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  Introduction




  Growing a baby is an honor and a responsibility unlike any other. A woman's practices during pregnancy lay the foundation for her birth experience and her child's constitution and lifelong development. Yoga is an amazing gift for both you and your baby as you begin this journey together.




  This book was conceived when Megan was pregnant with her first child and a student in Leslie’s prenatal yoga class. Both of us have been practicing yoga for fifteen years, and with Megan's passion for yoga philosophy and writing and Leslie’s experience as a yoga teacher, childbirth educator, herbalist, and doula, we felt we could offer something valuable and unique to support pregnant women.




  A primary inspiration is our mutual passion for alignment-based yoga. The first section of the book includes sixty-one poses (asanas) that are beneficial to practice while pregnant, and which will help you prepare for labor. Each one includes photographs as well as detailed instructions for how to practice the pose. Our guidance is focused on how each pose should feel, not just how it should look. Having appropriate engagement in the poses is especially important during pregnancy, when your body is producing extra relaxin hormone and your joints are looser.




  The next section of the book is organized around the seven chakras, or energy centers, of the body. The practices for bringing balance to the chakras include asana sequences as well as mantras, visualizations, Kundalini meditations, and tea recipes inspired by Leslie’s work as an herbalist.




  In the third section, we offer a variety of poses to use during labor. Most of these are not traditional yoga poses; they are postures that Leslie has learned through her extensive experience as a doula.




  Finally, we include practices for postpartum. Once you have your healthcare provider's approval to resume normal physical activity, the poses in this last section of the book can help you regain muscle tone and energy, and can support you in connecting with yourself and your baby.




  We have created this book as a love-filled offering to every woman who is inspired to nourish herself and her baby with the myriad benefits of yoga. We wish you good health and many blessings on your amazing journey!




  Namaste,




  Leslie Lekos & Megan Westgate




  July 2014




  A Note to Practitioners




  It is essential to listen deeply to your body throughout pregnancy and postpartum. A dedicated yoga practice is a wonderful tool for cultivating the kind of careful attention and listening that can help you stay safe and healthy throughout your pregnancy.




  You should not feel pain in any of these yoga poses. The “Engaging actions” and “Details to be mindful of” given for the poses are designed to keep your practice safe and comfortable. If you experience persistent pain in a given pose, please discontinue practicing it and focus on the poses that feel helpful and nourishing to you.




  In the first trimester, be extra gentle with yourself, particularly with back-bending actions. Deep backbends thin the belly and the uterine lining, which is not appropriate during pregnancy (the backbends section of this book contains only poses with very gentle back-bending action, which can be practiced safely).




  If you had a confident and comfortable inversion practice prior to becoming pregnant, you may continue the poses presented in this book—with your health care provider's blessing—but be more cautious when kicking up. If these poses do not come easily to you, discontinue them during pregnancy.




  Throughout pregnancy and particularly in the last trimester, as increased relaxin hormone levels loosen your muscles, tendons, and ligaments, be extra mindful not to overstretch in the poses. This also applies to the postpartum recovery period, when practice shifts to regaining strength and firmness throughout the body.




  Always consult your health care provider before doing any physical program, including yoga, during the childbearing years.




  Contraindicated Poses During Pregnancy




  Avoid all twisting poses where the belly is compressed, for example:




  • Marichyasana III (Seated Twist/Marichi’s Pose)




  • Parivritta Trikonasana (Revolved Triangle Pose)




  • Parivritta Parsvakonasana (Revolved Side Angle Pose)




  • Parivritta Ardha Chandrasana (Revolved Half Moon Pose)




  Avoid all poses that compress the abdomen, for example:




  • Urdhva Prasarita Padasana (Leg Lift)




  • Paripurna Navasana (Boat Pose)




  • Chaturanga Dandasana (Plank Pose/Four Limbed Staff Pose)




  • Sit-ups




  Avoid seated forward bends that put pressure on the belly, for example:




