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This book is dedicated to my angels in heaven—my parents, and of course, my Tata. You are missed.


Also to my soul sister Annie, and to all the amazing children, mamas, and nannies—may you carry the organic message.
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INTRODUCTION


A Legacy of Love


Our children are all on a journey and constantly blooming.


—The Organic Nanny


My name is Barbara Rodriguez, and I am the Organic Nanny. For more than twenty years, I have taken care of children as a profession. I have worked with a wide range of culturally diverse children ranging in age from eleven months to sixteen years old, and I’ve forged unique and lasting relationships with them all. I work within a rich and privileged world—many of the children I work with have celebrity parents—but I believe all children can benefit from the changes I help my clients realize. Those changes are all, at their essence, organic, and by that I mean natural, life-giving, and in harmony with the spirit and essence of the individual child. Organic food, organic relationships, and an organic connection with the Earth can revitalize and optimize every child’s life.


In my work as a nanny, I’ve seen many different kinds of children, but I see some common themes, too—stressed-out parents and stressed-out children, chronic allergies and illness, anxiety, a short attention span, poor health habits, estranged relationships, insomnia in both children and adults, hyperactivity and depression even in preschoolers, a sense of entitlement, disregard for others, a deep lack of self-confidence, and generalized unhappiness. I see childhood obesity and children seeking desperately for something they can’t find—something they often mistake for junk food. Many are prone to colds and ear infections. Sometimes they cry for no reason they can understand. I see underachievers who are unable to pay attention. I see anger, sadness and isolation, and families who have forgotten how to be together in the same room—who can barely look each other in the eye.


Our children are all at risk of trudging through their lives on automatic pilot, fueled by fake food, addicted to junk food, mesmerized by video screens, and tied to texting.


Not coincidentally, these problems occur in families that have strayed pretty far from the way I believe we are intended to live. Their diets are full of artificial substances masquerading as food. They don’t exercise. They rarely get outside in the fresh air and sunlight. Some days, they barely speak to one another. They follow the rules society has set out for them to follow, but the spark within them is faint.


My goal is to restore that spark.


There is a link between what children eat and how they develop, behave, and interact with the world—in my work, this is as obvious to me as a child’s eye color or height. My goal as an organic nanny, and with this book, is to help you raise your children to be not just healthier and happier than they are right now, but also to be kind, generous, thoughtful people who radiate gratitude, confidence, and intelligence. I believe all children can benefit from the dietary and lifestyle changes I help my clients realize. This book will show you how to lay a strong foundation, put your children on a more natural track, and give them a childhood worthy of remembrance—a childhood that is, perhaps, a little bit better than the one you experienced.


As you look at your own children, no matter whether they are infants or toddlers, tweens, or teens, what are the problems you are experiencing?


What do you envision for your children’s future?


Who would you like them to become?


I’m not just here to help children. As a parent, do you find yourself struggling just to get through the day? Are you stressed, cranky, exhausted, frustrated, even depressed? Do you wonder if you are doing everything right for your children? Do you know you aren’t because you are simply too tired at the end of the day to play June Cleaver?


You don’t have to be June Cleaver—but you can be a better you. I can help you to replant your own two feet on the ground, as well as the feet of your children. This book is about kids and mothers and fathers and even pets, but to a large extent, the mama keeps the family together, so this book is for you. I can help you guide your children better, with less stress and anxiety, and I can help you take better care of yourself, too. Let’s get back in the natural world where we all belong.


My History


She listened from the heart.


My grandmother was a petite, bright-eyed Cuban named Evangelina, descended from gypsies, and the greatest healer I have ever known.


We called her Tata. She was a pediatric nurse at a Cuban hospital during a time when it was nearly impossible for a woman to hold such a position, but she also practiced the wisdom of her Cuban ancestors with folk remedies and the kind of common sense that cuts through the confusion and goes straight to the heart.


As a child, I marveled at her almost magical intuition about children. She could always tell what had to be done. I watched as she transformed fresh whole foods and herbs into teas and poultices that helped and healed. I listened as she spoke just the right words to diffuse anger or rekindle affection. I helped her plant gardens and cook meals for the whole family, and I wondered at how she kept our family together and could always help to heal other families, bringing them together, too.


