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A LOVE LETTER TO BLACK MOTHERS






Dear Mother,





Let me be the first to tell you that you are beautiful, blessed, and loved. Motherhood is a cherished gift, and you deserve to be honored, protected, cared for, consoled, and uplifted by society. I want to help you rejoice in motherhood, heal after childbirth, and bond with your new baby.


In African culture, motherhood is the epitome of sacredness and power. Therefore, you are sacred, and you are powerful. I see you, and I am familiar with the journey of motherhood that you will travel for the rest of your life. You made a sacrifice to bring your baby into the world as a gift, and you deserve all the love and support that comes with being a mother. You deserve to receive the help you need to raise your baby and regain your strength after childbirth. I know and believe the African proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” is true. I know all too well, having raised seven children, that motherhood is a village effort. This support held me up when I least expected it but needed it most, so please accept the help from your village for you and your baby’s sake.


If you were my daughter, I would be there to help you and the father of your child during your birth; I would be so excited and proud of you. And I would remind you of our rich tradition of birthing without fear and believing in our bodies to do everything perfectly. And I would say the prayer of thanksgiving to bless you while you held and nursed your baby for the first time.


While in the bed, I would hand-feed you my special postpartum coconut curry chicken soup that I made to warm your insides, give you energy, and begin your postpartum recovery to wellness. I would practice African American postpartum care to keep you happy, prevent postpartum depression, and help you produce abundant breastmilk. I would apply the African American belly wrap to hold your uterus in place while it shrinks to its pre-pregnancy size and back down into your pelvis.


I would wait on you hand and foot because I love you so much. I would care for you so you can love, smell, kiss, nurse, and marvel at your new baby. I would be there to answer any of your baby care questions, let you rest while I bathe and change the baby, and I would teach you how to safely co-sleep, like I did with you and your siblings, for infant health, easy nursing, and optimal rest.


After you complete the forty-two-day lying-in period, we would honor you and this milestone with a beautiful naming ceremony. This ceremony is an ancient African ritual, similar to a Christian Baptism or Islamic Aqiqah, where we introduce the baby to the larger community, hold a dinner for family and neighbors to show gratitude to the Creator for a healthy mother and baby, and ask for the attendees’ blessings for the newborn. Extended family and close friends would come to meet the baby and bring gifts for them as well as money for you. We would dress you up like a queen in new clothes, smoked with hints of rose, frankincense, and myrrh. You would feel happy and content. Because I mothered you for forty-two days and fed you nutrient-rich postpartum soups, gave you regular massages, sat you in herbal postpartum baths, allowed you to sleep well, and loved and served you consistently, you would be a bright, shining, rested, happy, strong, and glowing new mother, ready to receive your guests. And still, you would be served during the naming ceremony; all you would need to do is sit, eat, and show off your baby—and even then, someone else could do that for you if you chose.


But since I can’t be there with you, I humbly offer you this book. Its purpose is to show you the ancestral ways of loving, healing, and caring for yourself and blessing you and your baby during your postpartum period. It grows out of the wisdom and creativity of our people. I am so blessed to be able to play a role in helping you get what you deserve: time to rest, heal, and enjoy your baby.


Congratulations, dear one, and God bless you, your baby, and your entire family.




I love you,


Mama Shafia










The elders say that what you go through in life can mold you for the better. I say to you, own your greatness as a mother. I will share with you the mantra I wrote for myself years ago to remember that my life, with all its emotions and challenges, is amazing: “I am divinely guided, I am truly blessed, and I am living my success right now.” I invite you to say this mantra throughout the day. Remember that you are divinely guided in all things. It all works out. You are blessed.
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Foreword


Peace and well wishes to all.


It is with great honor that I introduce Mothering the Mother, a vital resource that explores the sacred traditions, recipes, and holistic healing practices that have carried and long supported African American mothers during the postpartum period.


I am a birth and end-of-life doula, and none of this would have been possible without the profound teachings of Mother Shafia Monroe, whose teachings are invaluable and whose heart is light. My journey to this moment has been deeply influenced by all the strong women who raised me.


As the tenth born and first daughter in my family, I carry the legacy of those who came before me with purpose. This maternal lineage is not just a familial connection; it is a scientific bond rooted in the very fabric of our being—the mitochondrial DNA shared among women, linking us to our ancestors and grounding us in the richness of our magical heritage.


In Mothering the Mother, Mother Shafia presents a comprehensive exploration of postpartum traditions that emphasize the importance of nurturing mothers during their most vulnerable times. The practices outlined within are steeped in cultural significance, serving to strengthen not only physical recovery but also emotional and spiritual well-being. From traditional recipes to rituals that promote healing, this book highlights sisterhood and the need for comprehensive care that honors both the mother and the newborn.


It offers gentleness.


As you engage with this text, you will discover methods that have sustained families and communities for generations.


Our tribe-based traditions are important and relevant; they continue to resonate. Mother Shafia’s insights offer a framework for understanding the complexities of postpartum care in the African American community, reminding us that to support a mother is to support the entire family unit. This book is a crucial exploration of the intersection of culture, health, and maternal care. Mother Shafia invites us to reflect on the practices that have nourished and empowered all women throughout time. This book is special. Thank you, Mother Shafia.


I am so honored to be among what I call the Welcoming Committee. Welcome to motherhood, welcome to Mothering the Mother.


Peace peace,


Erykah Badu
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Introduction


HOW I BECAME “QUEEN MOTHER” OF A MIDWIFE MOVEMENT


Even though both my parents are African Americans, I love to tell people that I am bicultural because my mother was a second-generation Bostonian Catholic. My father was a rural, foot-washing Alabamian Baptist. I lived in a dual world, and I benefited from both cultures. This duality, as well as the proud claiming of my African heritage, was the foundation from which I was anointed as a healer, environmentalist, and midwife.


With Daddy being from the South, he wanted to eat grits every morning, and Mama, a Northern Catholic, wanted fish on Friday and was fine eating oatmeal, Cream of Wheat, or cold cereal for breakfast. My father taught my siblings and me the proper call-and-response to show respect to our parents and elders. When he called out to one of us, our expected response was either, “Yes, sir” or “Yes, sir, I will be right there.” Meanwhile, my mother supported me in going outside the lines of what was expected of a Black woman. She instilled in me the importance of asking questions, always reading the fine print before signing any document, and, of course, the value of helping people and giving back to our community.


