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 Preface

Nursing your baby can be one of your life's greatest joys. And it's best for your infant—emotionally and physically. Nursing makes the baby feel secure and nourishes her with nature's perfect food.

In the words of Dr. Grantly Dick-Read, pioneering natural-childbirth advocate and author of the groundbreaking 1944 book Childbirth without Fear, "The newborn baby has only three demands. They are warmth from the arms of its mother, food from her breasts, and security in the knowledge of her presence. Breastfeeding satisfies all three."

Like many women who are pregnant for the first time, you may feel anxious about breastfeeding. Your jitters may come from listening to your mother, other relatives, or friends. As you embark on the voyage of motherhood, you may feel bombarded with advice, admonitions, and rules. You may feel pressured to do everything right, including breastfeeding, but unsure what "right" means.

 If you have never breastfed a baby before, it's understandable that you might question your ability to do it. Like labor and birth, breast-feeding is an unknown for you.

Relax. There are many things ahead that you can't predict or control, but you and your baby will deal with each new experience one step at a time. You will learn together.

In the meantime, you can learn about baby care and breastfeeding before the baby gets here. We have written this book to inspire you and inform you so you'll be prepared for your first weeks as a mother. The next twenty-five chapters will help you navigate the murky but buoyant waters of early motherhood. We may not be able to calm all your anxieties, but we have years of experience helping mothers and their nurslings. Let us share our insights with you.


 1. Babies are born to be breastfed.
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We all hear the word bonding associated with breastfeeding. The constant physical intimacy of breastfeeding naturally promotes the mother-baby bond, a strong and lasting psychological connection. Of course, mothers can bond with their babies regardless of how they feed their babies, but breastfeeding helps the process along. Oxytocin and prolactin, the hormones produced when you suckle your baby at your breast, flood your body with feelings of love and well-being. After the hard work of labor and birth, these hormones help both you and your baby to begin enjoying the process of nursing.

 In the "quiet-alert" state that follows birth, a newborn instinctively roots for his mother's breast. When he finds it, he is rewarded with an elixir called colostrum—the special milk mothers produce for the first several days after delivery. This is your first maternal gift to your baby. The first dose of this golden milk is chock-full of antibodies, which protect the child from infection. It also carries perfect levels of sugar and protein to meet his early nutritional needs. The very act of suckling, and your milk itself, warms your baby's body and eases his transition to his new environment. Meanwhile, sucking stimulates contractions in your uterus, which in turn signal your body to start producing breast milk in earnest.

At this point, you and the baby you have dreamt about are beginning a lifelong love affair. You will marvel at his tiny fingers and toes and the way he turns toward your breast, rooting and making sucking motions with his mouth. What better way to get acquainted and to soothe him than to offer your breast? The wonder and exhilaration of childbirth melds into the joy of breastfeeding. You realize that you are now a mother, and with that revelation comes an explosion of hopes, fears, and other emotions.

 The first days after your baby's birth can be a real roller-coaster ride, especially if breastfeeding doesn't come easy. Although breast-feeding is a basic maternal instinct, mothers and their babies must practice together—sometimes quite a bit—before nursing becomes second nature. Many women tell us it took weeks for them to feel comfortable nursing or to build up their milk supply. Both of us had less than perfect breastfeeding beginnings with our own babies, but in the end we were glad we waded through the doubt and fatigue. Your commitment, too, will lead to a rewarding outcome. With practice, support, and a pair of helping hands (or ears), you can breast-feed your baby!


 2. Breastfeeding is best for your baby.
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Maybe you're still unsure whether you even want to breastfeed. Just as you're bound to hear scary birth stories, you'll hear your fair share of discouraging breastfeeding tales as well. You may feel pressured, afraid of being "tied down," or anxious about what your husband will think. You may worry that people will stare at you while you're nursing, that your breasts will be embarrassingly large, or that your milk will leak. If you plan on returning to work, you may be intimidated by the prospect of juggling your responsibilities. These feelings are all very common.

 Health professionals tend to tiptoe around the question of breast versus formula because, they often say, they don't want a mother "to feel guilty if breastfeeding doesn't work out." It is nice if your caregiver considers your feelings, but you should know that how you feed your baby is more than just a matter of personal preference.

Is there really much of a difference between breast milk and processed infant formulas? You bet. Babies do grow on formula, of course. But scientists continually identify more and more components of breast milk that play important roles in an infant's growth and development, and formula manufacturers are continually challenged to keep up. It's unlikely that any artificial milk, whether it's based on cow's milk or soybeans, can ever duplicate nature's recipe.

Mother's milk contains proteins that promote brain development and immunities against specific human illnesses. Cow's milk, by contrast, contains proteins that favor muscle growth and immunities to bovine disease. Human babies, like all young mammals, do best with milk from their own species.

