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Praise for The Many Faces of Home Birth
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“In each of these beautiful birth stories there is a common thread of courage, strength, and trust in the magnificence of the work that is childbirth. We are not broken, we are strong, we are powerful, and we can move mountains when we get to birth on our terms.”

—Tracy Donegan, midwife and founder of GentleBirth

“Reading this so-needed collection of very real but inspiring and deeply positive home birth stories was like reading about the births I have attended over the decades in my midwifery practice. I could picture each one as if I was there. There was love, laughter, tears, and such joy and gratitude—and my heart smiled. What a wonderful way to spread awareness, dispel myths, and alleviate common fears about home birth with well-trained and experienced midwives! There are stories for just about everyone: first timers; experienced moms opting for a better experience than previous ones in hospital; moms who had prior cesarean births; single, same sex, young, and older moms; moms with a variety of complications or variations of normal; moms with hard births; moms with easy gentle births; and a variety of dads. But there are common threads that can reassure, encourage, and even excite home birth families; words like calm, peaceful, beautiful, magical, ecstatic, empowering, transformative, exhilarating; as well as phrases like ‘It was the most spectacular moment of my life’ and ‘I would do it again without hesitation.’ Women felt incredibly safe, confident in the process, and supported like goddesses. They found their inner warrior strength and capabilities, and loved their experiences despite the challenges. What a powerful resource for those who are considering or planning home birth!”

—Anne Margolis, certified nurse midwife, founder of HomeSweetHomebirth.com

“For those who never tire of reading a good birth story, this book is for you. It also is for women who are considering a home birth and want to hear about what to expect and how the experience has the potential to transform their lives.”

—Cheryl K. Smith, managing editor of Midwifery Today

“The Many Faces of Home Birth is in a class all its own. Families who choose home birth do so for a myriad of reasons. This book tells the tales while being honest, candid, and sometimes hilarious. Labor is always different, no two people are alike, and birth communities vary from place to place. This book will help bring understanding to anyone looking to find out just how different home birth families can be, from maverick to medical. I give this book two thumbs up!”

—Jessica Thompson, president and cofounder of SaferBirthinBama.org

“A wonderful compilation of home birth stories from the United States and Europe. The stories discuss why women choose home birth, their struggles to find a midwife, and even their fears. It is a realistic collection of stories that will inspire you to see home birth as normal.”

—W. Yvonne Silbernagel, certified nurse midwife
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This book is dedicated to nature and all it has to teach us.
Also, to my parents, my husband, and our children; your support is everything.


Introduction
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My dream of assembling and publishing a collection of positive home birth stories began six years ago, when my husband and I decided to have a home birth with our first child and my parents’ first grandchild. I’m not sure which produced more fear: our impending birth, or telling my mom about our choice to have a home birth. Interestingly, many of the women I interviewed for this book recounted a similar moment of fear when deciding to tell their mothers about choosing home birth. Not surprisingly, most mothers responded with admiration for their daughters, and the choice of having a home birth opened a dialogue about birth that hadn’t existed before. That is truly the beauty of this project. Although the main goal of this collection is to showcase the many women around the world choosing home birth and to provide positive home birth stories for those embarking or considering to embark on a home birth, it has also grown into a grassroots movement that engages women in honest and open discussions about home birth and its transformative power.

This book will not present statistics or other scientific measures regarding the benefits of birthing at home. There are several books, studies, and articles that can provide that important information. This book will provide you with what is lacking in the home birth community: a collection of positive home birth stories to inspire, encourage, and support you and your choice to have a home birth regardless of location, race, socioeconomic status, religion, or marital status. My greatest hope is that you read each home birth story, laugh, cry, feel inspired, keep it on your nightstand to re-read until you welcome your new baby into your home, and then promptly share the book with the first pregnant lady you see walking down the street!