Reflecting back, I can see that my dad had particular conservative traditions that reflect family values and daily structure while at the other end of the spectrum, my mother was a liberal who believed in bodily autonomy and equal rights for women. I see now how this all ties into African American postpartum traditions, which have a lot of structure and respect for family roles while also celebrating and supporting Black women’s bodies, autonomy, and wellness.


I learned the African tradition of eating hot meals from my dad, while I first learned how to care for newborns by watching my mother. After bathing my baby niece, who was about eight weeks old, my mother would place her on a thick, dry towel on our dining room table and massage her entire body with warmed oil. I remember my mother stretching my niece’s arms and legs while oiling her skin, rubbing her hands in a circle around her little head, down her forehead, and around to the back of her head for at least five minutes. When I asked my mother what she was doing, she told me that you must shape the head to make it round. At the end of the massage, my mother would hold my niece upside down by her legs. She told me you must stretch the baby out so they will be strong-legged with good posture. During the entire ritual, my niece never cried. Decades later, when I made a visit to a village in Senegal, West Africa, I saw a mother massaging and stretching her baby in a similar way.


I had simple traditions growing up. Before I walked out the front door for school each morning, I had to read out loud, to my mother, a note that she had taped to the door. She titled it “Don’t forget the three magic words,” and it read, “Please, thank you, and I am sorry.” At the end of the list, it said, “I love you.” I went to school with that message five days a week—please, thank you, I am sorry, and I love you. These words have been instrumental in my successfully navigating the world.


It was important to my father that my siblings and I spent time with our grandmother and learned the rural Southern culture, so every summer, he drove us from Boston to Alabama. While there, my father showed me how to respect the land by making fires in certain places and putting them out properly, how to make a bow and arrow, how to cut and smoke the pine tree branches to keep the mosquitoes away, and how to breathe in the pine smoke for healthy lungs. He had my cousin teach me how to saddle and ride horses, and even how to ride bareback. He taught me not to be afraid to ride through the woods, how to avoid water moccasins when swimming in the creek, how to shoot a shotgun, how to bring the cows in at night, and how to fish. He even taught me about waiting until the full moon to plant crops and cut your hair.


I learned about African American healing recipes and postpartum traditions because my parents and extended family recognized the healer in me, and they taught me that healing was part of my legacy as an African American. As a child, I could feel uneasiness in people and animals, and I gravitated toward those who I felt needed my help. I remember the shy new girl who arrived in my first-grade class with a heavy smell that came from her parents putting Sulfur8 in her hair to make it grow. The other students teased and ostracized her because they said she smelled funny. I knew this was cruel and wrong, so I played with her during recess, walked with her after school, and let her know that I would be her friend. My propensity to help others was the catalyst that led me to midwifery at age sixteen and catching babies solo by age twenty-four. I wanted to help families experience positive and loving births.


The time period I was born in also had a hand in shaping the person I ended up becoming. I was born during the Civil Rights Movement, the rise of the Black Panther Party, and the popularization of the Nation of Islam—the period known as the Black Power Movement. This taught me about the injustices afflicted upon Black people, including the Tuskegee experiment, Black maternal and infant mortality, and the illegal hysterectomies that were performed to sterilize Black women.


The Civil Rights and Black Power Movements affirmed what my parents had taught me: I am important, I matter, I am beautiful, my opinion counts, I should be proud of my African heritage, and I am a leader. It revived a consciousness in many Black people to turn to our culture for solutions, education, spirituality, and health. During this time, I became interested in Black Southern healing traditions. I wanted to reclaim what was taken from us because of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. The enslavement of African people destroyed our languages, family structure, religions, healthy traditional diets, birth and postpartum traditions, and parenting practices. I was called to learn Black postpartum traditions to empower my community and find solutions to the historical trauma of Black infant and maternal mortality rates, and in 1973, I began looking for information on traditional African and African American birth culture, creating a paradigm shift in public health and, more importantly, in the Black community.


As I studied Black birth and postpartum traditions, I learned that African mothers have a sophisticated method of massaging and stretching the baby’s body, molding their head, and shaping their face and buttocks for proper alignment and development. This immediately brought me back to my mother massaging my newborn niece. Baby massages and head shaping were common among Black Americans because it was passed down from our enslaved African ancestors, who taught this ritual as an act of love and infant development. My grandmother, and all the women and men of my Southern family, had similar traditions to those of the twentieth-century Black midwifery practices: She was clean, spiritual, religious, disciplined, dependable, and respected, and she was the go-to person for guidance on how to build a healthy family. Black midwives of the twentieth century held a status comparable to that of a preacher, and some say her status superseded the preacher’s, with stories of a pastor giving up his seat to the midwife when she arrived at a dinner table. This is a testimony to her status within her community. After all, the midwife most likely delivered that very preacher. The community respected her as their link and upholder of ancient birthing practices, with preconception and postnatal rituals taught to her from previous generations of African midwives, herbalists, and healers.


My paternal grandmother was born May 15, 1891, in Pollard, Alabama. As I learned more about African healing, I observed that my grandmother practiced a lot of the same traditions, knowing or unknowingly. She lived by the cosmos and nature. She used water as medicine, particularly for drinking, cleaning, and bathing. She was meticulous, grooming me in her traditional way that focused on hygiene, spirituality, diet, relationships, and work—like how women lived in Africa. Her day began at early dawn, and she was often well into her schedule by sunrise, including having dinner cooking on the stove. She taught me to cook early before the sun hits the highest point in the sky because she said it was too hot to be in the kitchen then. She said dinner should be ready to eat before the sun sets, that it was better for your health and helped you avoid digestion problems. Though she worked hard, she always stopped at noon, or the hottest time of day, to rest. She would sit on the porch with water and relax for one to two hours. As she got older, she would lay in her bed and take a nap.


Like my grandmother and many of our African female ancestors, Black women carried themselves through the matriarchal linkage. They were businesswomen, healers, midwives, and landowners. They made and controlled their own wealth. They bought land and passed inheritances through their line. My grandmother birthed at home, buried an infant, and practiced all of the traditional African American postpartum traditions and rituals, like not sitting on cold steps or chairs, eating greens and protein soups, drinking sassafras tea, using turpentine and spider webs for healing, sewing menstrual pads, and using a belly wrap during her postpartum time.