 Babies on formula diets are at greater risk of illness. Diarrheal infections and respiratory illnesses are more frequent and serious among formula-fed babies. Babies deprived of breast milk tend to develop many more ear infections, which may lead to later speech and reading problems. Formula-fed infants also have higher incidences of urinary-tract infections, bacterial meningitis, colic, constipation, and allergic disorders (in fact, a significant number of babies are allergic to formulas themselves, including formulas based on soy). Babies fed only formula are more likely than breastfed babies to be hospitalized. Some studies even implicate formula feeding as one of several factors associated with sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).

Formula feeding leads to other health problems as well. Mounting evidence indicates that artificially fed infants are at higher risk for learning disorders and generally have lower levels of intellectual functioning. Bottle-feeding with formula is associated with overfeeding and obesity, which can persist into childhood and beyond. Tooth decay, malocclusion (improper meeting of the upper and lower teeth), and distortion of the facial muscles may directly result from an infant's sucking on bottles.

 Contaminants in formula pose risks, too. Formula feeding can expose a baby to toxic metals, harmful bacteria, and other toxins. High levels of aluminum have been identified in most commercial formulas. Occasionally, manufacturing errors in the production of infant formulas have resulted in product recalls.

Contamination can also occur at home, when formula is prepared for the baby. Improper storage or careless mixing can introduce harmful substances. Water used for mixing formula may be safe enough for an adult but dangerous for a baby. Some babies have suffered lead poisoning from formula diluted with tap water high in lead. Water pollution is a potential hazard even when the water is purchased in sealed bottles.

 Some studies suggest that the benefits of breast over bottle extend into adulthood. On average, adults who were breastfed as infants have lower cholesterol levels, suffer less coronary artery disease, and are less prone to obesity. Other long-term benefits include protection against chronic adult digestive disorders such as Crohn's disease and ulcerative colitis. Breastfed and bottle-fed infants suffer from asthma in almost equal numbers, but adults who were breastfed as babies have a significantly lower asthma rate. Breastfeeding also decreases the chances that a baby will later develop type I diabetes or cancer of the lymph glands.

For these reasons and more, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that infants be offered only breast milk for the first six months after birth, and that breastfeeding continue at least through the first year. Researchers have validated what mothers (and babies) have known since the beginning of time: Breast milk is nature's formula, the perfect food for a baby, designed to meet all her nutritional needs and to protect her against illness, too. Breastfeeding is the way babies are meant to be fed.

 For many reasons, of course, breastfeeding is sometimes impossible. But if you have the advantage of choosing, weigh any inhibitions you have about nursing against the proven value of breastfeeding to your baby's health and well-being. The more you consider the benefits, the less you may worry about any negatives.


 3. Breastfeeding is best for you, too.
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Suppose we offered you something that would relax you, boost your self-confidence, burn off calories, help you get more rest, and provide lifelong health benefits. Oh, wait, and it is free! Tempting, yes? Well, breastfeeding offers all this and more.

You've probably heard that breastfeeding speeds recovery after childbirth. Nursing contracts the uterus, thus reducing the risk of postpartum bleeding (and eventually helping to flatten your belly). And, as we mentioned in Chapter 1, breastfeeding releases hormones that relax you and promote bonding with your child. But there's more. Recent research has shown that breastfeeding provides mothers with numerous other long-term health and psychological benefits.

 This should come as no surprise. After all, nursing is a natural part of the reproductive cycle. We should expect it to be the ideal mechanism for meeting the needs of infant and mother alike.

Being able to nourish your child outside the womb will give you confidence as a new mother. You'll feel secure knowing you can meet your baby's needs anytime, anywhere—and without any tools or equipment. Instead of getting up in the middle of the night to fix a bottle, you can pull your baby to your breast and doze off again. Your milk is always the right temperature, and it's always available and safe. There is no expiration date!

Any time of day, nursing provides you a reason to sit down, rest, and give your baby your undivided attention. Instead of mixing formula and washing bottles, you can relax with your child. You can leave the house without toting bottles or worrying about finding clean water. It will take a few weeks to master the art of breastfeeding, but once you do your life will be simplified.

 And the benefits of breastfeeding last for the rest of your life. Studies report lower rates of ovarian cancer among women who have breastfed, and it appears that the risk of this cancer decreases the longer you nurse. Rates of premenopausal breast cancer are also lower among mothers who have breastfed. And there is mounting evidence that nursing protects women against osteoporosis (brittle bones) in later life.

Breastfeeding also delays menstruation after childbirth. Most nursing mothers go without periods for at least several months and as long as two years after delivery, provided they are nursing frequently. This makes breastfeeding a natural form of contraception.