I mentioned that my husband and I decided to have our first baby at home. I was twenty-five years old at the time. It was my first year as a high school English teacher, and we were in the middle of remodeling our little home. In addition to our busy life, our daughter came four weeks early. She was delivered without complications or fear. After telling my mom about our choice to have a home birth, my fear of the actual birth disappeared. We were secure in our choice, had complete confidence in our experienced midwives, and felt in control of the birth. My only wish is that I could have read positive home birth stories that were contemporary and reflective of a wide range of women and situations. As an avid reader and lover of literature, I know the power of a good story. Many read to educate themselves, to vicariously explore foreign ideas, and to be inspired. Even after my own three beautiful home births, and reading hundreds of home birth stories, I continue to be inspired and moved when a mom recounts her journey through labor and birth. Each story is unique, yet strong themes run through them all: a deep understanding that their bodies were made to birth their babies, that experienced and educated midwives bring peace with their mere presence, and that home birth is transformative.

All my best,
Shantel


Why?

A Poem

By Jenny McKinney Philpott, photographer,

HypnoBirthing practitioner, and yoga teacher

I can’t understand,

If it is so full of pain,

I can’t understand,

What there is to gain?

Why do you want,

To do it again?

How do you know,

If it will be the same?

I don’t, I sigh.

But I can try.

Why do I love to carry and birth?

This is why.

It is what I do,

What I am for.

I have no sport, that I adore.

But this, this pushes me,

To the absolute end.

Between here and there,

I completely transcend.

How does it start? You ask.

I really don’t know.

Is it me?

Is it baby?

Who decides to go?

Do we need to direct?

Do we need to know?

Do we need to be impatient,

When things go slow?

Erratic. Stopping. Starting.

Overdue. Don’t get me wrong,

It’s hard, it’s tiring,

And it can be long.

But this isn’t an equation.

Due date?

This is Mother Nature;

She’s allowed to be late.

And when she arrives,

She is like a storm.

Tropical,

Strong, and warm.

And then a blizzard that leaves me,

Silenced with pain.

But still,

I can breathe through the rain.

Because this is what I am for.

I don’t play on a team.

I’m better alone.

I need the space to listen to the tone,

Of silence.

I’m in my ruck,

On the ground.

But there’s no one on top,

I don’t make a sound.

Breathe.

I see the beach. The waves.

The universe. The stars.

How long am I there? I don’t know.

Minutes. Hours.

And then, it’s time.

This is it.

I have trained nine long months for this event.

Every sickly morning, every book I’ve read,

Every kick in my belly,

To remind me of the gift I’ve been sent.

There’s a pause,

Relief.

Move, move, move! As I know this pause,

Will be all too brief.

I step into the ring,

But it has no ropes, no bell, no round.

This ring is full of water,

In which I will make my sound.

I change. I morph,

Back to a mammal.

Cataclysmic energy,

I start to channel.

Breathe.

Like every female,

That has gone before.

In this moment, we are together bound.

Then I begin to roar.

Because I am the lion,

The king of the pack.

I am a goddess,

Just sit back.

This is my time,

To reach the Earth’s core.

As the energy builds,

More and more.

Leave me, watch me,

Bring life to this earth

This is how,

I was made to birth

And there she is,

A beautiful girl.

I come back to Earth,

After this whirl.

This is my sport. I train. I go head-to-head.

She is my trophy, my first-place golden cup.

I never gave up. I pushed on.

And like a winning athlete, I lift her up.

I step from the ring,

Battered, bloody, but not beat.

I’ve taken on the universe,

And won. Now, men, that’s to be admired.

And every birth is a win.

So for all of my sisters who have brought new life,

Whether you are young, old,

Girlfriend, or wife

I salute you!


Chapter 1

First Time Mamas Choose Home Birth
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Lucia’s Birth
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“We are all different, and every birth is unique regardless of location. It’s so important to feel like you have a team of women who’ve gone before you, cheering you on!”

—Amanda, Lucia and Sierra’s mama San Jose, California

Our story begins on Saturday, April 11th. I was forty-one weeks and one day pregnant and feeling more and more like each day could be the day my body decided to get to work. That morning, Brian and I decided to get out of town for the day, secretly thinking that if we distanced ourselves from home a bit, Lucia might take note and get on the move. We headed out to Pescadero, an adorable coastal town with a great country store for lunch, lots of little shops, and the ocean breeze. The drive was calming, and allowed Brian and me some time to relish in what would be some of our final moments alone. The weather in Pescadero, as with the entire Pacific coastline, can be unpredictable and, more often than not, cold and fogged in. That day was perfection! The weather was in the mid-60s and sunny with clear blue skies. We enjoyed lunch, walked around to all the shops, and enjoyed a few moments at the beach with the ocean air in our faces and waves crashing—it was the perfect afternoon.