  • Pascimottanasana (Seated Forward Fold)




  • Janu Sirsasana (Head to Knee Forward Bend) (this can be safely modified, as shown on p. 85)




  • Triang Mukaipada Pascimottanasana (Three Limbed One Foot Intense Stretch of the West) (this can be safely modified, as shown on p. 89)




  Avoid backbends, except for the ones presented in this book. Most backbends have a thinning quality in the belly, for example:




  • Urdhva Danurasana (Upward Bow Pose/Wheel Pose)




  • Ustrasana (Camel Pose)




  Avoid poses that require you to lie on your belly, for example:




  • Danurasana (Bow Pose)




  • Salabasana (Locust Pose)




  Avoid poses that require a rigorous kicking action, for example:




  • Adho Mukha Vrksasana (Hand Stand)




  • Pinchamayarasana (Elbow Balance)




  Practitioners that have practiced Sirsasana and Sarvangasana proficiently and without difficulty prior to getting pregnant can continue them. When practiced with ease they are beneficial in supporting a healthy pregnancy. If these poses were not easy prior to pregnancy, discontinue them until after the postpartum period.




  Visual Guide to Props




  Using props in your practice can aid in better alignment, creating more space and freedom in the poses. This is especially helpful during pregnancy when props accommodate and support your changing body and make room for your growing baby.
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          Low Block




          Have the widest part of the block on the floor.
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          Medium Block




          Turn the block up so it is lying on the long, thin side.
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          High Block




          Turn the block up so the shortest, smallest edge of the block in touching the floor.
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          Supported Bolster




          Place a low block toward the end of your sticky mat and prop up a bolster on top of the block. Be sure the block is right at the edge of the bolster so that your head will not droop down when you lie down on it.
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          Supported Bolster with Blanket




          Follow the instructions for the supported bolster and place a basic fold blanket at the end of the bolster to be used as a pillow.
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          Basic Fold




          Fold a blanket in half, joining the two longer edges together. Fold the blanket again, this time joining the two shorter ends. Do this a second time, joining the two shorter ends together. Now fold the blanket again, this time the opposite way, joining the outer edges of the blanket.


        

      




      

        	[image: images]



        	

          Open Fold




          From Basic Fold, unfold the last fold of the blanket.
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          Narrow Fold




          From Open Fold, fold the blanket on the length so it is long and narrow.
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          Roll




          From Open Fold, roll the blanket from the longer side.
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          Side Lying Pillow Fold




          From Basic Fold, fold the blanket in half again to make a square shape.
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          Open Open Fold




          From Open Fold, open the blanket one more time.
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          Narrow Trifold




          From Open Open Fold, fold the blanket lengthwise in thirds. To do this, fold the blanket so a third is underneath and a third is on top. It folds together like an accordion.
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          Half Fold




          From Open Open Fold, open the blanket one more time.


        

      


    

  




  Body Landmarks & Terms




  Because of the emphasis on precise alignment and action, it is important to have a clear understanding of the terms used throughout the book to describe various parts of the body. Please use the chart below for reference.




  NOTE




  For ease of understanding, we have often opted to use common terms rather than anatomically correct ones (for example, “thigh bone” instead of “femur”).
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  Poses and


  Practices for


  Pregnancy
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  Mindful asana practice brings a full spectrum of physical, mental, and emotional benefits during pregnancy. The instructions in this part of the book are based on three principles:




  1. Alignment. The guidance for each “Getting into the pose” section informs you how to stack the bones for optimal anatomical alignment.




  2. Action. Once your alignment is set, the “Engaging actions” section explains the movement and countermovement for each pose. You will notice that the emphasis is first on stability and then on stretching; these dual actions bring powerful, safe engagement in every pose.




  3. Breath. Keeping attention on the breath is essential in order to fully experience the benefits of each pose. Breath instructions are included in the Engaging actions, and each pose finishes with the important reminder to “soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.”




