for a baby


Don’t buy anything new. Your baby will only spill/puke/poo on it anyway, or grow out of it in 30 seconds. eBay is your best friend. You can buy bundles of designer baby clothes for a quid, among other bargains – Charlee C


Let your baby try out expensive non-essentials like bouncers, slings, and Bumbos ‘before’ forking out for them. Some babies just don’t want to be put in these things! – Lucy R


Freecycle, Gumtree, Netmums, and NCT sales are all brilliant places to find the essentials, cheap or even free – Molly F


I was the first of my friends to have a baby and I told everyone to get lots of muslins. Most of my friends have since said asked why. Turns out I just had a sicky baby! The moral of the story is every baby’s different. Wait and see what yours needs – Claire A


Don’t rip tags off clothes given as gifts. Shops are often really good about exchanging stuff that’s the wrong size, or simply not to your taste – Viv S


Avoid the big baby shops. You’ll walk round and see a zillion things you think you need, but actually don’t. Research and buy online, instead – Lauren B





For dressing


You will definitely need . . .


•   Plenty of clothes. Plain old sleepsuits are best at first, for day and night, because they’re comfy, and – once you’ve mastered any poppers – easy to whip on and off quickly. Buy cheap, and have plenty, as you can get through several in a day at first when they tend to get frequently soiled. Some mums prefer to see their baby ‘dressed’ in the day, in which case simple separates in soft fabrics are the best alternative.


•   Some vests. A thin extra layer is a good idea in cooler temperatures, and they can be worn on their own when it’s hot, so these are useful all year round. Also very likely to get soiled, so have plenty.


•   Cardigan. You’ll need one of these for chillier days, and probably a spare as well. Traditional hand-knitted varieties are nice: don’t buy if you’ve got an enthusiastic granny or friend who’d simply love to do the honours for you.


•   Jacket or coat. For going outside on cold days.


•   Socks. Good for keeping toes warm and a better bet than bootees as they’re more likely to stay put, especially if you buy nice long ones. (And if not, you can always invest in a pair of ‘Sock-ons’, which claim to keep even the most slippery pair in place.)


•   Hat. A warm one is necessary for going out in cold weather (do always take it off when you get back indoors so he doesn’t overheat) and a sun hat is important when the sun’s out, unless he’s well covered by a pram hood, parasol, or carefully draped muslin.




“It’s just not worth splashing out on fancy outfits of any description – you’ll almost certainly get some as gifts, anyway, and if and when you do need to buy them yourself, it’s easy to source good quality secondhand options, or seek out hand-me-downs.”


Lauren B





You may or may not need . . .


•   Bootees and pram shoes. Cute, but notoriously tricky to keep on. If you do have these, make sure they’re made of soft, flexible fabric or leather as the cartilage in babies’ feet is easily damaged.


•   Gloves. Also difficult to keep on, although some brands claim to have staying power. Don’t worry too much: cold hands probably won’t bother your baby.


•   Pram suit/snow suit. While a jacket or short coat is probably necessary for going out in cold weather, you may well find that a pram suit or snow suit – typically, a very warm but rather bulky all-in-one – isn’t. They’re a pain to put on and take off, and an extra blanket or two will do the job just as well when your baby’s in the pram.




“Snow suits turned out to be a red herring. We thought we’d need one for our winter baby, but it just swamped him, and in fact layers of clothing and blankets work fine. (It did make for some funny photos, though.)”


Clare F





You really don’t need . . .


•   Scratch mitts. In theory, these little soft cotton gloves are supposed to prevent a baby from doing himself any damage with his own fingernails, but they always, always fall off. You’re better off buying a pair of baby nail scissors or clippers (see here) and keeping his nails nice and short.



For changing



You will definitely need . . .


•   Nappies. Your baby will get through lots and lots of these from the start, so you may want to consider buying in bulk. Disposables are the most popular option: get the best you can afford and make sure you’ve got the right size for your baby’s weight to help avoid nappy rash (see here). If the environment and finances are a concern and you can face the laundry issues, look into cloth nappies: the initial outlay is more, but you’ll save in the long run – and you can get good deals secondhand. You’ll also need a bucket with a lid to store or soak the mucky ones in.