Most of all, Tata always knew what to do and what to say to an anxious child or to a worried mother. She called it “listening from the heart.” She forged my destiny as a caregiver and I was her apprentice as far back in my childhood as I can remember. Her gift—a gift she passed along to me—is at the heart of this book.


Much of my philosophy about how children and families should live was formed early in life. My family was forced to leave Cuba during the Cuban revolution. My parents and Tata, connected for generations to the Cuban soil, suddenly found themselves uprooted. They moved to Miami, where I was born, but throughout my childhood, as my parents yearned for their home country, we moved to Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, and South America.


My older brother Frank and I felt like gypsies, but our nomadic lives always had a constant: Tata, who put down literal roots wherever we went, planting gardens and seeking out the natural remedies of each culture and climate. I learned early how important it is, especially when you don’t have a literal home, to make a home wherever you go by connecting with the Earth.


My family wasn’t wealthy and we weren’t privileged, but I understood what it meant to stand with bare feet in the soil, to rub a healing herb between my fingers and breathe in the green scent, to brew leaves and flowers into a pot of tea, to eat from the garden and let the cycles of the seasons govern my playtime and sleeptime. What I saw, from my naive childhood perspective, were communities of people living close to the Earth, in harmony with the seasons, eating real and whole food, spending time outside, working hard, helping each other in hard times, and because they didn’t have many of the so-called conveniences that tend to distract people from one another, standing together and staying together and looking one another in the eye. I didn’t know any other way to live.


As a child, I didn’t eat processed food—there was no processed food available to us—and I rarely needed medicine or a doctor. I never took vitamins. I ate well, I played hard, and I spent a lot of time outside in the fresh air and sunshine. It was all very natural . . . organic. Tata showed me the remedies I could take from the garden, and she taught me gratitude for gifts from the earth, the family, and the community. I couldn’t imagine spending a day staring at any sort of screen, or taking the little we had for granted, or talking back to the adults in my life (well, maybe just a little . . .).


Wherever we moved, in each new place, Tata knitted us into the community by reaching out to children and caring for them all as if each one was her own. She radiated love and healing power. Mothers and children gravitated to her. When a neighbor’s child was sick or injured, Tata’s patient voice and gentle hand soothed and healed. I remember waking up in the middle of the night and tiptoeing out of my room to peer out into the main room at Tata, counseling a worried mother who had knocked on her door to bring her a sick baby wrapped in a coat. Or she would go to them, holding a sick or injured child against her heart to listen. She never refused a request. Healing was her life and her divine mission.


Although Tata never charged for her services, the love and service she handed out so freely always flowed back to her and she had everything she needed. Relieved and appreciative parents would mow her lawn, paint her house, and provide other chores to give back something in gratitude. I learned so many lessons from my Tata—the importance of community and of a firm and secure foundation, of a routine that a child can rely on, and most of all, the lesson that the earth contains everything we need.


Tata was part of what I later came to see as a great circle of love that pulses and flows with the rhythm of giving and receiving, generosity and gratitude, a circle that revolves along with the seasons as well as the life cycle. At the heart of the circle were the hundreds of children my Tata nurtured. A child mattered more to her than the richest or most powerful adult, and certainly more than work or money or recognition. To her, every child was worthy of reverence. I still live by that credo.


Throughout this book, I bring you Tata’s wisdom, coupled with my own. What I’ve learned from Tata is how to listen for those answers; to really listen to a child who is sick or unhappy or having trouble communicating, and to find the remedies—whether whole foods, natural cures, or behavioral lessons—that will actually make a difference in that child’s well-being. I’ve used these lessons in my work as a nanny, and also in my life as a stepmom, or what I prefer to call a bonus mom, to two beautiful children. I still believe Tata is with me, helping me when I need guidance and teaching me to listen from the heart in my own way to every child that comes into my life.


Your Child’s Life


Although progress is often a good thing, there is much to be said for the old ways, and with Tata’s help, I want to help you remember the wisdom of your ancestors. For thousands of years, children have lived and thrived on a diet of whole organic foods, fresh water, exercise, sunshine, healthy sleep, close-knit families and communities, and a life in tune with the natural cycles of the Earth.


