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During the 60's there was a revival of young people taking off to the country. In rural areas such as the Santa Cruz Mountains in California, young people were beginning to question everything; their education, the messages in the media, the additives in their foods, and the rituals important in their lives. People began growing their own foods, having their babies at home, and turning away from the public education that was offered to their children. More and more often these young adults joined together and lived in communities, learning to share their lives and live them consciously, and making the most out of the experiences that were the ones to shape their personal histories. It was during this time that the first wave of people's medicine was revitalized. Nutrition, horticulture, pregnancy, birth, and early maternal-infant care began to take a shape that was reminiscent of times long ago. Since many of these people were just beginning their families, the prevailing hospital ritual of birth was of great concern. Women were no longer compliant in putting up with the separations that were part of hospital routines such as procedures of admission, vaginal exams, delivery of the babies, and immediate post partum. They were no longer willing to be forced to stay in bed during labor, strapped down to a delivery table for the birth, cut without reason for delivery, and then isolated from their newborn and their family in the profound experience of the first hours of post partum. They refused to be denied the power and intimacy that is inherent in labor, the victory and ecstasy of birth, and the thrill of the miracle of its harvest. They wanted to rejoice and do the work of bonding after their births, instead of crying themselves to sleep when it was over. They saw that hospital births often ended up with women crying in maternity wards, babies in the nurseries, and men at home. Not only did women want a better experience for themselves and their babies, but men too, were beginning to demand having a role in labor and birth, and they, too, no longer accepted the forced exclusion that was the imprint left from generations past. 

Everywhere, among thousands across North America, the inheritance of the hospital ritual felt wrong. By then the medical establishment had had such long-term compliance by consumers, that they were not even open to the questions and requests of these young birthing families, nor were they treating them with any respect. In hospitals, drugs were routinely used in labor, episiotomies were almost universal, there was pressure for male circumcision, and there was tremendous lack of information and support for early maternal-infant care. It is hard for someone in the year 2009 to imagine, but in the 60’s, the concept of human bonding had yet to be scientifically received. As a result of these tremendous differences in basic human values and belief systems, an evolution and a revolution emerged. Having babies at home seemed to be the most natural thing to do. 
Of course, women still wanted the medical care that assured them of health and safety, so they asked physicians to give them the prenatal care that would assure that, and also asked their doctors to assist them in their choice of a home delivery. But, as it turned out, physicians had long ago lost the art and skill of home birth, and so they were not able to offer that. They had been trained to see that obstetrics was medicine, technology, and able to take place only in hospitals with full technical support. The idea that birth was a natural event and that a woman could complete this task and deliver herself was a concept that was totally foreign to them. Instead, they had been trained to think that women were not capable of having babies without them, and they—instead of mothers-- happily took the credit and pride of delivery. It was at this time of such deeply engrained acceptance of the absence of respect for women, newborns, and the “making of a family” that the first wave of a newly resurrected practice of midwifery found its voice. California was one of the leading states and one of the first organized movements was in Santa Cruz, California, where the first birth center in North America was founded. This group, called the Santa Cruz Birth Center, came together to provide to the community who sought their service prenatal care, birth preparation, intra-partum guidance (now typically seen as the role of the home birth midwife and/or the role of the doula), and post partum care and guidance. This was 1970, before cell phones and internet communication, so the existence of the Birth Center was spread through birth stories, notices on bulletin boards, and word of mouth referrals. Each Birth Center day was met with more pregnant couples than the initial group had ever imagined there would be, and as a result knowledge was hungrily sought out. Serious study groups were formed and soon the Santa Cruz women learned of other communities doing similar work. In 1972, the Birth Book (a first in the subject of home birth) was published and distributed grass roots style, and the book ignited a flame of communication that demanded recognition of the profession of midwifery. This demand took place throughout the nation. 
It didn’t take long before politics entered the picture, and the language was one of women’s rights firstly, and parent’s rights secondly. Soon after the attention was drawn to the media regarding the changing values in birth, the AMA had to respond. They soon decreed that birth was medicine, and anyone who dared to become part of that event without a license to do so, was in defiance of the law. It was at this time that the focus of birth fell away from women’s rights and became one of professionalism. Since most states no longer had licensing for the profession of midwifery, we were a nation without midwives, and nationally women’s voices harmoniously arose and asked for that care. At that time the worldwide statistics for healthy women and babies showed us that the countries that ranked highest honored the profession of midwifery, while ours, which outlawed its practice, ranked disgracefully low, in the 26th percentile. 

Instead of women continuing their initial fight of putting birth back into their own hands, midwives were caught in the political net of fighting for the right to attend them. Midwives soon found themselves in the center of a war, responding to attacks and getting hooked into the dialogue of the power structure. This took a tremendous toll on women, babies, and midwives. The Santa Cruz Birth Center was founded in 1970, and in 1974, when the Birth Center was in full operation, three of the midwives were arrested on the misdemeanor of practicing medicine without a license. 

After an Appellate Court hearing which sided with the midwives who argued that the Practice of Medicine law, under which the midwives were being charged, was overbroad, vague, and did not apply to the normal care of a healthy woman in pregnancy, birth and postpartum, the State of California appealed the decision and took the case to the California Supreme Court. Two years after the Santa Cruz Midwives were arrested, the decision was handed down that, even though pregnancy and birth were not illness, injury, disfigurement or disease, that they were “an other condition”, therefore the practice of midwifery could be considered the practice of medicine. 
Since then, not only in California but also nation wide, there have been numerous arrests, civil suits, and court injunctions. Many midwives have served jail time, and others have been on house arrest. During this climate, some midwives continued to practice as they had done in the past, others became silent and were hard to find, and others forged a path for licensure. Eventually the state created a certified midwifery profession and offered it only to registered nurses. This was a program that was following the AMA’s model of medicine. It was during this time when midwives were fighting for the right to have a profession that followed a women’s centered model that the Birth Center in Santa Cruz lost its momentum. The group eventually splintered into individuals, and the collective as it had been known, changed into those with licenses, those without, those who chose another profession, and lastly, those who stopped practicing in fear of the threats around them. Some of the nurse midwives who got the first licenses in the State were eventually accepted into hospital practice, while others continued in the practice of home birth and continued to fight for a profession of its own. It took two decades before a different and separate license was secured for midwives that did not follow the medical model and did not require a nursing degree. This separate license is not easily recognized by insurance companies, and as a result is not as easily reimbursed for the work. Consumers often have to pay out of pocket for their care despite the fact that they have health insurance. Also, a hospital will not recognize the profession enough to hire the women who possess this license. 
Birth in the USA still ranks disgracefully low in statistics for healthy mothers and babies, while the countries that honor the profession rank the highest. Many midwives are still struggling to offer home birth to the small percentage of people who desire it. The Santa Cruz Birth Center officially closed its doors in the mid 70’s, but its fame served as a model not only for free standing Birth Centers throughout North America, but also for women/family centered births in hospitals. 
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