•   Cotton wool. The nicest option for cleaning sensitive newborn bots, and also needed for topping and tailing and washing eyes (see here).


•   Wipes. Significantly less bother than cotton wool for cleaning bums and definitely something you’ll want to switch to eventually, anyway. Look for kinder brands that are alcohol and fragrance-free.


•   Nappy rash or barrier cream. Sore bottoms are pretty common, so it’s worth having this on stand-by from the start. Hints on preventing and treating nappy rash can be found here.


•   At least one wipe-clean changing mat. Get one for each floor of your house. You can put them on a table to change your baby (if you do, don’t take your eyes off him for a second), or just use the floor. Neat, portable, fold-up versions are quite adequate, and these are often given away free with baby magazines or in other promotions. One to keep permanently folded up in your changing bag is also useful.


•   Big bag. You’ll certainly need a bag to put nappies (and a million and one other things) in when you’re out and about: most mums find it’s a good idea to keep one permanently packed and ready to go by the door. However, you don’t have to fork out for a bag specifically designed for the purpose (which will usually have different compartments for nappies, bottles, and so on). A roomy rucksack or tote will suffice.



You may or may not need . . .


•   Nappy sacks. Although not very environmentally friendly, nappy sacks are undeniably handy for sticking dirty nappies in if they’re leaky, or you want to try and contain the smell a bit. You can of course just use supermarket carrier bags, instead.


•   Nappy disposal unit. Some mums wouldn’t be without theirs; others feel strongly they should be filed under ‘useless’. Essentially, they simply mean fewer trips to the dustbin.




“Don’t buy a nappy bin. No matter how well you clean them or how regularly you empty them, they give off the most repulsive and distinctive smell, which, in my opinion, is worse than the dirty nappies themselves.”


Jo W





You really don’t need . . .


•   Changing unit. These tend to crop up most regularly in the list of ‘most useless investment’. Assuming you keep it in the nursery, you’ll have to trudge upstairs every time your baby does a poo, or one wee too many, downstairs.




“Can I reassure you that you do not need a nappy wipe dispenser? The wipes get jammed in the top, so they are useless.”


Rebecca F





For sleeping


You will definitely need . . .


•   Cot. Even if you don’t put your baby in a cot at the outset because you prefer to put him in something cosier (see Moses baskets and cribs, below), you’ll need one before too long. Cot beds are a good investment as they convert into something he can sleep in for a good few years. (On the other hand, if you’re planning to have another baby, who’ll also need a cot, you might decide not to bother.) A sidecar cot may be a good compromise if you’d like to sleep with your baby but you’re concerned about safety.


•   New mattress for any basket, crib or cot you’ve acquired secondhand. The Foundation for the Study of Infant Deaths (FSID) recommends that, ideally, all new babies sleep on a brand new mattress. For safety reasons, mattresses need to be a very snug fit, so if you’re buying one separately, make sure you get exactly the right size. See here for more information on safe sleeping.


•   Some bedding. You’ll need a couple of sheets for whatever your baby’s sleeping in – at least one spare is vital, as soiling is, you guessed it, pretty usual. Fitted sheets make life a little easier, but aren’t essential. For warmth, one or two blankets will be needed on top, depending on the temperature: cellular blankets, which are loosely knit and therefore ‘holey’, are widely recommended because they allow air to circulate and are lightweight yet warm. At least one other blanket, perhaps the fleecy sort, is useful for trips out, or just for spreading on the floor for your baby to lie and play on.


•   Room thermometer. Useful to help you work out whether your baby’s room is a safe temperature (see here). Don’t pay more than a few quid, if that, for a cardboard version. They’re available cheaply from FSID and in fact they’re often given away free with baby magazines, in promotion packs, or by big stores.




“You don’t need special sheets. Babies lying on their backs don’t care what their bedding looks like. A pillowcase fits a Moses basket mattress, and a single sheet cut or folded in half fits a cot. And those silly lacy frilly things that go over the side are fiddly and unnecessary.”


Abi M





You may or may not need . . .