It was on our drive home that I began feeling some very subtle cramps. I’d had similar cramps on a few separate occasions in the weeks prior; they had lasted a few hours and then tapered off. As the cramps became more consistent, I made a note of the dashboard time and began to notice a pattern of about twenty minutes apart, lasting only ten to fifteen seconds. I was almost positive these would taper off as the others had. Sure enough, by 10:00 p.m. they had passed. We went to bed as usual.

Sunday morning rolled around and Brian and I enjoyed some kitty snuggles while having our weekly phone check-in with his parents. We made a plan to get out of the house again for the afternoon; we decided to go bowling and then to brunch. It was over my bowl of cereal that I started to feel the same kind of cramps I’d felt the day before, but these were inconsistent in both length and duration.

I remembered our doula saying many times, “Don’t pay attention to your labor until you have too.”

So, that’s what I did.

I told Brian I was having cramps again but that we should proceed with our plans. Off we went to the bowling alley! At about 10:00 a.m. and halfway through our second game, I began to track the contractions. Yes, I had officially transitioned from calling them cramps to contractions. I was on board with the idea that this could be the start of early labor. I grabbed my phone, downloaded the first contraction tracker app I found, and continued playing. By the end of our third game, a pattern had emerged: four to five minutes apart and lasting about thirty to forty seconds. This was certainly early labor, but manageable, as I was still playing and talking during contractions. We finished up our fourth game, talked about what we wanted to do, and decided it was going to be a long day/night: best to fuel up with a good meal and enjoy brunch!

By the end of our meal, it was just after 1:00 p.m. and the contractions had intensified a little, making it no longer pleasant to be away from home. Once back at our house, Brian made a to-do list, I made a short grocery list, and then I called our midwife and doula to let them know things were moving. Our doula let us know she was on her way home and that she’d be on standby for us. At this point, I was still in control with contractions being five to six minutes apart and lasting thirty to forty-five seconds; however, I needed to stop and lean on something while I rode each wave. I got Brian out the door to the market for the few things we needed.

I remember telling Brian, “get in, get out, get back, I’m gonna need you!”

I vacuumed the house and sat on my birthing ball at my computer for a little while. Once Brian was back, he sat with me and sent some work emails; it was clear he would not be going in to the office Monday morning.

Around 4:30 p.m. we decided to go for a short walk around the block to get some air. We stopped for the occasional contraction. Leaning on Brain’s shoulders and swaying as he hummed to my breathing was a huge relief; it was like dancing in the street! It’s one of my favorite memories of that day.

It was after 5:00 p.m. when we got home. I hadn’t been timing the contractions for a while, so I decided to move into our bedroom and put on some music to see how far apart they were; four minutes apart, lasting forty-five to fifty seconds, with more intensity that required more focus on my breathing and more aggressive swaying during each contraction. In anticipation of a long night ahead, I hesitantly tried to lie down for a nap. Meanwhile, Brian got to work setting up the birthing tub.

Lying down stunk! I stayed for three contractions and abandoned ship on resting. Convinced I was still in control, I ventured out of our room to ask Brian something between contractions and got caught in the hallway by a big one. I put my hands to the wall and leaned over swaying my hips and trying to remember to breath.

Once it had passed I told Brian, “Okay, that one was bad. I’m officially coping well, but only if I stay really focused between them. I’m going back to the bedroom. You should call our doula.”