  The pose begins after all the actions have been performed. See how much quietness you can find in each pose; experience the pose fully and discover what it has to offer you.




  STANDING POSES
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  Tadasana




  Mountain Pose




  This is a foundational pose. Although it appears simple, the actions in Tadasana help inform proper engagement and alignment in all the other poses.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand with your feet hip width apart.




  2. The outer edges of your feet should be parallel and the midline of the feet pointing forward.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Balance your weight equally between the feet and spread the toes.




  2. Draw the tailbone in and the sitting bones down toward the backs of the knees.




  3. Press the inner thighs back.




  4. Draw the shoulders back and down.




  5. Exhale; press your feet firmly down.




  6. Inhale; lift the pubic bone toward the navel; lift your chest up; lift the side chest up.




  7. Lift your kneecaps and firm the quadriceps.




  8. Have your arms straight by your sides; extend the fingertips toward the floor.




  9. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  Stay for 5–10 breaths.




  [image: images]




  




  Urdhva Hastasana




  Upward Hand Pose




  This pose energizes the mind and body and teaches proper extension of the arms.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand in Tadasana.




  2. Extend your arms up over the head with the wrists shoulder width apart and palms facing each other; the arms should be parallel to each other and in line with the ears.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Rotate the upper arms in.




  2. Draw the inner shoulder blades down.




  3. Draw the tailbone in and the sitting bones down toward the backs of the knees.




  4. Exhale; press the feet firmly into the floor.




  5. Inhale; lift and broaden the chest; lift the quadriceps up; lift the kneecaps up.




  6. Extend strongly through the fingertips, straighten your arms up fully, and firm the muscles of the arms.




  7. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  Stay for 5–10 breaths.




  COMING OUT OF THE POSE




  Release the arms down by your sides and return to Tadasana.
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  Urdhva Baddhanguliyasana




  Upward Bound Hands Pose




  This pose opens the chest, strengthens the arms, and is uplifting to the spirit.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand in Tadasana.




  2. Extend your arms out in front of you, parallel with the floor.




  3. Interlace your hands all the way up to the webbing of your fingers and turn your palms away from you.




  4. Lift your arms up over your head.




  5. Extend the mound of the pointer fingers up and draw the little fingers back and down toward your head; the arms should be parallel to each other and in line with the ears.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Draw the tailbone in and the sitting bones down toward the backs of the knees.




  2. Exhale; press the feet firmly down.




  3. Inhale; lift and broaden the chest; lift the sides of your chest higher.




  4. Extend your arms fully.




  5. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  DETAILS TO BE MINDFUL OF




  To keep from overarching the back, draw the front ribs into the back body while still maintaining the lift of the chest.




  Stay for 5–10 breaths.




  COMING OUT OF THE POSE




  Release the arms down by your sides and return to Tadasana.
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  It is important to keep your left shoulder back; if it is rolling forward, walk your hands further away from each other on the belt.
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  Back view
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  Front view




  




  Gomukasana in Tadasana




  Cow Face in Mountain Pose




  This pose opens the shoulders and can be helpful in resolving neck issues.




  NOTE




  If you have shoulder issues and feel strain in this posture, back off or discontinue the pose altogether.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand in Tadasana.




  2. Place a belt over the right shoulder.




  3. Extend the right arm up to the ceiling and turn the palm back.




  4. Bend the elbow and take hold of the belt with your right hand behind your back.




  5. Point your right elbow straight to the ceiling and rotate the tricep muscle in toward your midline.




  6. Maintain those movements in the right arm and take the left arm out to the left side, parallel with the floor.




  7. Turn the left thumb down and palm back.




  8. Bend the elbow and take hold of the belt behind the back.




  9. Walk your hands as close together as you can; if you can grip the hands together then do so.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Draw the left shoulder back and take the left shoulder blade into the body to open the chest further.