I could see that all these traditions had not been lost in her time, and they are now more important than ever to help Black mothers have the most healing postpartum period possible and to help their families know how to care for them and the new baby.


Today, over 1,200 women die every year due to pregnancy or childbirth-related causes, and approximately 60,000 women face severe, life-threatening complications.1 Thousands more suffer postpartum conditions that negatively impact their quality of life, such as chronic backaches, headaches, fatigue, perineal or pelvic pain, mastitis, cracked nipples, hemorrhoids, prolapsed uterus, hemorrhage, depression, infection, uterine inversion, constipation, painful healing of an episiotomy, pain or infection from a cesarean section, bladder infection, urinary incontinence, postpartum-induced hypertension (PIH), and iron-deficient anemia. Without treatment, these conditions can worsen and affect the long-term health of a new mother. Postpartum illness disproportionately affects Black mothers, who are three times more likely to die from childbirth-related causes than their non-Hispanic, white counterparts and more than twice as likely to experience severe postpartum health conditions. This health inequity exists irrespective of socioeconomic status and education level, pointing to more profound, systemic issues.2


Since my early days of learning to ride horses and reciting the magic words (please, thank you, and I am sorry), I have birthed seven of my own babies, caught hundreds more as a midwife, trained over five thousand doulas, spent thousands of hours counseling new parents, and devoted myself to researching the postpartum traditions that were lost—the ones that Black women and the Black community so desperately need to effectively take charge of our health within a medical system that disregards the importance of family and tradition in postpartum healing. We need to give Black mothers the legacy of beauty, confidence, health, and faith in our bodies and our ability to fully recover from birth.


Mothering the Mother is built on the rich history of our African American postpartum traditions. It revives best practices, community responsibility, and African American foodways for proper healing and is a direct link to our African ancestry. It connects African American mothers to our culture, reduces isolation, and teaches what foods to eat, how to be grateful, how to have faith in God for our ability to mother and heal at the same time, and how to use rest as a form of worship. Above all, it teaches that having our baby next to us and on us is a natural form of healing.


Reclaiming our postpartum traditions is critical in an environment that devalues Black motherhood and, historically, gave Black enslaved women less than twenty-four hours post-birth to return to the field or the “big house.” When the African American midwife was eradicated from her community in the 1920s, it created a legacy of birth injustices, as our healing practices, mothering traditions, and beautification rituals were lost.


Honoring the sacredness of motherhood is the core of this book for two reasons: (1) To affirm that the love and respect of the mother is the foundation of African/Black culture, for a healthy self and society; and (2) to acknowledge the historical trauma that Black mothers have endured on US soil, which began with our babies being sold from us while they were nursing at our breasts and continues with the racial profiling of our children today. The subconscious hypervigilance to protect our children can keep us in a fight-flight-or-freeze state. This negatively impacts the postpartum experience because chronic stress impairs hormonal balance and weakens the immune system. Implementing African American postpartum traditions, foods, and healing can help regulate hormones, reduce stress, and create a state of whole-body well-being.


In Part 1, I introduce the Granny Midwife and the rich history and traditions she kept alive through Sankofa, the West African concept that tells us to look to the past to inform the future. In Part 2, I share details about several traditions for postpartum healing, such as resting, staying hydrated, applying heat to the body, and using herbs for holistic rejuvenation. And in Part 3, I give you healthy traditional recipes and rituals you can use and adapt with your family to aid in easeful postpartum healing. This is Sankofa in real time, and it is my hope that it will help you feel loved, honored, and blessed throughout your postpartum recuperation.





THE PRAYER OF THE


MISSISSIPPI


Black Midwives


Our forebearers spent their lives praying for a good life for our future generations. The Mississippi Black midwives were known to pray, “Our heavenly father, the author and finisher of our lives, we give thee thanks for health and strength and all the joys of life. We pray that thou would bless the mothers and fathers everywhere.” We stand on the shoulders of those who came before us. Honoring our past and practicing ancestral traditions is one way to honor their work on our behalf and benefit from their lessons learned.
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PART ONE

Thanking Our Ancestors: The Roots of African American Postpartum Care
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CHAPTER 1


Reviving the Lost Traditions of the African American Granny Midwife




Transitioning to motherhood is natural and beautiful. We honor the Granny Midwives who came before us and offered wisdom and support. We thank the Granny Midwives who taught us how to relax, not be afraid, and ask for help so we can enjoy our babies and our new position as mothers.


You deserve to know and be proud of our postpartum legacy of love, healing, and ritual-based medicine that was taught to us by the Granny Midwife, which was passed on to her by our African ancestors so you can be well, happy, and confident mothering your newborn.





Before I became a midwife, I was determined to become an obstetrician until, one day, my uncle Mel asked me, “What about becoming a midwife?” I had never heard that word before, so I told him I would go to the library and look it up. The librarian gave me a bunch of books. Sitting at a big table, I came across the phrase “Granny Midwife” and its definition: a well-respected elder Black woman in the rural South who believed God called her to provide childbirth services based on ancestral practices. I was moved when I read about how Granny Midwives never turned anyone away and how the community looked up to them. It all resonated with my soul, and I was hooked. I could feel a spiritual bridge open, connecting me, my past, and my future with midwifery and spiritual healing. I knew I had to become a midwife and practice like the Granny Midwives did to honor them and bring healing to my community.


However, after completing my midwifery training, I quickly discovered that very few in my field spoke of Granny Midwives or Black birthing and postpartum traditions. I don’t think they knew this information existed. I was committed to learning more about our cultural ways of taking care of a mother and her newborn after birth, so in my early years of practice, I traveled often to attend postpartum workshops, hoping to learn rituals and practices that felt relevant and familiar to me and the mothers in my community. I’d sit in rooms full of white women, with minimal women of color, and listen to in-depth descriptions of postpartum philosophies and practices from other cultures. In the early years, Mexican postpartum traditions were very prominent in the midwifery community, with teachings on soups, rebozo rituals to close the bones, and body wrapping. Then Chinese medicine, with acupuncture, placental medicine, and Mother Roasting, seemed to take center stage. Over the years, I learned about the Japanese Ansei tradition of staying with the mother after birth, the Swedish postpartum visiting nurse, and the East Indian postpartum massage. At the end of each workshop, I would go home to my predominantly Black community to care for Black mothers and their newborns, with the longing to offer them postpartum traditions that were culturally relevant to them and spiritually connected to our ancestors.