I shut myself up in our bedroom with my birth playlist (mostly Kirtan music and mantra chants) and a stack of pillows at the end of our bed. I leaned over the pillows on my forearms and just kept breathing and swaying. When our doula arrived, I was still coping well, now on my knees leaned over the glider ottoman from the nursery, rocking back-and-forth with each wave of sensation as Brian put pressure on my hips. I was drifting into labor land, the rest of the world getting very hazy. I soon needed to vocalize through contractions; our doula helped remind me to keep the sound low and to breathe down. The pressure in my bum was increasing, I could tell the desire to push was coming, but didn’t know what that meant or if I even should. In the months leading up to our birth, I had immersed myself in education about the stages of labor, the signs for each, average duration, stations of the baby, and dilation, but in the moment, I couldn’t tell where I was. I could only feel what my body was driving me to do. Move this way, that way, pressure here, break, drink, move again.

I felt torn between thinking wow, this is moving much faster than I expected and this is only the beginning; stay focused, it’s a long road ahead.

I couldn’t decide which thought to believe. I was in the zone, but silently craving guidance. A while later, I had to use the toilet. Taking advantage of the precious time between contractions, we moved in that direction.

I lost my mucus plug just as we got into the bathroom, and I thought to myself, well, that’s progress!

I had three or four contractions while there, and they were intense. My fuzzy memory still registers those as the worst contractions of the entire experience. I hung onto our doula’s waist with all I had while Brian actively filled the birth tub. It was just after 7:00 p.m. now, and our midwife was on her way!

In the break of contractions, I attempted to move to the tub we set up in the nursery. I got as far as the hallway, maybe five steps, before another wave took me to my hands and knees. The contraction passed, and I practically leaped into the tub just a few steps away. Just like all position changes, the initial shock of getting in the tub was uncomfortable! A contraction hit right as I was kneeling down, causing me to lung toward the edge of the tub and grab hold of Brian. Once in a comfortable position, the relief of the water surrounded me, and I was able to refocus. I gripped the back of Brian’s arm and the side of the tub as each contraction washed over me; I was breathing and moaning and had genuinely begun to push. The pressure in my bum was incredibly intense, and I was mentally struggling to understand where I was in the process. I remember after a particularly difficult contraction, hearing our midwife’s voice for the first time. She was guiding me to bring my tone down, to breathe down, that baby was making her way out, and baby would be here soon.

The recognition of her voice brought me out of my headspace for a moment and I said, “Really, does that mean I’m fully dilated?”

To my recollection, our midwife’s response was, “Oh, honey, yes! I couldn’t find your cervix if I wanted to. You can check for yourself, baby’s head is really close.”

Upon personal investigation, she was one hundred percent correct. Our baby’s head was very close. With that knowledge, I suddenly knew that all the pressure I was feeling was really my baby’s head! That knowledge was empowering! With each contraction, I was able to push, bear down, tune in, and feel my baby make her way closer to meeting me.

As each subsequent contraction passed, I would slow my breath and try to listen to Brian’s encouraging words: “good; slow, deep breaths, send some air to our baby; good.”

Each time I slowed my breathing, though, I could feel her slip back a little. It was difficult to feel that loss of ground, but also motivating to get some of it back with each contraction that followed. We proceeded like this for what felt like the longest time. At some point, our second midwife arrived. She started listening to baby’s heart tones every so often between and sometimes during pushing. Someone kept a cold washcloth on my neck and a straw with coconut water at my mouth. As pushing progressed, our midwife asked if I could change positions a few times. Reluctantly, I did and each time it felt awful and then suddenly I was relieved to be using my leg muscles in a different way. Finally, I could no longer feel her head slipping back when contractions ended, and I was soon instructed to sit back. Two or three strong pushes later, sweet relief washed over me as her head was born, followed shortly by her shoulders and body. Brian played the role of assistant baby catcher and placed our beautiful little girl, Lucia, on my chest at 9:06 p.m.

I feel so incredibly grateful to have had the birth experience I had. It was the single greatest, most magical thing I’ve ever done. I feel like a different person in many ways, not only because this experience is what made me a mother, but also because it changed the fundamental way I think about myself. I am a warrior; strong and confident and capable of so much more than I ever thought possible! And I’m blessed to have been surrounded and held in the loving arms of my fabulous birth team: my husband who was the guiding voice and strength I needed through the entire process; my doula who held my space, anticipated my silent needs, and kept Brian comfortable; and my midwives who made me feel safe, prepared, capable, and empowered. I cannot thank them all enough!