  2. Draw the tailbone in and the sitting bones down toward the backs of the knees.




  3. Exhale; press the feet firmly down.




  4. Inhale; lift and broaden the chest up; lift the sides of your chest higher up.




  5. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  DETAILS TO BE MINDFUL OF




  

    	To keep from overarching the back, draw the front ribs into the back body while still maintaining the lift of the chest.




    	Keep the head in line with the spine.


  




  Stay for 5–10 breaths.




  COMING OUT OF THE POSE




  1. Release the grip and extend the arms wide.




  2. Return to Tadasana.




  Repeat on the other side.
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  Pressing the left foot and the right leg firmly together gives stability in the pose and helps if your foot is slipping and not staying put.
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  Figure A
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  Figure B
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  Figure C




  




  Vrksasana




  Tree Pose




  This pose teaches balance, which is ever changing during pregnancy as the baby shifts and grows. Vrksasana brings focus to the mind, is strengthening to the arms and legs, and opens the hips.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand in Tadasana with the wall on your right side.




  2. Place your left hand on your hip and your right fingertips on the wall, right elbow slightly bent.




  3. Bend your left knee and rotate your left thigh out to the side (Figure A).




  4. Take hold of your left ankle and place your left foot as high up as you can on your right thigh with your left toes pointing straight down toward the floor.




  5. Keep your hip bones facing evenly forward.




  6. Walk your right hand up the wall (Figure B).




  7. Raise your left arm up and reach strongly through your fingertips.




  8. Turn the right palm so the back of the hand is against the wall.




  9. If you're working on balancing, stay in this variation.




  10. If you have the balance, take your right hand away from the wall. Have your arms in line with your ears and palms facing each other shoulder width apart (Figure C) or take the palms together.




  11. Roll the upper arms in strongly and straighten the arms fully.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Draw the tailbone in.




  2. Exhale; press your right foot firmly into the floor, especially the right inner heel.




  3. Inhale; lift the chest up, lift the sides of your chest higher, and extend fully through the fingertips.




  4. Lift the right kneecap and firm the leg.




  5. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  Stay for 5–10 breaths.




  NOTE




  If you can’t have your foot higher than your knee, place your foot below your knee to avoid having the foot pressing on the knee joint.




  COMING OUT OF THE POSE




  Maintaining steadiness and keeping the chest lifted, release your left foot and return to Tadasana.




  Repeat on the other side.
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  Garudasana




  Eagle Pose




  This pose releases upper back tension. It also teaches balance and focus.




  NOTE




  This pose should not be practiced in the third trimester of pregnancy, as the thighs pressing together make less space for baby. During pregnancy, it is recommended that you practice this pose with your back against the wall for stability and to prevent abdominal strain; be sure that the buttock, back, and head are all touching the wall.




  GETTING INTO THE POSE




  1. Stand in Tadasana with your back and head against the wall.




  2. Bend your knees slightly.




  3. Raise your left leg and take the left thigh over the right thigh.




  4. If you can, hook the left foot behind the right calf as shown; if this is not possible, instead press the left little toe to the outer right calf.




  5. Extend your arms out in front of you, parallel with the floor.




  6. Cross your right arm over your left arm, just above the elbow.




  7. Bend both elbows and point your fingers up toward the ceiling.




  8. Join your palms together; if this is not possible, hook the left pinky finger with the right thumb.




  ENGAGING ACTIONS




  1. Draw the heads of your shoulders back to the wall and down, away from your ears.




  2. Extend the elbows away from the trunk and lift the fingers up so the upper arms are parallel with the floor.




  3. Draw the tailbone in and the sitting bones down toward the backs of the knees.




  4. Exhale; press the right foot down, especially the right inner heel.




  5. Inhale; lift and broaden the chest; lift the sides of your chest.




  6. Soften your eyes, relax your face, and let the breath flow freely.




  Stay for 3–4 breaths.
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