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Birthing the Bradley way worked for me
New River Journal
By Bridget B. Winston
Everyone said I was crazy. But I did it anyway. And then I did it again.
I delivered both of my sons by natural, completely unmedicated childbirth. No Pitocin, no epidural, no induction or Caesarean section.
I didn't do it because I wanted to prove myself a Super Mom, although I am proud that I was able to accomplish it. I didn't do it because I'm scared of needles or doctors and nurses. I did it because, after lots of research, my husband and I agreed that it was the best way to give our babies the healthiest possible start to their lives.
Charlie was born in South Carolina in 2004, and Jackson was born in February at Carilion New River Valley hospital. We were assisted by a certified midwife for Charlie's birth and an obstetrician for Jackson's birth, both of whom were wonderfully warm and supportive of our choices and desires.
The key to our success, though, was taking a 12-week Bradley Method course before Charlie's birth and a "refresher" course before Jackson's birth.
The Bradley Method focuses on the role of the husband as birth partner and relaxation coach. It teaches good nutrition -- in particular, an increased intake of protein -- as a way to remain healthy and low-risk throughout pregnancy. The class also gives a thorough review of the physical process and emotional "signposts" of each stage of labor. Finally, it encourages couples to be wise and well-informed consumers of the health care system. In other words, don't sign up for the epidural just because all your friends did. And ask about the risks or possible alternatives when your doctor suggests you need to be scheduled for an induction or a C-section.
Unfortunately, the area's only Bradley Method instructors, Mike and Amy Lythgoe, have plans to move to Colorado later this year. Unless someone else steps up to lead classes in the New River Valley, their departure will leave a void in the local childbirth landscape. It will mean one fewer choice for expectant parents, in an area where choices are already limited to two hospitals and a handful of OB-GYN practices. There aren't any practicing nurse midwives and no free-standing birthing centers in the area.
In their six years as Bradley instructors, the Lythgoes have helped 99 couples prepare for a natural childbirth. They are currently teaching a class with five more expectant couples.
Of their graduates, 82 couples successfully had unmedicated vaginal births. The remaining 17 babies were delivered by medicated vaginal methods or by Caesarean because of emergency situations or breech presentations.
Those statistics buck the trends of childbirth in America. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the rate of induction of labor was 21.2 percent in 2004, the most recent statistics available. This rate has increased more than two-fold since 1990. One-quarter of those inductions are had "no apparent medical indication," meaning the induction was scheduled simply because the mother and the doctor preferred to schedule the delivery rather than let nature take its course. Induction of labor, the CDC report states, may increase the risk of Caesarean delivery.
In no small coincidence, the CDC report also shows an increase in the rate of Caesarean deliveries. The rate of cesarean delivery for 2004 was 29.1 percent, the highest rate ever reported in the United States.
Other reports have proven that epidurals also come with risks to the mother and her baby. The use of an epidural can slow down labor, especially in the second (or "pushing") stage. Epidurals have also been associated with an increased use of forceps and vacuum extraction, more frequent use of Pitocin to speed labor, maternal fever and infant sepsis.
My husband and I chose to prepare for a natural childbirth to avoid a domino effect that we perceived in the typical labor and delivery -- labor is induced, which leads to strong contractions that call for an epidural, which comes with orders to stay strapped to a fetal monitor, which often show signs of infant distress, which leads to a C-section.
Aside from the medical considerations, I wanted to be alert and fully present at my son's births. I'm not going to sugar-coat it and say it didn't hurt. It wasn't easy -- Charlie weighed in at a whopping 9 pounds, 8 ounces. Jackson was a smaller, but still hefty 8 pounds, 4 ounces. It did hurt. But at the same time, I had a profound sense of how awesome the birthing process was.
I would not presume to suggest that natural childbirth is the right choice for everyone. And I do wholeheartedly support each family's right to choose the method of childbirth that is best for them.
I am saddened, however, that those choices may be limited when the New River Valley loses two champions for natural childbirth.
Bridget B. Winston traded a newspaper career for a more demanding job -- motherhood. She continues to write in her free time.

