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5. Mother in labour pain (modern midwifery)
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Siamese Midwifery of the Old Days.

PrEPARED BY KHUN YING SNGUAN DAMRONG
BAEDYAGUN, R. N.

TRANSLATED BY PYN MUANGMAN, M. D.

Midwifery of the old days was usually
practiced by elderly women, who had borne
many children. Their past personal experien-
ces were considered to be sufficient to make
them experts to help other women under
similar circumstances. Unlike other branches
of medicine, practically no texts or manuseripts
were followed, most of the midwives them-
selves being illiterate. All the obstetrical
methods practised, were passed from genera-
tion to generation by word of mouth. These
consisted principally in charms, talismans and
incantations against evil spirits, some herbal
medicines for the puerperium and sleeping on
the so-called “fire-bed”.

Pre-natal cares for pregnant women were
unheard of in those days. However, they.
were told to avoid looking at unsightly things,
apparently believing in maternal impressions.
When labour approached, many things had
to be in preparation: the first thing obtained
was a plain wooden bed about two feet in
width and five feet in length, raised to the same
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height with that of a fire-place—usually not
more than one foot. This was the «fire-bed ”
on which the woman had to lie, literally roast-
ed, for about three weeks following delivery.
A special type of hard wood was cut at cer-
tain lengths and kept in piles enough to keep
the fire going for the whole puerperal
period. The room that was intended to
be the lying-in room, was surrounded by a
sacred cord on which were hung some written
talismans, so that the patient might feel safe
from all evil influences.

As soon as labour pains started, the mid-
wife was called in. The household then became
a very busy place, with all the relatives gather-
ing around full of excitement and expectations
for the coming little babe. The woman was
now told to strain-herself by pulling on some
special devices, while the midwife made pres-
sure on the abdomen. The latter having no
.knowledge of the position of the child or the
physiology of childbirth, her sole purpose was
to make it come out. If, after a long while
the child was still undelivered, the labour prov-
ing difficult, many curious things were then
done, such as opening all the doors and windows
and all locks and keys of the house, so that
no obstructions remained in these openings in
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the hope that thg child might be able to come
out unobstructed. If the perinecum appeared
rigid and tight, a sharpened piece of bamboo
was used to do the episiotomy. The child
and placenta delivered, the mother was made
to take a Sitz bath in a solution of alcohol,
table salt and some astringent herbs, and then
drink a bowlful of a mixture of tamarind and
salt. Then with only a piece of loin cloth
around, she was made to lie down on the
previously-prepared wooden bed, with fire
blazing in the fire-place close by. Many
positions had to be taken, so that all parts of
her body might be exposed to the fire. Every
day following this, she had to take a warm
medicinal bath and before .going back to her
“fire-bed ” her whole body must first be
sponged with a mixture containing alcohol,
salt and some coloring herbs. As to diet, she
was allowed only rice, dried fish and vegeta-
ble soups, no delicacies being permitted.
To insure of her future good health the
woman had to be on this regime for twenty-
one to twenty-five days; fifteen days’ period
was considered to be the minimum. Bad health
in later years was usually blamed on not
following the prescribed rigid regime mention-
ed. After this period of rather cruel puerperium,
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that most women were too glgd to get through,
the body was so much weakened that complete
recovery was not obtained for weeks and even
months afterwards.

As to the child, after it was born, the
cord was tied and cut with a piece of heated
and sharpened bamboo. In order to make the
child ery, the floor was stamped three times;
someone chewed some fresh onions and blew
on the baby! The cord and placenta were put
into a specially prepared pot, awaiting many
more ceremonies to follow later. The first
food for the baby was usually a mixture of
over-ripe banana, rice and salt—all well-mixed
and mashed. When the mother’s milk came,
the banana mixture was given alternating
with the milk. No regular feeding intervals
were followed. The child was usually
satisfied, whenever it cried—from hunger,
and often times from pains of stomach-ache !

. However the child thrived. ~When it was
one month old, there came an elaborate
ceremony of shaving the head, the details
of which are too lengthy to be related here.
The pot of cord and placenta were then buried
with due ceremony at this time.

This brief narration, omitting considerable
details, shows how quaint and interesting the



(5 )

old practice of midwifery of Siam really is.
Most of the things done have definite meaning
and purpose. All charms and incantations
used are purely psychical to keep the patient’s
mind free from fear of any evil influences.
The mixture of tamarind and salts is a
very good laxative and undoubtedly proves
eflicacious at the beginning of puerperium.
The unusual Sitz bath is both antiseptic
and astringent. The application of such con-
stant heat is without doubt very exhausting ;
this practice is probably derived from primi-
tive days, whena glowing fire close to the
lying-in bed gave warmth to both mother and
child, and frightened away wild beasts at
nights. It is now no wonder why‘the child
thrived on the banana mixture: it has been
found that bananas contain vitamins, and some
authorities even recommend them in the
treatment of certain forms of gastro-intestinal
disturbances of childhood. Thus we may un- |
derstand that the old practices are not really

so quaint and meaningless as they may seem
to be.
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