These children and families certainly had issues, especially those related to lack of the advanced medical care we enjoy today. On the other hand, they also lived free of many of the diseases of modern life—such problems as hyperactivity, attention deficit disorder, depression, obesity, and that chronic sense of entitlement so many kids have today. When you live in sync with the natural world and your survival depends on sticking together as a family and a community, when your only food and medicine comes from the soil in your own backyard, and when you don’t have much more than you really need to live a simple life, many health and behavior problems just don’t occur. Our lives of excess and privilege have spoiled us in more ways than one—we eat too much, we forget what real food tastes like, and we take our easy lives for granted; and our children are restless, unable to concentrate, and in many ways, unappreciative of their privileged lives. This leads to family fragmentation, chronic illness, behavioral issues, and, I believe, a deep sense of restlessness and unhappiness in us all.


But a more natural life is still available to your children. You can have the best of both worlds—our advanced medical care, conveniences, and technology and also a sense of reverence for life, a palate that appreciates real whole food, and a commitment to community and family. Families today have the opportunity and the luxury to embrace the best of both worlds. Isn’t it a shame not to live that way?


Of course, these days, to live a more natural life that feeds rather than depletes children isn’t easy. In some ways, you will be going against the grain of modern society, where fast food, television, cell phone and computer addiction, chemicals in our food and living environments, rebellious attitudes, and easy fixes are the norm. But at what cost do we surrender our children to the temptations of a toxic world? Childhood obesity has more than tripled in the past thirty years, according to the National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. If that isn’t a wake-up call that we are collectively doing something wrong when feeding our kids, I can’t imagine what is. In addition to food, I see children immersed in environments that also drain health away—environments isolated from real human contact, families who don’t communicate, feelings of inadequacy and hesitation and fear.


Your children can have a better life than the one that the twenty-first century hands to them. Research studies now offer hard evidence to prove that what we are eating and how we are spending our time is hurting us, both physically and mentally. I’ve learned why whole foods nourish, whereas processed foods deplete. I’ve learned why dairy products may not be as good as we think they are. I’ve learned about the damaging effects of staring at a screen all day instead of talking to real people, face to face. I’ve also learned a lot about why children need fresh air, communication, structure, community, and a relationship with nature. Our ancestors knew this by instinct. We may have lost the instinct, but we can relearn what nature has been trying to show us all along.


But I believe it begins with food. Food is the first offering of mother to child, and it is the primary reason families come together every day. Food can work miracles, or create disaster. Food is the basis for what can lift up children to become the very best possible version of themselves—or can keep them down beneath a low ceiling of underachievement and self-doubt. It’s never too late to get healthier, and it’s definitely never too late to help your children form better habits. I don’t care if they are infants or getting ready to leap out of the nest. You can start fresh today, no matter what their age. Make small changes with no guilt, and change will come more easily than you ever dreamed. The industrial food system is engineered to tempt us all, but there is a better way. I’ll lead you through it.


In this book, I share my secrets for giving children the gift of a better life. Each chapter provides a framework to help you begin the transformation in your own home, with step-by-step instructions to take you from where you are now to a more organic existence tied to the natural cycles of the Earth, but I’ll show you how to do this at your own pace and based on your family’s needs. No guilt!


I suspect most busy mothers could use an organic nanny, but not everybody can afford one, and that’s why I’ve written this book—to be your support as you navigate through the sometimes treacherous waters of parenting in the modern world. With each step, I’ll be right there with you, and I’ll show you what the Earth has to offer you in the way of help and nurturing.


As your personal Organic Nanny, I will take your hand and lead the way. We’re going to get reacquainted with the real stuff—genuine, whole, and organic food, the way nature made it. I’ll show you how to buy it, cook it, serve it, even grow it. I’ll help you seduce your family with it, and gradually win them over. I’ll help you get the junk out, the chemicals out, the negativity out—and the sweet, delicious, juicy, beautiful stuff in—into your home and into your children.


We’ll go to the market. We’ll visit produce stands. We’ll learn how to choose the right foods at the grocery store. And we’ll take the children along, too, so they can learn what real food really is. It’s going to be fun. Then, we’ll move on to your home, your family, and you.