June Holiday
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“Based on our decision to birth at home, some people actually assume we don’t believe in our kids wearing glasses, going to the dentist, or donning underwear.”

—Natalie, stay-at-home mama San Jose, California

It was March 23rd, and I had just relaxed into bed, feeling myself drift off, when I thought I felt my water break. I reached down between my legs to cup it before I wet the bed—it didn’t help much. Like a monkey, I brought my hand to my nose to test the odor and could almost smell my baby’s sweet head. The predicted due date was the 25th. I smiled drowsily and staggered blindly toward the bathroom while calling to Justin, who was sound asleep.

I told him, “We’re gonna have this baby soon. Like, probably a day early.”

Oh, how naive I was.

He didn’t quite understand, and kept mumbling from his sleepy state, “Wah? Wah happen?”

I repeated myself several times before it really sunk in (or until he really woke up). By the time, I dried myself and returned to the bedroom, he was sitting straight up in bed, animatedly grinning from ear to ear. I warned him we had to get our butts back to bed; that we would need all the energy we could get. We were in for the long haul now. Like, eighteen plus years, probably. I slept like a log on a pile of towels and dreamed of the ocean and large whales.

The following morning, contractions were a breeze. I was excited and truly looking forward to active labor. (Oooh, how naive.) We went about our day and knocked out the “early labor activity list” we created in Birthing from Within (our favorite home birth childbearing class for first timers). We went grocery shopping and took a long walk. I knitted, I baked a birthday cake, I lounged naked in my backyard. No progress. I journaled, I meditated, I listened to soft rock. No progress. I bounced, I shook, I shouted, I marched up and down the stairs, I listened to hard rock. No progress! The baby did not come on the 24th. The baby did not come on the 25th. Our birth team had come and gone, but the baby had not. I felt like I was being punished for not finishing the nursery in time. The walls were painted, but there wasn’t a single piece of furniture in it (still co-sleeping, one year strong). When our midwife had finally checked me the morning of the 25th, we had determined that my water was, in fact, intact. It had probably sprung a leak and resealed. I was only two centimeters dilated. We felt discouraged and very tired. Little did we know that my contractions were steadily gaining force, and our child was entirely prepared to blow this joint.

By that evening, I was in full, active labor. Justin massaged my back, swayed with me in bed, and hummed through each surge. He showered me with kisses and kept my hair out of my face. He said very little, but was my rock all along. We were working together as a team. I fell deeper in love with my husband in the throes of labor than ever before: more than our six-year courtship, more than our one year of marriage. He helped me feel confident. Never once did he doubt my capacity to give birth to our baby at home.

Just moments after midnight on the 26th, I was mentally preparing myself for a hospital transfer. I was beyond exhausted. Contractions were close, and I was falling asleep in between them while sitting on the toilet, buck naked. I remember vividly rocking with Justin on the lip of our tub, waiting for it to fill, and nodding off into him. He wrapped his arms around me to keep me from slamming into the tile. Every break my body allowed me, I felt the grasp of sleep tightening around my looped-out brain. When I finally got in the water, there was so much relief. I would doze here and there in the soothing bath, waking up only to moan through another contraction. Around 3:00 a.m., I was wigging out. There was no more relief. I couldn’t find a comfortable position. There was no more escaping this battle. The tug-o-war marathon began. Any thoughts of a hospital transfer vacated my mind, and all I could do was bear witness to the process. I surrendered to my body and to my baby.

To my husband, surrendering sounded a lot like a siren going off in our small master bathroom. I howled like I was possessed. I made noises I didn’t know I could make. I scared the shit out of Justin, and probably the neighbors, too. I even scared myself. I started feeling like a huge, violently shaking cave, with wind screaming through its chambers. I was rolling my hips in the water and holding my vagina, making huge swells of water on either side of the tub. Then I felt my water break. It was no leak this time. It burst through my fingers and surged into the tub like the mouth of a great river. I shouted to Justin in both excitement and fear, and he burst through the bathroom door to agree that it had indeed broken. The tub had turned a pale yellow and was a bloody show. Swirling freely in the water were hundreds of tiny white clusters that looked like butter. I picked one up and squished it between my fingers. It was vernix, and I knew things just got real.

