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Of all the books I have read in my life, this reading of Spiritual Midwifery is undoubtedly among those I have most enjoyed and gotten the most out of even though I had read it before (20 years ago when I was pregnant) and even though I have been teaching HypnoBirthing and reading many books on birth for the past 9 years.  I think what most impressed me is Ina May herself and the incredible results of natural birthing on The Farm.  

The personal and professional integrity of Ina May comes through clearly in this 4th edition of the book.  Her selections of what to include illustrate the love and compassion she and the other midwives and the Farm Community have for women, babies, families and for life itself.  The whole first half of this 460 page book contains birth stories written by the parents themselves covering a wide variety of experiences from the early days when the community had no prior knowledge of birthing to 30 years later including off farm births that the now famous midwives were invited to; from home births to hospitals; from easy to complicated, from loving couples to those that needed encouragement.  The second half of the book reads like a training manual for midwives covering everything about birth physically, mentally and emotionally that is useful for a practitioner to know.

This book has vastly increased my respect and understanding of midwives and also of the birth process itself!  The testimonies make birth sound so natural and easy, yet, for a practicing midwife there is so much to know.  Although birth is certainly a normal event, these pages teach the many facets of how to prepare for surprises with professional knowledge and hands-on experience.  The fact that Ina May was basically self-taught has also taught me much.  She must have had great trust, confidence, lack of fear and also humility to have done all that she has these 30+ years to propagate natural birth and home birth in this country.

I have taken notes of some things I learned from the book but would like to emphasize here a few that stand out.  First is the Program for Mothers who desired to continue their pregnancies even though they were unsure about keeping their babies.  The farm provided total support through pregnancy and birth and even foster care and adoption services with the freedom for natural parents to take their child back at any time.  What an incredible example of self-less service.

Second is the Mother-Friendly Childbirth Initiative that Ina May participated in with 25 other organizations in 1996.  Another excellent example of cooperation and compassion with great dedication to the cause.  I did not previously know of this initiative and would like to look further into it.  

Re the births itself, some things stood out, of course, that are contrary to what HypnoBirthing teaches such as pushing during the birthing phase of labor, that they don’t give instruction in breathing except during the birth itself, and that they check dilation frequently.  However, the similarities are abundant:  importance of environment and the birth companion, hugs before drugs (highly emphasized), releasing emotional blocks, the spiritual energy of birth, eating and drinking during labor, the importance of humor and laughter, and that birth can be fun and of course spiritual.  A few things that really surprised me were that the midwife can put her whole hand into the uterus if needed and that C-sections can be stitched in 1 or 2 layers with the 1 layer way bringing much more risk to subsequent pregnancies.  

After reading this book, I believe that all midwives or those planning to be should read and absorb this book and that many pregnant parents can gain great confidence from the testimonies.  I can certainly imagine that some people would criticize parts of the book, but cannot imagine that anyone would argue that it does not give a complimentary perspective to birthing that is important, useful and wise.  

The women of the farm community and all those connected with it are fortunate to have Ina May Gaskin in their midst, and Ina May is fortunate to have been with them.  We can all grow from their wisdom.  

