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Introduction

 

Nothing has the ability to hit you where it hurts quite like being a parent.

There’s the unbridled joy of course, the moments of golden, glorious wonder when we are privileged to witness something so beautiful, so noble and so perfect that we can scarcely contain ourselves.

But it comes at a cost and that cost is caring. Caring about what happens to your children like you care about nothing else on earth.

This isn’t an intellectual decision to care either. It’s not something you choose to feel or have the ability to switch off. You can distract yourself from it, pretend you’ve beaten or becalmed it, but you haven’t. It’s always there.

Whether it’s a pet lip in the baby bath, a shunned hand of friendship in the playground or teenage troubles at home, we are, as parents, all utterly, horribly vulnerable to the challenges thrown up by trying to raise our children.

In a bid to try to avoid these emotional bear traps, the vast majority of parents go to extraordinary lengths to ensure that they do the very best for their offspring at all times.

From sleeping patterns and school places to obesity and overpraising, we seek out advice, check facts and pore over research, in the hope that it will enable us to make the best decisions and choices for our precious charges.

For generations the pool of knowledge from which parents could draw was a fairly localised one. Friends and family were by far our biggest influencers and so the way we raised our children tended to follow a similar pattern to how we had been brought up ourselves.

The world, though, has changed.

Just as what we eat, how we communicate and the entertainment we consume has gone global, so the way the rest of the world brings up their young has begun to enter our consciousness too – albeit in a rather piecemeal and disjointed fashion.

While the core issues may be the same for parents everywhere, how each country and culture tackle them can be astonishingly different, with age-old traditions and new thinking often coming together to produce an illuminating solution or approach.

What this book aims to do is gather together the best and most helpful of these nuggets of international information in one place to create the beginnings of a global support system for us all.

Among many other things, we’ll look at the ingenious way in which many Chinese parents tackle potty training, how the French buck the unhealthy eating trends prevalent among much of the world’s young, and exactly why Finland and South Korea are consistently found to have the world’s best education systems, despite having diametrically opposing approaches.

Much of what we’ll learn along the way will be inspiring, some will be surprising, some may even be shocking, but I hope that all the wisdom unearthed here will be helpful in doing the most important job any of us will ever have: raising our children in the best way we possibly can.

Welcome to Planet Parent.





1

Fertility far and wide





Fertility

Hit and myth

 

 

It can be tempting in this day and age to be blinded by the science that surrounds issues like fertility and to marvel at the modernity of the potential solutions being developed by the white coat brigade.

There are more myths, rituals and beliefs from around the world concerning all aspects of how we procreate than you’ll find attached to almost anything else we hold dear as a species. It’s perhaps understandable that we can scoff somewhat at the basic homespun nature of what people used to believe – or in some cases still do – when we compare it with the super-scientific approach that has been dominant over the past couple of decades.

These beliefs don’t all consist of quirky old wives’ tales either; occasionally they are incredibly widespread, cast iron, nailed on truths about fertility and birth rates that sweep entire cultures. But even these can occasionally turn to mush on closer inspection.

Take the population explosion, a topic that Swedish statistician superstar (a more unlikely title it’s hard to imagine, I’ll grant you) Hans Rosling has shown to be one of the most misunderstood across the planet.

The widely held belief is that the increase in the number of our species is inexorable, a rise that can never be checked.

Not so, says Hans.

Half a century ago, the average world fertility rate was five babies born per woman on the planet. Today, despite most of us thinking the opposite, that key number has fallen to 2.5.1 That’s an astonishing shift and one driven by a potent mix of a lower infant mortality rate, access to contraception and, crucially, female education – put ‘the girl effect’ into a search engine of your choosing to find out why that’s such a powerful combination of factors.

This represents a huge global success story and one that goes hand in hand with another often misunderstood fact, namely that most of what’s termed the Third World is on a trajectory towards health and prosperity, with many countries doing it at twice the pace that the West managed.2

The demographic consequences of the drop in global fertility are profound, with figures showing that the number of children in the world today is the most there will be for a very long time indeed.