•   Moses basket. Some parents wouldn’t be without a Moses basket; some reckon they’re unnecessary. They’re said to provide a cosier, more comforting sleeping environment for newborns, but their main advantage is that, being small and portable, you can position them right by your bedside, and also move them from room to room – which is a help in the early months when your baby’s kipping a lot in the daytime. However, they’re only useful while your baby fits in it (three to four months tops – with some big babies outgrowing them within a month or two) so they’re definitely not worth buying new. Make sure you also get a stand, to keep your baby away from drafts, and so you can easily pick him up.


•   Crib. A sturdier but less portable precursor to a full-sized cot, these give more service than a Moses basket as they’re usually good for up to six months. They often come with a rocking or gliding facility (as do some Moses baskets) and although some parents find that handy, others may well warn you about the perils of setting up a ‘sleep association’ (see here) that you wish you hadn’t!


•   Sleeping bag. Classed by many parents as an essential, a baby sleeping bag can be a real aid to sleep, as they keep a baby warm all night. They’re suitable from birth but it’s important, for safety reasons, to get the right size, as well as the right tog rating for the time of year – so you may well need to buy several as your baby grows, or the seasons change, and you may also want to have a spare in case of accidents.


•   Swaddle blanket. Some say these make for a good night’s sleep – others say there’s no point forking out when an ordinary baby blanket, snugly wrapped, will do. For more on swaddling, including some important health and safety advice, see here.


•   Baby monitor. There’s a vast choice of these electronic systems, which allow you to listen to (or even watch) your baby while he’s sleeping in a different room. Latest models include high-tech digital or video versions, and they come with all sorts of added features such as room thermometers, night lights, and ‘talk-back’ facilities. Some even play lullabies. Many first-time parents find the peace of mind these offer make them worth the money, others reckon they’re pointless – after all, if you’re following safe sleep guidelines you’ll have your baby near your own bedside for the first six months and the rest of the time (unless you live in a very big house) you’re going to hear him when he cries anyway. You can also buy movement monitors, which sound an alarm if a baby stops breathing for a pre-set time (usually 15 to 20 seconds), and some first-timers say these are hugely reassuring. However, experts tend to urge caution as there’s no evidence they definitely prevent cot death – and because they can spark stressful false alarms.


•   Travel cot. By no means a necessity, but a portable travel cot that collapses into a neat cuboid that fits easily in a boot is a boon for holidays or nights away. They also serve as a playpen a bit later on when your baby’s mobile and you need somewhere to stick him for short bursts when you’re not in the room.


•   Black-out blinds. Two opposing schools of thought on these: a) they are an undoubted aid to sleep that some parents swear by; and b) they set up a certain condition that your baby will always need to drop off. You decide!


•   Cot mobile/musical toy. May well offer distraction for your baby and could even become a reliable sleep association (see here). However, they can also end up filed under ‘rod for own back’ if you need to get up in the night to wind it up again – although, these days you can actually get ones with remote controls, so at least you won’t have to get out of bed to restart it.




“A really good buy for your baby is a disco ball. Seriously, they love watching the swirl of lights on the ceiling – gets them to sleep in no time!”


Abi M





You really don’t need . . .


•   Cot divider. Marketed as an aid to keeping your baby in the feet-to-foot position, but really not necessary if you always tuck him up at the bottom of his cot – or use a baby sleeping bag. (Some parents of twins reckon they’re handy for putting both babies down in the same cot.)


•   Frilly skirts, ‘bumpers’, and canopies for your cot, crib, or Moses basket. Unless you really like the look of them, of course.



For feeding



You will definitely need . . .


•   Bottles and teats. Essential, that is, if you’re formula feeding, or if you’re breastfeeding and plan to offer expressed milk. Some breastfeeding mums reckon it’s worth having them on standby, anyway – as well as a steriliser – just in case of problems or a change of heart. (Others reckon that’s a bad idea, in case it influences your resolve to keep feeding yourself.) There’s a bewildering array of bottle types and teats out there, so ask your mum-friends for recommendations and be prepared to try out more than one. The most important thing is making sure they fit in the steriliser you choose. For more on formula feeding, see here and here.


•   Bottle/teat brush. Really important for getting these items very clean, which you should, as milk can so easily harbour germs and babies are so vulnerable to tummy infections.