When you nurse, you use extra calories, so you gradually lose the weight you gained during pregnancy. You shed extra pounds slowly and naturally, without any need for crash dieting. For many mothers, this is a favorite benefit of nursing.

 There are financial benefits as well. You will save hundreds of dollars by not buying formula, even if you account for the cost of a breast pump and accessories.

Perhaps the most compelling reason to breastfeed is the emotional fulfillment and simple pleasure of the loving relationship that is established between mother and baby at the breast. You'll know no greater reward as a mother than witnessing your baby grow from your body—first in the womb, and then at the breast.


 4. Breastfeeding experts are ready to help you.
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Planning for your baby's arrival is exciting. You have hopes and dreams for your child and a vision of family life together. You're also preoccupied with the details and possibilities of your impending delivery. But once you've given birth, much of that anticipation is moot. You've been preparing for a major event for nine months, and suddenly it's over. So, while you're dreaming and planning, don't neglect the imminent reality of life after birth.

 The first weeks with a new arrival are a time of major, though temporary, adjustment. You will need more help and advice than you did during pregnancy, and will have less time to seek it out. So give some forethought to locating breastfeeding resources that can enhance your nursing experience.

As a new mother, you are bound to get a lot of conflicting advice—some of it unsolicited—about everything to do with infant care, including breastfeeding. This can be confusing. But the old adage "The best offense is a good defense" applies here. Once you decide to breastfeed, arming yourself with credible and up-to-date information about nursing will help you sort through the chatter around you.

Knowing whom to call will streamline matters considerably when you're home with a hungry baby and have a question or concern. And having a friendly expert in your corner will give you confidence, since you'll know that help is just a phone call away.


 When you interview baby doctors, discuss their philosophy about breastfeeding. Ask them what they usually recommend when a mother is having nursing difficulties. If they are truly supportive they will offer to refer you to a local lactation specialist or breastfeeding support group.

The best-known breastfeeding support group is La Leche League International (LLLI). This advocacy group was started by seven "founding mothers" in Illinois during the 1950s, when formula feeding was the norm. Through teaching and advocacy, this volunteer organization has had a profound influence on both mothers and health professionals.

Since its inception, LLLI has grown into a large and diverse organization comprising more than 7, 600 volunteer leaders in sixty-five countries. Although the mission of the organization remains unchanged, La Leche now addresses an audience that is socially, economically, and culturally diverse. The LLLI website (www.llli.org) offers helpful articles in at least six languages. Many of the issues addressed in this book are discussed at the League's online forum, at http://forums.lalecheleague.org. The League's national sites, such as www.lllusa.org and www.lllc.ca, can help you locate groups and meetings in your area.

 Locally, La Leche League meetings are informal discussion groups held in private homes, churches, and hospitals. There is no charge to attend a meeting, although participating parents are encouraged to become paying LLLI members. La Leche meetings are a wonderful way for pregnant women to meet new mothers and to witness women nursing babies in a relaxed setting. Local League groups usually maintain lending libraries and distribute pamphlets and other printed materials about breastfeeding.

Women who need help with their basic nursing technique or with special nursing problems can get it from a lactation specialist. Lactation specialists, or lactation consultants, are a new breed of health-care professional, trained to assess individual breastfeeding problems, provide hands-on help, and suggest special feeding strategies. Certified lactation consultants work in hospitals, doctors' offices, and WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children) offices. Some work in private practice. Their fees are sometimes reimbursed by medical insurers (check your plan for specific information).

 Meeting with a lactation specialist is a good idea if you are experiencing any breastfeeding difficulty or if you had problems nursing a prior baby. With the specialist's help, you may find that a simple change in positioning may solve your problem. A lactation specialist can also address complicated problems that your solo efforts couldn't overcome.

An ideal way to learn about nursing is to attend a prenatal breast-feeding class. If you bring your partner, you can learn the basics together and get answers to your questions before your child is born. Besides meeting the breastfeeding expert who teaches the class, you'll learn about other local resources, and you can get referrals to baby doctors who are especially supportive of nursing moms.


 Prenatal breastfeeding classes are offered by La Leche League, hospitals and birth centers, doctors, and community centers (many childbirth classes also offer a unit on breastfeeding). Usually, participants watch a video that demonstrates the way the breast makes milk and various feeding positions. Sometimes, nursing moms give demonstrations and offer their own advice.

An easy-to-read book on breastfeeding can help you learn what to expect and, after the baby is born, deal with any breastfeeding problems that may arise. Two such books stand out: The Nursing Mother's Companion, by Kathleen Huggins (one of the two authors of this book) and The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding, published by LLLI.

As with any other new skill or endeavor, breastfeeding usually comes easier if you prepare yourself well. Before long, you'll have an armful of hungry baby, and you'll be glad you planned ahead.
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