That’s right – according to many experts, as a species we are about to enter the era of ‘peak child’. In all likelihood it’ll take the best part of the rest of this century for the slowdown in population growth to turn into a full-blown halt, but that is what is being predicted3 and it flies in the face of accepted short-term wisdom.

Of course, away from the macro facts and myths about planetary procreation, there are, it must be said, some fantastically bizarre ones on the micro level too.

For instance, if you need to give your chances of conception a wee boost and in vitro fertilisation (IVF) isn’t for you, allow me to offer some alternatives.

Top five fertility rituals from around the world

The Watering of the Girls, Holloko, Hungary

The reality of this ancient event lives up to its ever so slightly worrying name, as young men dressed in traditional Hungarian clothing throw buckets of water over girls to, well, make them wet. Held at Easter and harking back to the area’s pre-Christian past, it’s become quite the tourist attraction apparently. Take a brolly.

The Mên-an-Tol, Cornwall, United Kingdom

Known locally as the Mên-an-Tol – literally meaning ‘the hole stone’ in Cornish – it’s not hard to see why this Bronze Age monument was given fertility superpowers at some point during its 4,500-year history. Local legend claims that if a woman passes through the stone hole seven times backwards, at a full moon, she will either fall pregnant or fall over.

Kanamara Matsuri, Japan

When it comes to fertility rituals the Japanese don’t mess about – and you don’t have to go far to find an enormous phallus or two hundred thousand.

Held every year in March, Kanamara Matsuri is based around the story of a demon who dismembered a man as he got to know his wife on their wedding night. It features Shinto priests playing musical instruments, a colourful parade, all the sake you can put away and, of course, penises.

Lots of penises.

Candles, lollies, statues, floats, hats – everything goes totally phallus in the name of fertility and, nowadays, to raise money for HIV research.

The Weeping Column, Istanbul, Turkey

Again, it’s hard here to know which came first – the double entendre or the fertility ritual – but worshippers and tourists have been visiting the Weeping Column inside stunning Hagia Sophia for centuries. The column – also known as the Column of St Gregory – is said to weep holy water capable of curing everything from blindness to infertility.

Taken from the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, the column is made of white marble and now stands in the northern corner of the museum. Visitors place their thumb into a hole in the column and turn it 360 degrees. If their thumb comes out feeling damp, it is said their infertility problems are over.

Cerne Abbas Giant, Dorset, United Kingdom

Among the rolling, lush hills of rural Dorset in the south of England stands a 55 metre high chalk giant sporting what must be one of the biggest erections anywhere on the planet.

The facts surrounding the origins of the Cerne Abbas Giant are flaky to say the least, and despite claims that it is an ancient creation dating back thousands of years it can actually be traced back only to the late seventeenth century. Some believe it was a mockery of military and political leader Oliver Cromwell.

But no matter, with such enormous credentials on show, it stands to reason that local folklore would hold it up as being an aid to fertility, and it is said that any woman who sleeps on the figure will be blessed with children.

Fertility food

In between the folklore of old and the slick science of today, though, there sits a factor that can help us all become parents, no matter where we are or how much money we have – our diet.

The consensus among fertility experts like the UK’s Zita West is that food choices are one of the major factors for successful conception.4

Adequate protein from lean meat and fish, essential fats from fish, nuts and seeds, wholemeal carbohydrates and copious amounts of fruit and vegetables are the order of the day, with a three-month window of healthy eating needed to see an improvement in egg and sperm quality.

So a salad the night before you try just isn’t going to cut it.

For the man, the likes of oily fish for its omega-3 and omega-6 oils, garlic for its selenium and antioxidants, and avocados for vitamin E are key to aid sperm mobility and development.

For women, full-fat dairy is viewed as a must, as is chicken rather than red meat for protein. A Harvard University study5 found that women who eat at least one serving of full-fat dairy a day reduce their risk of infertility by more than 25% because it’s thought that the fat in dairy helps improve the function of the ovaries.