•   Steriliser. Vital if you’re going to be giving your baby a bottle at any point in the first year, when his immune system is still developing, and also useful for keeping the worst of the germs off dummies and teething toys. Most popular are electric steam or microwave models. (If storage space is an issue in your kitchen, go for the latter as you can keep it tucked away in there when not in use.) There’s also the more traditional method of dunking items in cold water and sterilising solution. For this you can buy a sterilising unit – essentially a lidded bucket – or you can just use any large, clean container with a lid. (For more on sterilising, see here.)


•   Bibs or muslins. Handy, even in the pre-weaning months. Milk feeds in the early days, particularly with bottles, can involve a lot of leaking, spillage and regurgitation, and a small plastic-backed bib will absorb the worst and save you having to change him completely after a messy meal. The muslin, tucked into the neck of his sleepsuit, gives even better coverage – and they’re also good for general mopping purposes, covering up when breastfeeding, and as a potential comforter (see here) for your baby.




“Go straight for full-sized bottles and don’t waste your money on those ‘mini’ ones for newborns. Why? They’ll be drinking 8oz before you know it.”


Celine G





You may or may not need . . .


•   Breast pump. A worthwhile acquisition if you’re keen to keep giving your baby breastmilk, but you need, for some reason, to give it to him in a bottle. Expressing can be done by hand, but with a pump it’s easier to decant it straight into a bottle or storage pouch. The two main sorts are manual and electric. The latter are pricey, and can also be hired via the NCT or other private companies. There’s more on expressing here.


You definitely don’t need . . .


•   Bottle warmer. Truly unnecessary. A jug of boiling water will do the job as well, and most parents are happy to take their chances with a quick blast in the microwave and a jolly good shake (although official advice is not to, in case it causes hot spots – see here).


For travelling


You will definitely need . . .


•   Car seat. You won’t be allowed to leave the maternity unit without your baby in one of these (and in some hospitals, that’s policy even if you’re planning to walk home). Always buy your car seat new, unless you’re acquiring it via a very good friend, as a damaged seat could compromise your baby’s safety. And make sure you’ve got the right sort and the right size for your baby: you need a rear-facing infant carrier for a newborn, although you can also buy models that will later convert to face forward and are suitable for older babies and toddlers. Your best bet is to go to a reputable purveyor of car seats like Halfords or Mothercare, where they’ll give you free advice and fit the seat for you, too. Remember not to put your baby’s seat on the front seat of your car if you have air bags fitted.


•   Pram or buggy. A pram or pushchair of some description is undoubtedly an essential and may be in use for several years to come. Some parents feel a high-end, heavy-duty ‘travel system’ is an investment worth making – and actually good value in the end, because there’s usually a car seat thrown in, and maybe a carry cot, foot muff, changing bag, and/or rain cover too. Plus, of course, you should get further use out of it if you go on to have more babies. Others reckon a good quality but basic, lightweight, collapsible ‘stroller’ is a far better bet: as you can buy models that recline and are suitable from birth (or just use a sling for the early months); in theory you could get one that will see you through the pre-school years, too. Whatever you plump for in terms of a pram or buggy, do consider practicalities like how light and sturdy it is, how well it ‘handles’, how easily it can be collapsed and put up, how much shopping you can fit into it, and whether you’ve got enough room to store it in your boot, and at home.




“Don’t spend hundreds on a big travel system: four months down the line you’ll abandon it in favour of a lightweight stroller, never to be used again.”


Emily D





You may or may not need . . .


•   Sling/carrier. Useful to have for days when you could do without the hassle of a pram – or you just want to keep your baby close to you. Walking a baby in a sling or carrier can be a good way to soothe him when he’s suffering from colic (see here), and useful if you need to get stuff done, but he’s demanding your attention. There are various designs, but shop carefully, as it’s important to get one with good head support. The main drawback is that carrying your baby in one for too long can give you backache – and it’s tricky getting him in and out without a second pair of hands.




“Get a good sling. They’re a lifesaver when you need to pop out quickly, or indeed to do anything with a baby that won’t be put down!”


Rebecca F





For washing and grooming


You may or may not need . . .