It was as if we did not have a postpartum culture when history shows that we did—and still do. In fact, up until the 1950s, African American postpartum traditions were the dominant type of care in the Southern United States for both Black and white mothers. If you were pregnant or postpartum in the Southern United States in the twentieth century, you and your baby were most likely cared for by a Black midwife, who leaned on traditions and rituals stemming from the diverse cultures of the African continent.


Granny Midwives, as they were known, were well-respected elder women who provided compassionate care to help women birth their babies with dignity. After birth, they supported the new mother deeper than a modern-day postpartum doula would, by providing ancient practices to honor motherhood, compassionately care for babies, and keep mother and baby clean, nourished, and well-fed with baths, massages, and appropriate herbs to help them heal physically and mentally from the effects of birth. The Granny Midwife was a fusion of African healing, spirituality, practical instinct, and intuition.


Her midwifery practices were standard until the early twentieth century, when they were abandoned and replaced by Western medical standards due to an explicit campaign to delegitimize and stigmatize Black Granny Midwives. The seed of doubt was purposefully planted by those in the emerging white medical system, who passed judgment on Black postpartum traditions. This campaign to vilify the Granny Midwife was led by public health and medical professionals who told Black women that their customs had no scientific value, accused them of practicing superstition, or cajoled them by saying, “Why do you want to practice those old granny backward ways? You’re too smart for that.” Over time, with the subtle and overt pressure to conform to the white medicalization of birth and their definition of postpartum care, we began doubting our ancestral ways, eventually losing touch with much of the knowledge of our postpartum traditions and rituals and assimilating to the dominant culture of postpartum care.


Although I rarely heard mention of them at midwifery workshops, I’ve spent the last twenty years studying the life of the Granny Midwife and Black postpartum traditions through books, travel, documentaries, hundreds of personal interviews and oral histories, and a wealth of experience from practicing African American postpartum care on Black mothers and seeing how they recovered. Mothers who I have helped testify to how much better and stronger they feel because of African American postpartum practices.


I like to share the history of the Black Granny Midwife with every mother in my care. I share this with you now because it is part of your legacy too. The Granny Midwife’s wisdom, faith, warmth, practices, prayers, and ceremonies—her connection to our history—are sacred to you, your baby, your community, and your beautiful transformation into motherhood. Different life circumstances can impact how motherhood unfolds for each of us each time we become a mother, yet there is no wrong way. What is universal in our postpartum traditions is that you deserve to be honored, loved, and helped, and it is the responsibility of the family and community to care for you.




Walking in the Footsteps of the Granny Midwife


I was once asked to be a midwife for a woman who was having her fifth baby and first home birth. On the day she gave birth, she called me once she was in active labor, and I arrived in enough time to put the collard green coconut curry chicken soup on the stove. In addition to curry powder, I added garlic, cayenne, and a salt mix for an extra postpartum benefit. In a stainless-steel pot, I simmered ginger root, comfrey, nettle leaves, and a few leaves of green sage. She had chosen to give birth in a squatting position on a quilt on the floor. Once the baby was born, she sat back in a reclining position with pillows supporting her back and began to nurse her newborn with the placenta still attached inside her uterus. As soon as she was comfortably positioned, her doula began feeding her spoonfuls of the warmed soup. She said, “Oh my God, this is delicious.”


While we were waiting for the placenta to expel and as she fed the mother, my assistant midwife applied warm cloths soaked in my hot comfrey brew to the mother’s vulva to provide relief, kick-start the circulation of oxygenated blood, and create immediate healing. We use comfrey, a proven postpartum herb, to heal bruised and scratched skin from birth.


The mother told me days later that she had felt so strong. She said she could literally feel strength entering her body after eating each spoonful of the soup. On my next postpartum visit, she said, “This is my fifth baby, and I never felt so good so soon after having a baby.”


I gave her the traditional forty-two days of African American postpartum care. Every day, I spent three to five hours with her and her family so she could be nourished, massaged, beautified, and given time to sleep. I kept reminding her to stay in bed to prevent excess bleeding, exhaustion, and long-term body aches, and I did the chores and tasks that would allow her to stay there. I made sure she had soup, tea, water, seasonal fruit, fat, and proteins daily. I would draw her a postpartum bath, change her bedding, give her a clean gown to put on, and massage her after every bath. I would also hold the baby if he was fussy after breastfeeding so she could get at least one full hour of sleep.


Walking in the footsteps of the Granny Midwife, I remember how hard they worked to ensure the new mother returned to wellness mentally, spiritually, and physically, and that the baby was kept clean, warm, loved, and in low light for full eye development. As a modern-day Granny Midwife, my goal is to make sure the mothers in my care reach a state of complete wellness.


“Keep resting,” I tell my mamas, “because that is what our culture says to do.”





THE ORIGINS OF THE GRANNY MIDWIFE1



Starting in 1619, millions of kidnapped Africans survived the Transatlantic Slave Trade and were introduced to horrendous conditions of enslavement in the United States. Over time, the women began working to aid the sick and dying and serve birthing and postpartum women under dire conditions. They used traditional African healing practices and, when the resources they were familiar with weren’t available, they were creative and inventive, using the herbs and foods they could find. This is the emergence of the African American Granny Midwife.


The African American definition of midwife originates in African languages. It is expansive in its meaning, going beyond the Eurocentric definition of “with wife” or, as often translated, “with woman.” The underlying foundation of the word “midwife” in Black American culture included community healers because in African culture, the collective, not just the individual, is spiritually healed with these practices. Because Granny Midwives cared for mothers and babies as well as the sick and the dying, and more generally as a nurse to the community, she had an integrated approach to the way she provided postpartum care. These traditions of comprehensive care are supported by literature that speaks to how the postpartum period impacts everyone—mother, baby, father, children, and the entire family.


Having roots in African healing, the postpartum period was multidimensional. This intense time of postpartum traditions and rituals by the Granny Midwife signified to the community that the new mother was still at the doorway of life and death, and it was critical that she be prayed for and prayed over during the forty-two-day laying-in period. Our traditions took note of the spiritual and physical to allow the mother to come safely and fully back from the birth experience. Her care also included the newborn’s emotional and spiritual safety, as well as that of the entire family.