Consuming lots of orange-coloured fruit and veg in particular is said to be a good move because of their high levels of beta-carotene, which the body turns into vitamin A to aid ovulation – all washed down with lashings of water, which works wonders for egg follicles, womb lining and cervical fluid.

An interesting thing happens when you put the list of what modern thinking deems good to eat for fertility next to a rundown of food to which one part of the world or another has attributed aphrodisiacal powers at some point during the past 2,000 years or so.

Again, it’s tempting to scoff as you read down a list of what our forefathers considered a good thing to gird the loins. And it’s obvious that some of them were included for their aesthetic qualities, shall we say, rather than their powers to actually stimulate physiologically – but there’s often much more to what different territories have seen as aphrodisiacs than meets the eye.

Take the avocado, known as the ‘testicle tree’ by the Aztecs because its pendulous fruit hangs in pairs. But, as we saw earlier, they are also chock full of vitamin E, a key nutrient in sperm development. If the man with the 11 children in your village ate a lot of the green things that hung down like a couple of you-know-whats, that would surely have been enough to give avocados a reputation as the fertility fruit, would it not?

Bananas? Obviously as phallic as it gets, and long thought of as an aphrodisiac, but we also now know that they’re rich in potassium and B vitamins, which are said to be necessary for sex hormone production.

Carrots? Ditto on the phallic front and they’ve been associated with sex for centuries – early Middle Eastern royalty were particularly partial. But aside from its shape, modern nutritionists now know that its high levels of beta-carotene are converted into vitamin A and give ovulation a boost.

Garlic? Tibetan monks were not allowed to enter the monastery if they had been eating garlic, not because their breath was likely to shock a brother or two out of his vow of silence but because of its reputation for stirring up passions. Garlic has now been proven to increase circulation – and we all know what more blood flow can lead to, don’t we?

Likewise with sweet basil. For centuries it was believed that the herb stimulated the sex drive and increased fertility. The very scent of it was said to drive men wild – so much so that women would dust their breasts with the stuff. Hey presto (or should that be pesto?), basil has a growing reputation as a circulatory booster too.

Oysters, which have been put in the folder marked ‘aesthetic aphrodisiac’ because someone somewhere once thought they looked like female genitalia, actually turn out to be high in zinc, a mineral that has been associated with improving sexual potency in men.

Humble liquorice, once a favourite of the Chinese to spark love and lust, has fallen out of favour and is viewed as nothing more than a child’s confection these days. That was until a study carried out at the fantastically named Smell and Taste Treatment and Research Foundation in Chicago6 discovered that the smell of black liquorice increased blood flow to the penis by a sizable 13% – so it looks like the ancients were on to something once again.

It’s also worth noting, though, that in the same study the number jumped to 32% when the liquorice smell was combined with that of doughnuts!

Which goes to show that it really does take all sorts.

But perhaps the most intriguing of all the fertility foods at the moment is one of the key ingredients in sea cucumber and huai shan congee, a dish recommended by many traditional Chinese medicine practitioners as being an aid to fertility. You might be forgiven for thinking, if your mind has already been contaminated with all this talk of phallic-shaped aphrodisiacs, that the cucumber is the crucial part of this porridge when it comes to baby making. While it is indeed a nutritious beast, it is actually the huai shan (or dried yam) that is the most interesting part.

Some 7,000 miles away in south-western Nigeria in a town called Igbo-Ora, a long-occurring phenomenon has been catching the eye of fertility experts. Namely, that 40.2 out of every 1,000 deliveries in the area result in twins – that’s more than four times higher than the global average.

Igbo-Ora and its surrounding region is the twin capital of the world. But why?

Yams. That’s why.

It turns out that the yam is the absolute staple of the local diet and it has long been thought locally that the root contains a chemical property that stimulates ovulation and can often result in the natural release of two eggs in a single cycle.7

Then, of course, there’s also the belief in many cultures that certain foods (not to mention colours, positions and timings) can also dictate the gender of the baby too.

Hey boy, hey girl

There was a time not that long ago when trying to predetermine the gender of your unborn baby was a bit of fun.