•   Baby bath. Considered by many to be a waste of money. Newborns can simply be topped and tailed, or washed in the sink (taking care to avoid the taps, obviously), and when a bit bigger, put in the big bath, either with a grown up in there too to hold him, or with the aid of some kind of bath support (see below). One positive thing to be said about a baby bath is that, if you get one with a stand, it’s good if you have a bad back. (On the other hand, you’ll still need to empty it which, if you have a bad back, you’ll need to ask someone else to do for you.) Bucket-style baby baths are available, and some parents say these are good.


•   Baby bath support. Handy if you want to put your baby in a full-size bath but you’re worried about him staying put, or need both hands to wash him. For newborns, these are typically foam wedges, and for older babies who are sitting up well, there are plastic seat-style versions.


•   Bath thermometer. Some argue these are the only way to really safely test the temperature of your baby’s bath. Others are confident that common sense and a dunk with an elbow should ensure you get it right.


•   Nail scissors or clippers. Handy, as babies will often scratch themselves with their own nails – and contrary to popular advice, it’s not really a good idea to bite them off. For more on this, see here.


•   Baby toiletries. Warm water alone will usually get a baby clean enough, but still, these do make your baby smell divine. Look carefully at the labels to make sure they’re clinically tested, and suitable for infant skin. Bear in mind too that you only use them in tiny quantities, and most products are suitable for washing both skin and hair – so a single bottle will no doubt see you good for quite a while. For more about bathing your baby, see here.


•   Baby sponge and baby towel. Not remotely essential, but it’s nice to have these as they’re especially soft. Lots of mums recommend the towels with little hoods, which provide extra warmth and cosiness after bath time.


•   Baby hairbrush and/or comb. Not essential, unless you’ve got a real mop-top on your hands – and even then, you could probably use a normal comb or a hairbrush with very soft bristles. A narrow-toothed comb of some sort can be handy for tackling cradle cap (see here).




“We were given a brilliant contraption: a plastic bath support that can be used for newborns up, which means you can easily wash them in a normal bath.”


Molly F





You really don’t need . . .


•   Top-and-tail bowl. Really no need to bother, as two clean plastic bowls will suffice (for more on top and tailing, see here).




“We had something called a baby toiletries box, and never used it. It has proved handy for keeping my sewing kit in though.”


Sarah C





For everything else


You will definitely need . . .


•   A bottle of fever-reducing medicine such as Calpol or Nurofen for Babies. To keep in the medicine cabinet for times of teething, immunisations, and fever. There’s more on baby health here.


You may or may not need . . .


•   Soft floor blanket or mat. Handy to pop your baby on for changing or play – and for protecting your carpet during ‘nappy-free time’ (see here)!


•   Bouncy chair. Generally considered to be very useful acquisition indeed, a bouncy chair – also known as a cradle chair – gives you somewhere to safely leave your baby while you get on with something. The gentle movement is soothing and the upright view of the world reassuring. Many have some kind of activity bar for added interest.


•   Vibrating rocker chairs or swing seat. Sometimes described by parents of colicky babies (see here) as a godsend. The potential drawback is that, for a while at least, it might become the only thing your baby will ever settle to sleep in. It’s recommended you never leave your baby unattended in a rocker or bouncy chair on a high surface, as the movements can nudge them forward. Experts also warn against leaving a baby in them for too long, to help avoid flat-head syndrome (see here).


•   Baby gym. These bright arches with dangling toys can keep a baby amused for a while – however, they’re not much cop once they’re rolling, unless very carefully monitored, as they could easily roll out from under it, and into trouble. Rather space-consuming – although the fabric, fold-up variety can at least be easily stored away.


•   Comforter. Some people still think they’re the devil’s work, but lots of parents find that dummies are a helpful aid to soothing a baby – and they’re really not harmful if used responsibly. Little comfort blankets can also become very popular with some babies – you could buy or ask for one of the commercial versions, or you could just give your baby a little square of cellular blanket or a piece of muslin, and that will offer the same service, for nothing. (There’s more on dummies and other comfort objects here.)


•   Baby thermometer. Well worth having for peace of mind, so you can easily assess your baby’s temperature when he has a fever (see here) – in fact, many parents would consider them an essential. There are several varieties available and prices vary quite a bit, but the safest, most accurate, and easiest to use is probably a digital thermometer that can be popped under your baby’s armpit. There’s also a variety that can be put in your baby’s ear.