The Organic Nanny Promise


I’m committed to bringing more life, love, and peace to your family, and that is why this book is my gift to you. Let it be your guide to cleaning up your child’s life and restoring health and vitality. In this book, you’ll learn how to:


•  Wean your family off processed food


•  Give noxious processed sweeteners the boot for good


•  Reclaim your natural-born right to eat whole grains, instead of processed white flour stripped of its nutrients


•  Relearn how to eat real, whole foods and embrace the glory that is Mother Nature’s gift to us all: the plant kingdom


•  Embrace a life-affirming, passionate, cruelty-free lifestyle by phasing out industrial feed-lot and factory-farmed meat and toxic dairy products from your family’s diet


•  Get toxins and chemicals out of your personal care products and cleaning supplies


•  Gently heal your family with natural remedies, when appropriate


•  Take care of yourself so you can best take care of your family. I’ll remind you how!


•  Make gratitude, respect, and reverence for life a way of life in your home


•  Communicate with your kids in a language you all understand by learning to listen and empower children to trust their own inner voice. You can learn to trust yours, too!













CHAPTER ONE


Food, L.O.V.E., and Healing


It’s not food if it arrived through the window of your car.


—Michael Pollan, from Food Rules, rule #20


Children whose problems aren’t recognized become problem children.


—Marcelene Cox


The Power of Food


I could tell right away that Harry was a bright little boy with a lot of potential, but to his parents, he had become a constant source of stress. Harry was four and was already reading. He liked to talk to adults and had an impressive vocabulary for his young age. He could charm anyone with his dark blond curls and big brown eyes. However, he had also begun to suffer drastic mood swings. After dinner, he became wild, running around and shrieking, breaking things, and refusing to respond to any requests by his baffled parents to please stop. Bedtime took hours and even after he was down, he kept getting back up. Sometimes he still came into his parent’s bedroom after midnight, to ask for yet another glass of juice or another cookie. His exhausted mother kept a box of cookies on her nightstand, just in case he demanded one during the night.


In the mornings, Harry was tired, cranky, and refused to eat breakfast. His mother told me that the only thing she could get him to eat was a frosted Pop-Tart and a glass of chocolate milk. When I came to help Harry and his family, I could see they were in trouble. Harry’s parents were no longer able to enjoy their brilliant son because he was literally running wild and they didn’t know how to calm him down. But I did.


Hannah’s parents had a different problem. Their once energetic and rosy-cheeked little girl had grown sullen and sad. She cried easily, at the slightest frustration, and had to be forced outside to play, where she would sit on the front step, chin in hands, until her mother gave up and let her come back inside. She began to have trouble getting along with other children, and told her mother she didn’t have any friends. She looked pale and tired, more like an exhausted adult than a normal, healthy eight-year-old.


Hannah was a picky eater. All her mother could get her interested in were hot dogs, macaroni and cheese, and chicken nuggets. At least she was eating, her mother told me when I came to help them. Hannah barely responded to me until I changed her diet.


Food is life. Food is health. Or food can be the source of frustrating behavior problems, debilitating energy loss, even sickness. What you eat, and especially, what your children are eating on a regular basis, is absolutely crucial in determining their health, well-being, and behavior. They are such beautiful beings—and they rely on us for so much.


The good news is that you get to decide: What will you feed them?


I get incredibly passionate about children’s health issues, and as a nanny, when I come into a home for the first time, I’ve seen the whole spectrum: from kids glowing with life to those saddled with physical, emotional, and behavioral problems. I get so excited when I see the kids that glow. For many of the others, my heart breaks—often because I see what they eat.


Many of the children I’ve nannied have been raised like typical American kids, even those with celebrity parents. We are all in a hurry, and healthy food sounds complicated to most of us, especially when fast food and convenience food is so, well . . . fast and convenient. In my experience, the average child, from toddler to tween, eats just a few things most of the time:


•   Macaroni and cheese


•   Hamburgers or cheeseburgers


•   Hot dogs


•   Breaded, fried chicken pieces (nuggets, strips, fingers) or patties


•   Soda and other sweetened drinks (even energy drinks!)