The assault on Black motherhood has been an unfair burden, and Granny Midwives knew that our postpartum traditions and rituals could override some of the adverse outcomes. She reassured us, even in the fear of losing our children, that God was on our side and that our babies were covered in protection. She reminded us to keep our faith, to believe in good, to breathe, relax, rest, and to love and be loved. She taught us to smell our babies for emotional support, nurse our babies as much as possible, perform the naming ceremonies with prayer, and raise our children as God-conscious people as our ancestors did. We’ll dive deep into the postpartum practices and techniques of Black postpartum care in Part 2, but for now, I want to share some of the key aspects of Granny Midwifery, including “Motherwit,” “waiting on,” the Community Mothering Model, and herbs and nourishing meals to help guide and orient your own postpartum care.


Motherwit


Being in an unfamiliar environment, the first few generations of Granny Midwives relied on what’s known as “Motherwit” to navigate healing on North American shores.2 Motherwit emerged from spiritual practices, as well as divine gifts or guidance, to know what was needed to heal the body, mind, and spirit using traditional medicine and foods. Granny Midwives used their ingenuity to identify and use the appropriate Native American and European herbs, along with the minimal African herbs they could access, such as black-eyed-pea leaves, castor oil, watermelon seeds, and okra leaves, to heal and soothe the body and spirit. They were so successful that many white Southerners trusted, and even preferred, Africans’ medicine of herbs, massage, and heat over their white physicians’ medical treatments, which consisted of bloodletting, leeching, amputations, and purging. White pregnant women would often call on Granny Midwives to help them during their births because they trusted their traditional African birthing practices.


Granny Midwives believed that to be successful in the work, you had to be divinely guided and maintain the ancient birthing practices and postnatal rituals, which had been passed down by the previous generations.3 Many claimed to have been called to do this work in a dream or by God. They often came from a lineage of midwives, and they were known to say, “Midwifery runs in my family. My grandmother was a midwife, as was my mother.” Granny Midwives were usually older women with life experience; had been married, divorced, or widowed; and had birthed, buried, and raised their own babies as well as others’. Some even claimed to have learned their healing practices directly from Africa.4 Others said circumstances led them to midwifery; they saw the need, and there was no one else to do it.


They said, “Motherwit is the inner knowing; it is the belief that you can know how to do something by listening to your inner voice, using prayer, hearing the answer, observing, and acting on faith.” Many of my midwife friends have told me they did things based on faith that they had never done, and it worked. Some called it the spiritual voice, and some explained it as God informing them of what to do. Regardless, Motherwit ensured that postpartum care was heavy on emotional support, spiritual rituals, intimacy, intuition, expectation, and community obligations. It was genuine holistic care. Motherwit meant knowing how to create an individualized care plan based on the birth and the mother’s emotional needs. Whether the mother had a precipitous birth, a physically challenging birth, multiple births, an exceptionally long birth, a stillbirth, or was ill during pregnancy, the Granny Midwife would intuitively know what was needed to help this mama heal. This may have meant more herbal baths, other types of salves, additional foods and herbal formulas to facilitate healing, or more prayers, songs, touch, and talking.


The Granny Midwives would say that you’ve got to have common sense to be a midwife, and they would say it’s not always what you see or hear, but what you feel—the deep knowing in your soul or spirit. For this reason, some people refer to Motherwit as the third eye. It is looking at a seemingly healthy mother yet feeling that things are not going to go well, or the opposite, like when people or the medical community offer dismal or poor outcomes, but mama feels in her gut that she or her baby will be fine. There have been times when I felt labor would begin on a particular day, and it did. The Granny Midwife also had an intuitive knowing during pregnancy about how a mother would recuperate during her postpartum period.


I think of Motherwit as an internal compass that we need to listen to and develop. Some years ago, I accepted the invitation to be the midwife for a pregnant woman having her fourth baby. All her previous births had been problem-free. I visited regularly, keeping to the standard prenatal schedule. Every visit, my Motherwit would go on high alert. Her vital signs were good, but I still felt uneasiness with her. Though she was excited about her pregnancy, she had some personal stress related to her job and cared for an ill family member, which required her to travel regularly. I remember sitting with her one day for a prenatal check, and as she was talking to me, a feeling came over me that she was not healthy, even though her and her baby’s hearts were fine. I sent her to the hospital for bloodwork, and there, they discovered that she had developed an infection. She took the medicine needed to cure the illness and recovered well. I am grateful that my Motherwit kicked in, and that I listened to my inner voice that kept saying something was wrong.


We see the dismissal of our Motherwit in the preventable causes of Black maternal mortality, where a mother will go to the hospital because she feels something is not right, and her medical team will send her home saying there is nothing wrong with her, labeling her symptoms as “stress.” The medical system uses that as an excuse to deny Black women adequate care when we know that underlying conditions often surface after birth, whether it’s an infected cesarean section incision, a piece of the placenta left in the womb, elevated blood pressure, or blood clots. The mother often knows something is wrong. She may not be able to name what it is, but she knows it exists because of Motherwit. Unfortunately, the Westernized medical system calls that superstition and ignores what the mother says, denying her the necessary testing to confirm her concerns.




Black Women, Own Your Motherwit


You know if something is wrong with you or your baby; don’t let anyone dismiss you. Insist that your healthcare provider runs more tests until your concerns are put to rest or get a second opinion. My Motherwit has served me well. When my baby daughter, my third birth, was maybe five months old, I noticed that she was not acting normally. I brought her to the hospital, and they did not find anything, but I knew something was wrong. I went back at least two more times, and they eventually discovered that she had pneumonia. I thank God for Motherwit.





Waiting On: “It’s an Act of Love”


In an era when women were averaging sixteen to twenty-one births under the most inhumane conditions of enslavement, Jim Crow segregation, and lynching, the Granny Midwife was a beacon of light for postpartum families. No matter the number of pregnancies, the Granny Midwife and family “waited on” the mother each time, and she reminded everyone of this important tradition. Her presence represented culture, familiarity, love, and trust. Families knew that “she was going to be there for [them].”5 She cared for new mothers with affection and attention to help ease the burden of worry, gave mothering advice, and engaged and honored the father. She validated Black mothering styles and practiced traditional beautification rituals to affirm the mother’s beauty and soothe her emotions. “Waiting on” is a literal action, an act of love that’s meant to serve the postpartum mother.