If you wanted a boy, it was said you should get to it at night-time, preferably when there was a quarter moon in the sky and on an odd rather than an even day of the month.

Likewise, if at all possible, the head of the lady (always a lady) should be pointing north, with the pleasure of the man being of paramount concern. After you’re done, the best sleeping position for a boy baby to occur is man to the right, woman – sorry, lady – to the left.

Got all that? Good. If it’s a girl you’re after, do all that in reverse – if that’s anatomically possible, not to mention legal.

The first time much of this appeared in print was in a fifteenth-century French collection of popular beliefs called The Distaff Gospels. The book centres on a gathering of women swapping truths about life as they spin yarn – a distaff being a spinning implement.

Among the fantastic gems imparted are that ‘when a woman sleeps with her husband and wants to have a boy rather than a girl, she must hold her hands closed while her husband has intercourse with her’.

Also, ‘When a pregnant woman carries her child more on her right side, and she enjoys hearing about tournaments and jousts, you should know for certain that she will have a son.’

If she’d rather chat about dances and music, congratulations – it’s a girl!

It’s worth noting, though, that the gospels also go on to warn that when you see a cat sitting in the sun in a window, licking her behind and not rubbing her ear with her leg, you can be sure that it will rain that very day.

Food for thought for us all, I’m sure you will agree.

Talking of which, there are also the things that diet can tell us, both before and during pregnancy. If you’re hoping for a girl, drink lots of milk and water, eat cheese and yoghurt, and go easy on the meat and potatoes.

For a boy, your menu should consist of copious vegetables, with the exception of cress, lettuce, raw cabbage, spinach and cauliflower – which are such obvious exclusions that they barely warrant mentioning really.

Or if you’d rather not tweak what you eat to determine your baby’s gender, why not simply put a wooden spoon under your bed and a pink ribbon under your pillow to bring the pitter-patter of female feet – which is second only to shouting out of the window ‘I WANT A GIRL’ on the Ronseal scale.

It’s worth sparing a thought for some Hispanic mothers-to-be, who can be blasted with a triple whammy on the food for thought front. First, if they suffer heartburn while carrying their baby – which many do, of course – their baby will be hairy. Very, very hairy.

Eating fruit, something that as a pregnant woman you’d be forgiven for thinking would be risk free, is also said to come at a cost – ‘dirty’ babies. Then, to top it all, cheese and dairy are to be avoided too, lest you want your newborn to be struck down with chronic cradle cap.

In the 1960s and 1970s things got a little more scientific, with two theories from the USA that seemed to make a bit more sense at least.

First, there was the Shettles Method. This stated that sperm bearing a Y chromosome (for boys) move faster but don’t live as long as sperm that carry X chromosomes (for girls). So if you want a boy, the Shettles Method contends, you should have sex as close as possible to ovulation. If you want a girl, you should have sex two to four days before you ovulate.

Then we have the Whelan Method, which handily contradicts everything about the Shettles Method and advises you to have sex four to six days before the lady’s basal body temperature spikes if you want to conceive a boy, and two to three days before you ovulate if you want a girl.

What all of the above rather gloriously have in common, no matter where they originate, no matter how plausible or otherwise they may sound, is that they are all a load of old rubbish.

Charming? Perhaps. In any way useful? No.

But never fear! As is the way of things, science has stepped in to fill the folklore void with high-tech gender selection.

Procedures such as preimplantation genetic diagnosis were originally developed to help couples who have gone through genetic testing and know they are carriers of serious gender-linked disorders. Often termed ‘family balancing’, this is now being used in conjunction with IVF to determine the sex of an embryo for those with the burning desire – and mountains of cash – to do it.

Of course, only embryos of the desired sex will be implanted in the uterus, which is why most fertility centres discourage it if there is no real medical reason to select gender.

All of which makes the wooden spoon under the bed seem a somehow more attractive proposition, even if it does result in the fifty–fifty status quo.

Where fertility is concerned, it really does seem that, as science makes advances, we not only lose a global perspective but also see generations of tradition tossed aside in an instant.

When clinicians get involved, they tend to make things very clinical.
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