“I’d highly recommend a bouncy chair. Mine allowed me to wash up or have a shower while my little boy was happily strapped in, but could still see me and hear me talking. It doesn’t need to be flashy, as long as it offers a different view of the world.”


Lara S





And not for now, but for later


You will definitely need . . .


•   Highchair. You’ll need one once your baby starts on solid food, and is strong enough to support himself comfortably while sitting up. Best to look for something neat that will fit in your dining room, both aesthetically and physically, and that will pull right up to the table, so your baby can join you for meals. A portable highchair that folds up and can be fixed either to a table or a chair can be handy when you’re out visiting. (There’s more on weaning and weaning equipment here.) Some mums reckon a ‘Bumbo’ chair is useful during weaning but this moulded foam seat, suitable from four months, seems to be loved by some babies and hated by others, so is definitely a ‘try-before-you-buy’ product.


•   Plastic weaning equipment. Advisable, because it’s always possible your baby will knock his plate or bowl to the floor and, where spoons are concerned, they’re more comfortable in the mouth than metal.


•   Plenty of good-sized bibs. Find ones that cover as much clothing as possible, as you won’t believe how much mess your baby gets in while getting to grips with proper food (or just stick with those handy old muslins, as an alternative).




“I ended up regretting the pricey plastic highchair we bought for our first baby, because it turned out to be a huge, ugly, eyesore that tripped me up every time I walked past it. I wish instead we’d gone for the same neat little real beech, Scandinavian design that our friends had, and which – usefully – converted into something a toddler could also use. You live and learn.”


Lauren B





You may or may not need . . .


•   Playpen. Useful once your baby’s on the move, and you need somewhere to put him for short bursts when you can’t be in the room (and would rather not lug him around with you), but only if you’ve got the space. A collapsible travel cot (see above) doubles up effectively as one.


•   Baby walker. Essentially a seat and tray in a wheeled frame, which allows a baby to trundle around under his own steam. Suitable from four to six months, or once your baby’s got a strong back, and good head control. Safety campaigners warn against them because they can cause accidents if they tip, or allow a baby to grab at potentially dangerous objects. Over-use also could also hinder development – he’s better off having the freedom to practise rolling, crawling and cruising. However, lots of parents – and babies – think they’re great. If you do have one, check it complies with current safety standards as these all have an anti-tipping mechanism. Always supervise your baby when using one, keep stints in it limited to 15 minutes at a time, and get shot of it once he’s showing signs of walking. (You can also get static activity stations, an alternative that’s probably less fun, but undoubtedly safer.)


•   Door bouncer. Like baby walkers, these can keep a baby independently entertained for a while once he’s got good head control, but they also come with developmental and safety disclaimers: they need to be very firmly fixed to a very solid doorframe, and it’s best to limit use to short (and supervised) bursts. You can also get bouncers that have their own frame and sit on the floor, such as the ‘Jumperoo’. They cost a lot of money, though, and not all babies enjoy being in them.


•   Back carrier. Generally only suitable for babies from six months who have good head control. They’re hard work on your back and, as your baby’s likely to be pretty hefty by then, probably only good for your other half to take charge of.


•   Non-slip baby bath mat. Once your baby’s old enough to sit up and splash around in the bath, it’s a good idea to pop him on one of these to stop him slipping. Some are heat sensitive and change colour if the bath water’s too hot, which is handy.


•   Toys. Something you may not need to bother buying for your baby at all, as you’re very likely to come by them as gifts and hand-me-downs. You certainly don’t need to get them new, as they’re so readily available at NCT and boot sales, and on eBay. Smaller toys can be dunked in sterilising solution and larger ones wiped down with some antibacterial cleaner, if you’re worried about hygiene.


•   ‘Baby-proofing’ aids. There’s a vast range of these, including window and cupboard locks, stair-gates, and socket covers, and if you bought it all, you could end up spending a fortune. You’ll have to decide for yourself what you want to invest in – but you probably don’t have to worry about most of these things until your baby’s determinedly moving around, because that’s when the (potential) trouble starts! There’s more about home safety here.




“Baby toys are the biggest rip-off ever. My son’s favourite toy was a wooden spoon with a knotted ribbon on it. And if you gave him a few pots and pans, and a plastic tub of rice, he’d be happy for ages!”