Ms. Gladys Milton, a Floridian midwife of the twentieth century, is a wonderful example of “waiting on” practices for postpartum mothers. Delivering well over two thousand babies—some say perhaps as many as three thousand—Ms. Milton provided postpartum services in the homes of her clients and sought aid for them through church and civic groups. She knew when the families she “waited on” needed resources, and she would bring them gifts to help them, honoring the family’s dignity.6


Similarly, in her autobiography, midwife Onnie Lee Logan tells the story of the time a husband brought his wife to her home, seeking help. The wife had given birth, was bleeding, and had a deep vaginal tear. Ms. Lee told the husband to leave his wife with her for some days. She put the new mother to bed and immediately began waiting on her, first by washing her, then by applying postpartum herbs to her tear and wrapping her legs together to facilitate vaginal healing. She repeated this treatment daily, and when her husband came back to fetch her, the vaginal tear was well on its way to being healed.7


“Waiting on” is part of the sacred work of Black midwives, and as a result, everyone wanted to be waited on by the Granny Midwife because she provided loving, personalized, and spiritual care. This is the foundation of holistic postpartum wellness.




You Are Blessed


Postpartum is about surrendering to the natural order of the divine. Though babies are blessings in our culture and postpartum is normal, it is different for everyone. Postpartum can be simple and easy for some women and painful for others. The birth may not have gone according to your plan. Regardless, the Granny Midwife is there to remind you, as a new mother, that you are a blessed spiritual being, and your baby will bring you unimaginable blessings. The Granny Midwife is blessed to wait on you.






More Than a Baby Catcher: A Community Mothering Model


As a pillar in my community, I am called to do more than catch babies. I am asked to speak to teen girls who are interested in midwifery, talk with new mothers about their infants’ first foods or how to increase breastmilk, be a listening ear and inspire others to be their best selves, honor the father and respect the grandmothers, and interact with the families’ children. This is another part of the tradition that I uphold and carry on. Granny Midwives lived in the communities they served, and when people saw the Granny Midwife walking in the community, they would stop her on the street to greet her and get advice on a variety of problems. She was more than a baby catcher; she was a psychologist, dietician, loan officer, sex therapist, prayer warrior, marriage counselor, friend, and sometimes a relative to the families she served. She was an advisor on matters of the heart and social discourse and the go-to person for information on reproductive health, infertility, baby spacing, miscarriage, birth and postpartum care, relations, parenting advice, and community support.


As one account shares, “Granny was a midwife, nurse, problem solver, lawgiver, and feud solver, and she told you how it was going to go.”8 She was always on the job, always available to her community to help heal and maintain spiritual balance with advice, prayers, laying on of hands (healing touch), tonics, salves, suggestions for reproductive health, and midwifery services. She was a pillar in her community, and her advice was respected, even if it was not always followed. Her authoritative position meant she carried a heavy responsibility, which gave her a lot of respect from community members.


Her high status was tied to her spiritual call to midwifery and her ability to patiently work under harsh conditions without monetary compensation in most cases.9 The Granny Midwife status was earned, and it came with the prestige from the African culture of respecting the elders, healers, and doers. The people trusted the Granny Midwife, they valued her input, and they were proud of what she represented for their community. The community knew she was a conduit of African birth practices and that she tried to do what God would have her do, not what she wanted to do. She was an example of how to act in a God-conscious way, a reminder and a director for creating a healthy family unit. The Granny Midwives were meticulous in keeping their homes clean and practiced the African way of personal hygiene, spirituality, diet, relationships, and work. They knew that part of healing was based on how your body felt and asserted that feeling clean lifted the spirits.


Like in many matriarchal African societies, the Granny Midwife followed the example of being a businesswoman. Despite the unfair treatment they often received at the hands of the white medical community, many of these women managed to earn incomes, control their money, buy land, and pass inheritances through their matriarchal lineage. It was common for Granny Midwives to turn their homes into a refuge, a safe space for prenatal and postpartum care and new mothers in need.10 In this way, among others, they were part of a long tradition of community mothering, in which new mothers knew they could rely on seasoned mothers to mentor them.




Embrace Community Mothering


You need and deserve comprehensive care that offers equal attention to each phase of the postpartum period. Motherhood and mothering are sacred positions, and our experiences and stories count. We flourish as mothers by using the Community Mother Model and relying on seasoned mothers to mentor us. As new mothers, we thrive on being validated that we are doing a good job, being fed, and being adorned by beautification rituals. Community Mothering helps us build confidence, which is essential for our mental, physical, and spiritual postpartum recovery.





Herbs and Nourishing Meals


During the twentieth century, everyone grew up harvesting and using herbs as medicine. Mint tea was customary to help with after-meal digestion, chamomile was used for stomach pains, rosemary helped your hair get thick, and mullein tea soothed coughs and congestion. It was expected that the Granny Midwives would be most knowledgeable about using herbs to improve women’s reproductive health, heal after childbirth, and promote infant well-being. They grew up being given herbs for healing and later learned to use them in their work by watching the herbalists in their community and being taught by the elderly midwives they worked under. Common herbs for postpartum were dandelion root, borage, mints, lemon balm, nutmeg, and cinnamon.


A midwife was expected to have a garden with flowers, herbs, vegetables, and some chickens. Midwives kept gardens because it was the tradition, and they knew food was medicine. They wanted to help families as needed and were known to bring greens, veggies, and eggs to needy families. They would also welcome people into their gardens to grab fresh veggies. Some midwives would cook meals on Sunday and bring them to church to share with others.


Midwives would give mothers borage tea and rice porridge to help increase breastmilk supply, make the milk richer, and induce sleep. It was common for a postpartum home to smell warm as families were instructed to boil fruit, such as lemons and oranges, for the mother to drink. This was intended to help her sweat out excess water from the body and aid in her recovery from childbirth. To honor Granny Midwives, I grow many traditional herbs in my yard, like peppermint and mint because I’ve found that a warm cup of mint and lemon balm tea can do wonders to help a postpartum mama feel relaxed and sleepy when she’s restless.