•   French fries


•   Ketchup


•   Ranch dressing


•   Candy


•   Packaged cookies and snack cakes


•   A select few fruit and vegetables, mostly baby carrots, bananas, apples, and grapes


Does that sound like food to you? From my Organic Nanny vantage point, it does not look like food at all. The foods on this list are extremely limited as well as (except for the fresh produce) extremely high in fat, and highly refined carbohydrates. It is by no stretch of the imagination a healthy diet. It will not fuel a child’s energy needs, but it will encourage fat storage, including arterial fat storage. According to the well-known Bogalusa Heart Study, many children already have fatty buildup in their hearts before they reach the age of ten. A similar study of children in a small Iowa town showed that many young children already have risk factors for heart disease. A report presented at the annual meeting of the American Heart Association in Chicago in 2006 further supported the notion that our kids are at risk. This report combined data from multiple studies, revealing that an increasing number of children already suffer from such conditions as high cholesterol and diabetes, which may lead to heart disease. Among these children, many already showed signs of narrowing and hardening arteries. Many doctors are already putting these children on cholesterol-lowering statin drugs!


More specifically, according to a study by the University of North Carolina of obese children between the ages of one and seventeen, 40 percent of obese three- to five-year-olds participating in the project had raised levels of C-reactive protein, and by age fifteen to seventeen, 83 percent of the obese teens had this same inflammatory heart-disease risk factor. Another famous study called the Framingham Children’s Study had better news. This study tracked kids through the end of adolescence, and it showed that children who got more exercise had lower body fat when they became teenagers. Children who ate four or more servings of fruit and vegetables every day had lower yearly blood pressure increases. At the end of the study, children who watched the least television had the lowest body mass index number, an indicator of overweight and obesity.


Food is not a panacea, and it is not the cause of every health and behavior problem in children. However, if your child has a health or behavior problem, I believe it is well worth considering how diet can worsen symptoms—or make the situation much better than it is now. And if your child seems to be doing just fine, why wait for something bad to happen? This book is about taking action and creating change to make our families better than they were before—healthier, calmer, happier, more in tune with each other. We know a poor diet and lack of exercise hurts any human’s health. Changing your family’s health habits now could prevent chronic disease that might otherwise be imminent. A healthy diet is one of the most important things you can control about a child’s health. This is your chance to give your child the best possible start in life. Are you with me?


In my work, I’ve seen big differences in health and behavior corresponding to what kids eat, and it is my mission to help families use food as a powerful tool to help tweak health and behavior problems. My experience reflects the conclusions suggested in all the child health studies I’ve read: The kids who eat more organic, natural, whole plant foods (you know, such as real, fresh fruit and vegetables, whole grains, and beans) tend to be healthier, calmer, and more in control of their behavior. They get sick less often, they have more energy, and they beam. Sometimes, their parents spend a lot of money on that organic, natural, whole plant food, and sometimes they don’t, but I am telling you from my own practical experience that the kids with more natural whole foods in their diet, no matter what the price tag, in general do better in every aspect of their lives than do kids eating mostly high-fat, high-starch, high-sugar, high-animal-content, chemical-laden, processed food.


I call the kids who thrive on whole foods “organic kids.” These are the ones who never eat trans fats or chemical ingredients, who have the occasional sweet treat but not the ones made with high-fructose corn syrup, and who eat a low-fat, low-sugar, low-refined-flour, low-or-no-dairy-product diet rich in fruit and vegetables.


And guess who makes it happen? It’s you, Mamas. And I’ve got your back.


Organic kids feel better, look better, and work and play better. This is your great opportunity. The door is open and all you have to do is take my hand and walk through it. It’s going to be fun and delicious, and it’s going to make you feel, look, work, and play better, too. Because “organic” is a family affair. And that is the heart of this book.


Addicted Kids


I am gravely concerned with childhood obesity, which has more than tripled in the past thirty years. Today, about one-third of children in the United States are overweight or obese, according to the American Heart Association. However, that is not my only concern when it comes to fake, processed food. The problem with putting all the attention on obesity is that we tend to ignore the diet of all the kids who aren’t overweight. We do this at our peril. High-fat, high-sugar, high-starch, processed food also puts our slimmer kids at a terrible risk for behavioral problems.