Kathryn E





 




Absolute essentials: what you need to start


•   A cot and/or a Moses basket, or crib (with new mattresses if acquired secondhand)


•   A sheet and two blankets, or a sleeping bag


•   Eight to 12 sleepsuits; or sets of comfy, simple separates


•   Eight to 12 vests


•   One or two soft cardigans


•   Several pairs of socks


•   Coat, hat and gloves


•   A car seat


•   A pram and/or a sling


•   Nappies, wipes, and nappy rash cream


•   Cotton wool


•   Changing mat


•   Bottles, teats, bottle brush, and steriliser, if you plan to bottle feed


•   Some bibs or muslins


•   Room thermometer
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The early weeks


So you’ve had your baby. Congratulations! Now you’ve got the exciting but extraordinary early weeks of motherhood ahead of you. Your best bet for this period is to take one day at a time – maybe even one moment at a time.


However the birth panned out, it’s going to take a while to recover from it, and to get your head round your new status: mum. As for that small human you’ve incubated for so long: you may have wonderful feelings, mixed feelings, or no feelings at all about him, that’s totally normal. Then, of course, there are the physical consequences of birth to deal with, which for many women is akin to recovering from a car crash. It’s a lot to get to grips with all at once. But don’t worry. You will.


 




“The first few weeks are etched in my memory forever. I was hit with a rush of love more powerful than I had ever felt, but I was terrified of her. Scared to go from hospital and having to cope at home. Scared of being alone with her. Scared I was doing everything wrong.”


Verity N






When can we go home?



Unless you’re among the tiny proportion of first-time mums who deliver at home, you and your partner will begin life as parents in hospital, or at a birth centre, which means you’ve got the advantage of having professionals on hand to help you make sense of those early hours. These days, if your delivery was normal and you and your baby are both doing OK, you should be discharged pretty swiftly, usually within 12 to 24 hours. Depending on when you gave birth, this may entail an overnight stay, and if so, you’ll have to kiss your birth partner goodbye for a while and face a night alone, exhausted (and quite possibly sleepless, since post-natal wards and new babies are notoriously noisy), and no doubt awe-struck – a little freaked out, even – by the presence of your recently dispatched offspring in his clear plastic cot beside you.


 




“My god, I didn’t get a wink of sleep that night, in spite of the fact I was knackered. My baby cried all night, it seemed to me, and I didn’t have a clue how to stop it. I was so glad when morning came and her dad walked back into the ward.”


Jess T





Before you’re discharged, a doctor or midwife will examine your baby for any obvious problems with his eyes, heart, lungs, spine, hips, mouth, and genitals. Now’s the time to pipe up if you have any concerns. They’ll probably ask if he’s had a poo, to make sure his bottom is in working order. (Don’t panic, by the way, if your baby’s first few waste deposits look more like black treacle than poo: this is meconium, and it’s the perfectly normal gunk that’s built up in his intestines while in the womb.)


You may also be asked by medical staff if they can give your baby an injection of vitamin K. That’s because babies are born with low levels of the stuff, making them vulnerable to a very rare, but serious, condition called vitamin K deficiency bleeding, or VKBD. However, if you have a particularly speedy discharge from hospital, the vitamin K injection, and the examination, too, can be carried out once you’ve got home by a visiting midwife or GP.


There’ll be a few routine medical checks for you as well before you can leave. Your midwife will want to know that you’ve had a wee, that your blood pressure, pulse, and temperature are OK, and that you’re fairly steady on your feet. She’ll also feel your tummy, to make sure your uterus has begun the process of contracting back to its normal size.


You may have one foot out of the door as soon as you’re allowed, but if you’d rather stick around at hospital for a while instead of going home, try not to feel panicky. You’ll have one or more community midwives looking out for you – it’s usual for one to call the very next day, and then again on several occasions afterwards (see here) – and in the meantime, you can always get her on the phone (make sure you’ve got a telephone number for the community midwives’ office before leaving hospital), or even contact the maternity ward if it’s out of hours and you need some fast advice.


