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After students in my class have practiced the basics of any tech-

nique using one ice cube, I challenge them further. Fathers are
instructed to hold two ice cubes, one against each of the mother’s

wrists or behind her ears. This dual locus of pain makes it more

difficult to isolate, ignore or escape; to cope, you must immerse
your whole body-mind-breath into the technique you are prac-

ticing.

This also allows fathers insight into their reactions when seeing
their partner in pain. With two ice cubes, mothers often lose their
composure and rock, breathe harder or complain. Some fathers

rise to the occasion with strong, firm encouragement, helping
their partners stay focused on the technique, while others become

tongue-tied or take the ice off.

1: BREATH AWARENESS

In what way does awareness of breath
influence your response to pain?

There is a popular saying, “one day at a
time” A “day” is too long when youre
in labor, so, experienced midwives
often encourage a laboring woman to
“take it one contraction at a time.”
Most contractions in labor are
about a minute long. When you're in
pain, a minute can seem a very long
time. That’s why it may be even more
useful to “take it one breath at a time.”

YOUR BREATHING IS

ALREADY PERFECT

Be aware of how your breath changes
with pain; make no effort to change the
natural pattern of your breath.
Consider that with all other activities,
you trust your body’s internal wisdom
to adjust your breathing pattern, heart
rate, digestive processes, and so on. As
pregnancy and labor progress, your
body will naturally make necessary
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physiological adjustments. No conscious thought or effort is nec-
essary. It’s already perfect—just notice your perfect breathing pat-
tern.

FURTHER PRACTICE:

Like breath, pain is never static or motionless; it is changing in
intensity and location moment-to-moment. Pain comes and
goes, but your memory or ideas about pain can become fixed in
the mind. A memory doesn’t need to be part of your present sit-
uation, but when it is, it may dictate what you experience.

Ideas about what pain should be, or how you should feel or
respond, can overwhelm you. If that happens you will begin look-
ing for a way out, thinking you cannot handle it
or fearing it will never end.

The more ideas you bring, the more you will
“suffer” and struggle in labor. Try to let go of
ideas and just notice what is happening. Don’t
even substitute “positive” ideas for “negative”
ones. Instead, while focusing on your outward
breath, substitute pure awareness of breathing
for thoughts or judgements about what is
unfolding.

k2 A

Breath Awareness is a simple, but powerful exer-
cise. It’s so simple that after a few minutes, some
people think “Okay I've got this. I've been
breathing for years, nothing special about
breathing. What's next? Show me something
else, something more interesting than watching
. my breath”
Don’t kid yourself. It’s not that simple!

K
2: NON-FOCUSED AWARENESS

Ancient Japanese swordsmen practiced non-
focused awareness of the total moment. They were motivated by
knowing that any lapse in concentration could mean a sudden
death. Out of the corners of their eyes, samurai warriors might
have seen the crowd gathered to watch, but they couldn’t look at
the crowd. Their ears may have heard the crowd, the sounds of
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birds or of battle all around them, but they could not listen to
any sound other than those critical to their own survival.

Samurai concentration was fierce; they were totally
present, aware of everything but not distracted by 4
anything. If during a duel, a swordsman focused
exclusively on his opponent’s eyes, he might stumble
on uneven ground and lose his footing (as well as his

head).

LEARNING FRoM THE SAMURAI

One of the best ways of coping with fear, exhaustion
and pain in labor is to focus on the immediate situ-
ation in its wholeness, rather than letting any isolated ¢
fragment grab your attention. If in labor you focus
intensely on just one thing, you will surely miss some-

watching the fetal monitor tracing, you may miss
the love in your partner’s eyes; if you are domi-
nated by your dread of pain, you may ignore what
your body is telling you about its need to change
positions (which might actually reduce the pain).

Staying open to all sensations, moment-to-
moment, removes pain from its central place in

your awareness.

Nearing the end of labor

I NoTICED long outward breaths

become a wailing

that merged with sharp cervical pain.

At the same time,

I L1STENED for Little Bird, our parakeet,
who had been accompanying my birth song
through each contraction; and

I saw the afternoon winter light

filtering through the blinds;

I sSMELLED the aroma of chocolate birth-day cake

baking.
I rELT the firm, reassuring touch of
my husband’s hand on my lower back.

In this multi-layered awareness
I was less self-centered and self-conscious;

and everything around me became part of my

birth.
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