What couldn’t be sourced from the midwives’ gardens could usually be sourced from the nearby woods. They often used fresh herbs but would also keep the essential herbs ready by drying them or making them into tonics. When I do my doula training, I keep fresh and dried herbs on the premises for demonstration purposes, and it is always powerful when a trainee gets a headache, digestion issues, or even period cramps and I get to use herbs in real time to demonstrate how they relieve symptoms, often within hours. In one training session, a participant developed intense flu symptoms, so I mixed some beautiful red hibiscus leaves with slippery elm, ginger, and mint, and made a strong herbal infusion by letting it steep for thirty minutes. I warned her that it was strong and may taste bitter, even with honey, and I suggested that she drink it slowly over the next two hours. Later in the class, she was excited to share that she felt better. This turned into a live demonstration on what herbs to use and how to process them for medicinal usage, and it reiterated why the Granny Midwives kept an herb garden, as do I.


Here are some herbs that Granny Midwives used for overall postpartum wellness:




	
Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) is a preventive, restorative adaptogen that aids the body in restoring its energy reserves. Grannies often instructed new mamas to drink a cup to get their body and energy back after birth. I mix one teaspoon dandelion leaf with one teaspoon peppermint and add honey. Dandelion is a common weed that grows in most yards. Along with making tea from the leaves, you can eat them by cooking them with your collards or turnip greens for a great source of iron.


	
Nettle (Urtica dioica) is a great postpartum drink because of its high source of digestible iron and good quantity of calcium and vitamin A. These are essential vitamins and minerals for postpartum recuperation.


	
Lavender (Lavandula) is suitable for aiding relaxation and helping with sleep. Mix a little lavender and coconut oils for a good postpartum foot massage.


	
Catnip (Nepeta cataria) is good for easing postpartum cramping, nonspecific headaches, and infant colic. You can drink it warm with honey and a little lemon. When a postpartum mama feels restless, I like to give her a warm cup of mint mixed with catnip to help her relax and sleep.


	
Sassafras Bark (Sassafras albidum) helps ease postpartum cramps. Use a small amount for a short period of time to avoid adverse effects.


	
Citrus fruits, particularly lemons, oranges, and limes, became common as well. Midwives boiled them with honey and made a postpartum drink to build the new mom’s immune system and prevent colds. It was common to enter a postpartum home and smell warm, tart citrus.





Note: Before you take any herbs, be sure to check with your healthcare provider to make sure you have no contraindications.


The Granny Midwife also knew that food was medicine, and nutritious meals would help new mothers heal well after birth. In the postpartum period, a new mother’s family was provided certain meals that often included what is referred to today as “bone broth,” made by slowly cooking greens with meat and its bones. Gumbo made with seafood and wild rice was a nourishing option, and watermelon juice, chicken liver, and beet leaves were also given after birth to build strength. On the other hand, there were certain foods that were taboo during the postpartum period. For example, many postpartum mothers were not allowed to eat pork or cabbage after birth, believing these foods inhibited proper digestion.11


Nutritious meals were so important to the health of postpartum families that every visitor was expected to bring enough food for the entire family when they visited the postpartum home. Beyond postpartum care, food was collectively understood to be a tasty method for healing, and Granny Midwives often invited folks to come by her home and get chicken eggs and greens from her garden to stay nourished.


As Michael Twitty writes in The Cooking Gene, “Black folks just knew that greens upheld life.” Tender greens cooked down into a rich soup with some type of bone and meat added was a typical dish that recalls an ancestral African diet. Plenty of green, leafy vegetables and meat made for a hearty soup of protein and vitamins. Root vegetables, like turnips, beets, carrots, sweet potatoes, and sometimes a bowl of rice, would be added to provide extra sustenance and make sure mama felt full and content. Chicken soup was another popular meal. Chickens were easy to keep, so most people in the South kept them for their eggs and meat. A postpartum pot of chicken soup with a lot of yard vegetables, like onions, celery, tomatoes, and black-eyed peas, was both delicious and nutritious. Soft scrambled eggs in butter and gently seasoned with salt and pepper was an easy meal to provide that was good for mama.


The foods the new mama ate was offered to all in the household to eat, as postpartum food was family food, and most family members of age knew how to prepare the food for the new mother to keep her well fed after birth.




Return to Traditional African American Diet


It’s important to return to the traditional African American diet because it will help you heal. I have witnessed plenty of mothers return to wellness by eating in this way. Know that food is medicine. You are what you eat. Eat the foods in their natural state the way the Creator intended. Make whole organic foods your first choice.


Herbal medicine is a universal healing method. It’s simply wellness through plant life. Three-fourths of the world’s population rely on herbal medicine, aka folk medicine, and prefer it over conventional medicine. Respect plant life as beautiful and healing because every plant has a different purpose. It is easier than you realize to incorporate these healing plants into your diet, as you likely already consume herbs regularly, whether you sprinkle dried parsley and chives on a meal, boil bay and basil leaves with your black-eyed-pea soup, or drink lavender tea to keep calm.





Spices are also a key part of our healing tool kit. The Granny Midwives believed that the internal system should never be sluggish because a sluggish inside creates health problems. They believed in generating heat by consuming hot foods with peppers, spicing with nutmeg, and drinking ginger tea, and using cinnamon and plenty of other spices in their recipes. These foods have a deep tradition in African American healing.


Some communities did not add heat and spice to their postpartum meals, but my family was notorious for adding small hot peppers to most of our dishes. Most of my grandmother’s soups included hot peppers, white vinegar, and salt. My grandmother kept a bottle of white vinegar on the dining table with five hot peppers soaking inside, and after a few days, the vinegar would be so spicy, and we would pass it around to pour over our greens and to add flavor. Vinegar also aids in the body’s ability to absorb calcium, which positively contributes to the healing of the uterus and pelvis.12


THE ERASURE OF THE GRANNY MIDWIFE


The practice of African American Granny Midwifery was eventually annihilated by laws and practices that discounted her contributions to her community and public health. As early as the 1910s, American public health professionals began to stigmatize Black midwives in a high-level campaign that the medical system labeled the “Midwife Problem.”


The Granny Midwives often complained about how the white doctors would not come to help them when a Black mother had a problem with her birth, so to create discord and save their reputation, the public health system told pregnant families who had been using midwives since their arrival in America to no longer trust them. This woman, who had been a pillar of the community and respected by all, including the pastor, was now part of a smear campaign. The medical system told the community not to trust the Granny Midwife because she was old, dirty, ignorant, and dangerous. They did everything they could to discredit the Granny Midwife and pressure Black families into distancing themselves from her by saying things like, “She is uneducated. You are modern, and she is old-fashioned, and our way, the white way, is better.”