A longer stay than you’d like


If there were complications during the birth, and either you, your baby, or both of you need extra care, or just a little further monitoring, you’ll have to hang around in hospital a while longer – or be transferred there, if you had a home or birth centre delivery. You may also be asked to stay awhile if you’re trying to breastfeed but it’s just not taking off for some reason (see here).


After a C-section, you’ll typically need a three- to four-day stay in the post-natal ward, although if you really want to leave before then and you seem to be recovering well, you may get the nod to leave after 24 hours.


 




“I lost a lot of blood and so spent six days in hospital after my C-section. But I was happy to be there as I had help when I needed it – particularly when I passed out. They wanted to monitor my son, too, as he was small and had low blood sugar levels, so I felt we were in safe hands. Mind you, it was good to get home.”


Amanda G





Try to look on the bright side if you do need to stay in hospital for longer than you’d like. You may well long to be at home, where the food’s edible, and the floors don’t squeak. But on the other hand, you’ve got medical help to hand and you don’t have to do anything else but lie there and take things easy while your body recovers from the shock a bit.


 




“I had to stay in hospital for a few days, and it was awful. I got no sleep due to other babies screaming, staff walking in and out constantly, and lights left on. I was so glad to be home, although I remember thinking, ‘OMG, there are no staff to help, I can barely walk, and I have twins to care for!’ The first thing I did was to take a photo of them and post it on Facebook with the caption: ‘What do we do now?!’”


Dani B





If he was born too early, or is unwell, your baby may be admitted to the nearest available neonatal care ward. It’s sure to be distressing to see your new baby looking vulnerable and tiny in an incubator, or relying on special equipment to help him breathe or feed, and miserable to be spending any of your post-natal days in a the clinical surroundings of a hospital ward. An excellent source of support at times like this is Bliss, the special-care baby charity. Details (along with all the other sources of further information and help that are mentioned throughout) are in the back of the book.


 




“My son was taken to the special-care baby unit because he’d contracted an infection during the birth, so the first few days he was in the care of the neonatal nurses, rather than mine. It was desperately upsetting, knowing my baby was in there, and that I couldn’t do what other new mums were doing for theirs.”


Marianne O





First feeds


Feeding your baby is one of the first things you’ll have to do for him, and arguably the most important. He needs food to grow, thrive, and survive, which is why feeding can be such an emotive issue for new mums – and one that can cause unnecessary stress and worry.


All your baby needs for the first six months or so is milk – either direct from you or made up from infant formula – and once you’ve got feeding sussed (whichever method you choose), you’ll find it comes easily. Until then, it’s a matter of following this particular learning curve as best you can.


There’s lots more detail about feeding in Chapter 3, but here’s what you need to know to get you started . . .


Getting going with breastfeeding


If, as the majority of new mums do, you’ve decided to have a bash at breastfeeding, you’ll no doubt be encouraged to offer up your boobs at the earliest opportunity. You almost certainly know already about the benefits of breastfeeding so I won’t bang on about them here, but suffice to say that breastmilk is good stuff, because it’s rich in antibodies which can help keep bugs at bay; it’s always the right composition and temperature; and it’s thought it can help protect against the onset of allergies, which is why breastfeeding is particularly recommended for babies with a mum or dad who suffers from an allergy or atopic condition such as eczema.


It’s really important to understand that, at this stage, your milk is not the full-flowing, mature stuff, which ‘comes in’ a few days after birth (see here), but the much less abundant, high-protein, antibody-rich, creamy early milk, known as colostrum. It may seem that your baby is only taking tiny amounts of this ‘gold-top’ but that’s fine, as it’s so highly concentrated. It’s not unusual at first for brand new babies to be disinterested when presented with a nipple, or just too sleepy to feed. All you can do if that’s the case is to keep on offering.




TIP


If you’re worried about milk flow, it’s worth trying with your kit off: this is known as skin-to-skin contact, and it’s believed to aid bonding as well as boost your flow. However, please don’t fret if you can’t feel maternal love flowing through you right now. For a lot of mums, this doesn’t come until later.





 




“On the second night home, I rang the labour ward in tears and told them that I didn’t have enough milk. I thought it must be because I had the world’s smallest boobs. They told me I had plenty, it just hadn’t come in yet. So I persevered, and on day five, my milk came in. It was brilliant!”
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