Sure enough, as soon as the waters broke, my body took over completely. I felt great, powerful, thrust-like sensations running down my spine, pushing and molding baby down my canal; I couldn’t stop it if I tried. My lower body lifted out of the tub, and I knew this child was ready to meet us. In an instant, Justin was on the phone with our midwife, and, much to our relief, she was on her way. However, our midwife misheard Justin’s name and rushed over to Rustin’s house, whose wife was due the same day as us, and who had also amazingly gone into labor that day; we both delivered our little ones just hours apart. When things got sorted out, and the midwives started arriving, we were almost plus-one. I could feel the baby’s head in my vagina; my body was well on its way to shimmying this kid out.

I noticed the sky outside my bathroom window had begun to lighten. I pushed with all my might, wanting so badly to meet my little morning glory. I pushed until my lips turned purple. With every push, the baby’s head would emerge and then retreat again. That was the hardest part. I felt myself widening until I didn’t think I could anymore.

I kept saying “No more, no more!”

My midwife lovingly responded, “Well, you want to hold your baby, don’t you?”

That was all I needed. Of course, I did! Yes, more, yes, more! I felt the head emerge and I remember caressing the curly thick locks of my nearly born baby’s sweet hair. The hair was just like I imagined it would be. I had been dreaming about it for so long.

My little one torpedoed through the water like a baby whale. Our midwife caught our little water creature and laid our baby on my chest. I cradled the child protectively over my breast, cupping the tiny head in my hand. Everything around me became a blur as my new life’s focus lay heaving with me in my tub.

“Oh, my baby, oh, my baby,” I kept saying as the child made soft newborn grunts and mews. “I know, baby. That was so hard. But you did such a good job.”

I’m not sure if I was talking to myself or my baby. Maybe both of us. Justin kissed us both and I could see the proud gleam of a new daddy in his eyes. He’d been waiting for this moment since he was a child. We basked in these glorious feelings for a good six or seven minutes before we realized we didn’t know our child’s gender! We counted fingers and toes long before we even remembered to see who we were holding.

I lifted the baby from my chest and announced so very proudly, “It’s a girl!”

I think I knew that all along. We named her June Holiday, the Roman protector of women. One day she’s going to birth her own as powerfully and as confidently as I did her, and I’ll forever recount the day of her birth as an honest-to-goodness holiday. The day we became a family.


Chapter 2

There Has to Be a Better Way: Home Birth after Hospital Birth
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A Rockstar Birth
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“I did it! I did it at home! I did it on my terms! And I rocked it!

—Shalome, founder of Rockstar Birth magazine Melbourne, Australia

These are the feelings that filter back to me when I think about the home birth of our son, Charlie Reuben. This is his birth journey.

After an unexpectedly intervention-heavy first birth, I knew I wanted a different experience when I next became pregnant. At twenty-weeks pregnant with Charlie, I went to the local hospital, and during the appointment with the midwife-on-duty, I said to her, “I would like to come in here as late as possible, have my baby, and go home as soon as possible.” In that moment, I knew this home birthing gig was for me.

As I left that appointment, I quickly called my chiropractor (who’s partner recently had a home birth), grabbed his midwife’s details, and made the call. And these amazing midwifery women were goddesses in female form. I immediately felt at ease and knew that I wanted to birth at home with them. Forging a relationship with my midwives was one of the highlights of my birth journey. I looked forward to those appointments with glee, not just because we would check the baby’s heartbeat or do the fundal height, but because I felt so connected with them. They created a circle where I felt safe and trusted in my ability to birth. We talked about anything and everything, and in doing so, all of my fears about birth were faced and embraced. They truly made my home birth experience something special.

My midwife team also made my family feel ready for birth. They met with my man, our daughter, and my sister (who would be there for our daughter) and made sure that their questions were answered and that they felt comfortable and connected to the experience.

When I told my man that I wanted to birth at home, he said, “oookay.” He was very supportive of wherever I wanted to birth (but later confided that he had wondered if he would have to paint the walls and change the carpets afterward).
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