This campaign was later legalized when the US Congress passed the National Maternity and Infancy Protection Act in November 1921, also called the Sheppard-Towner Act. This further reduced the practice of Granny Midwives by severely restricting their work and their ability to receive permits, allowing the public health department to force them into retirement. There are so many sad stories of dedicated and seasoned midwives arriving at their mandatory annual public health meeting to receive a cake and words of thanks for their work from outsiders. The community did not retire these midwives; outsiders did, and when a midwife went into retirement or a Granny Midwife was denied a new permit to continue practicing, they replaced her with white nurse midwives, thus ending the knowledge of African American postpartum care, beliefs, traditions, and rituals. All the while, influential physicians kept the assault going with claims that maternal and infant deaths persisted due to the lack of midwifery regulation and unskilled midwives. However, this was later proven untrue.13 Most doctors were not interested in working with Black midwives or assisting Black birthing and postpartum mothers. Sadly, studies as recent as 2022 show the same attitude.


By the 1930s, most Southern states had ended the right for Granny Midwives to renew their permits, which were required for them to legally practice as midwives. Without a permit, the midwives would be arrested if they continued to serve their pregnant families with home birth and postpartum care.


Black physicians also had to buy into the white medical model and distance themselves from Granny Midwives, who may have been their church members. But because Black doctors were educated and licensed by the dominant culture, they had no options. They needed to be in good standing with the white medical establishment to be successful as physicians. In 1941, the Historically Black College and University (HBCU) Tuskegee School of Nurse-Midwifery was founded. Its purpose was to train younger African American women who were literate and had assimilated into Western medicine.14 At Tuskegee, students learned to rebuff the ways of the Granny Midwives and their traditional practices.15 The Tuskegee School of Nurse-Midwifery only lasted for five years, from 1941–1946.


The systemic distancing and attack of the Granny Midwife and the discounting of her years of service gradually pushed Black pregnant women to white male medical care, which knew nothing of Black birthing traditions, postpartum care rituals, or African-centered newborn care. It took fifty years of brutal propaganda to dissolve our traditions in a community that was cohesive, tight-knit, and knew what was expected to achieve wellness for a new mother, baby, and the community after birth.16 The African American community experienced emotional and social trauma in the eradication of the Granny Midwife.


This was a dark time in US history, increasing the legacy of injustices that continue today for Black women.17 Today, African American women have disproportionately higher rates of postpartum morbidity and mortality, even as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) states that 60 percent of these deaths are preventable. Acknowledging and returning to the Granny Midwife’s postpartum traditions and rituals is one way to reclaim our culture, safeguard our postpartum health, master our recuperation, and uplift ourselves as beautiful Black mothers. When we lost our Granny Midwife, we lost her healing, warmth, familiarity, love, and holistic nourishment in our postpartum period.




We Will Remember


As a new mother, remember the love of our Granny Midwives and honor their legacy by practicing the African American postpartum tradition of deeply resting after birth for forty-two days, eating soups, staying warm, and not fearing motherhood because we know that motherhood and babies are sacred gifts from the Creator.





AN UNBROKEN LINK TO CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE


Like James Brown once said, “Say it loud: I am Black, and I am proud.” I am a proud Black woman, and I am the proud bearer of our traditions. As a descendant of African-born midwives, the Granny Midwife was the link in maintaining the remnants of African cultural knowledge of postpartum care, newborn care, and motherhood. She upheld the Black family’s links to their ancestral birth traditions and postpartum rituals, the divinity of motherhood, the honor and love of fatherhood, and the spirituality that taught communal support. She was respected for her knowledge and healing skills, her ability to bring peace to any situation, and her wisdom in solving problems. She was a protector of the postpartum mother, ensuring that the mother could rest, nurse her baby, and fully recover from her birth; and she helped women who wanted to practice the African midwifery ways as their mothers and grandmothers did. She kept the postpartum traditions alive and was an avid defender and keeper of the culture that had been brought from Africa to America.18


The Granny Midwife acted with love, guidance, skill, spirituality, and family-strengthening techniques. She honored the beauty of the Black woman, reminding us that Black skin, in its various shades, is normal and beautiful and teaching us how to care for it as new mothers with African beautification ceremonies. She also celebrated and supported healthy male/female relationships.19


I have always had a longing in my heart to know the truth about Black culture. Once I became a midwife, my postpartum education allowed me to feel pride in knowing that my culture cared deeply and completely for the new mother and her newborn, using ancient ways with a proven track record of honoring new mothers and bringing their bodies, minds, and spirits back to equilibrium. I say equilibrium because I learned that the Granny Midwives taught that, after birth, women’s bodies are open and susceptible to illness. The lying-in period allows the mother’s body to return to balance through various ancestral traditions, like those I’ve touched on in this chapter.


For years, I served families after birth and taught budding midwives and doulas what I learned. They were grateful to have access to the ways of the Granny Midwives and learn their words of encouragement, herbal formulas, soups, teas, and taboos that would protect the mother from getting ill. Mainly, I retrieved the loving way of our ancestors, who holistically cared for the new mother and honored her with prayer and positive affirmations. Their template was one of multidimensional care, which helped women heal and transform into motherhood by way of nurturance, nourishment, intimacy, and warmth.


What I found in the Granny Midwives was a needed philosophy, the foundation of Black postpartum care, and the knowledge that the Black community needs to know for empowerment, pride, connection, confidence, and health. This was the way of the Granny Midwife, whose Motherwit, community care, and natural healing knowledge celebrated and honored Black motherhood and Black babies. These ways are no longer hidden; they are here, waiting for us to reclaim them.


We reclaim our rights to health with gratitude to the Granny Midwives, who understood that motherhood is a positive physical and spiritual experience. We reclaim our African American roots, which tell us that motherhood is a blessing. And though motherhood comes with many challenges, we know how to resolve them and find relief. We reclaim our joy in being mothers! Believe in your cultural ways and learn how to practice the traditions and rituals in this book for full postpartum recuperation and a peaceful mind. The African American postpartum culture has been retrieved as our birthright. Claim your postpartum traditions and regain your strength in all areas, including your faith and confidence in yourself to be a good mother.


19 
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