We all make excuses for it. It’s faster. It’s easier. It takes less effort and thought. Yet, this argument doesn’t really make sense at all. What snacks could be easier to eat, faster to prepare, and take less thought than an apple or a bowl of baby carrots or a handful of raw almonds? Of course, healthful cooking can be easy or complex, just like any cooking, but choosing the best whole food ingredients doesn’t necessarily make it more complicated. Besides, the planet provides us with plenty of beautiful, real, whole food, so why do we feel that we must mess with a working system? The answer is more than a little frightening: Processed food is addictive. It may even be considered the twenty-first-century gateway drug.


According to a 2009 issue of Science News, a study conducted by researchers at the Scripps Research Institute (a nonprofit), presented at the 2009 Society for Neuroscience’s annual meeting, explored the addictive qualities of junk food, and the results were pretty disturbing.


In the study, one group of rats was offered nutritionally complete lowfat rat chow. The other group of rats was offered a diet of processed foods such as bacon, cheesecake, and packaged snack cakes. The group of rats eating the junk food quickly developed compulsive eating habits, eating twice as many calories as those eating the rat chow. They became obese. Those poor rats, forced to eat what Americans eat! After less than a week on the junk food diet, the rats also showed much less activation of their pleasure centers, so they kept seeking more food to get the same “high.” The results were eerily similar to what happens to drug addicts on, for example, heroin. I wouldn’t give such food to a rat, let alone a child.


Even more startling, the rats on the junk food diet endured electrical shocks to be able to keep eating the junk food. Horrible! The rats on the control diet were briefly introduced to junk food, but when shocked, avoided the junk food. They weren’t addicted.


Adam, a handsome, strapping teenage boy and the son of one of my clients once told me, “I feel sick every time I eat fast food, but I just can’t stop. I always want to go back because it tastes so good.” To me, this is exactly like the poor rats enduring electric shocks just to get their junk food fix. This is what is happening to our kids when they eat processed food. The study concluded that junk food was, in many ways, as addictive as heroin.


So yes, processed food may taste good to your kids. It may look delicious. It may be convenient and cheap, and it may refuse to rot in your pantry. But when it goes into your child’s body, you must know what it is doing! I believe most parents don’t really recognize what these substances do to kids.


Perhaps you’ve heard of SAD, the acronym that stands for “standard American diet.” Health-foodies often use the term to describe a diet high in processed foods, meat, dairy, and sugar. If you ask me, what the standard American diet does to children is our nation’s dirtiest little secret. Our bodies want fresh fruit and vegetables and whole grains in their original packaging, but we can’t feel those natural impulses anymore because we are too polluted with junk food. All that salt and fat and sugar has dulled our taste buds and brains, so we’ve forgotten not just how to eat but how to recognize when we are really truly hungry and really truly full.


Every child is different and different people do better or worse on different kinds of diets. Some do better eating vegetarian or vegan and some do better eating more protein but the one diet that nobody seems to thrive on is a steady stream of packaged, processed “food.” Our bodies don’t know what to do with all those chemicals and modified ingredients. What our bodies understand is the food Mother Nature made for us. But it’s not too late. We can turn around and go the other way, even if we are swimming against the tide. If you and your kids are used to processed food, if they are addicted to these chemicals and denatured ingredients and woefully modified products of industrial agriculture and food science, you can slowly but surely coax your body—and theirs—back into balance. Nothing drastic. Nothing too radical. Just a slow shift back in the right direction, for the health and life of your family.


Out with the Bad, In with the Good


Now, I know what you are thinking, Mamas. You are thinking, “This all sounds nice, but I know my kids. They like what they like and they aren’t going to want to eat all new food, especially vegetables.”


Don’t be so sure. Kids are smart. They like to feel strong and energized, and they like to look good, even if they think eating unhealthy food is fun and rebellious. Even if your children are currently engaging in some bad habits, habits are just that—habits—and they can be changed. Kids have instincts about what they need. A friend of mine has a teenager who recently went on a skateboarding trip with a group of friends. For a week, they subsisted on fast food and bologna sandwiches made with white bread. About halfway through the week, they were all sitting on a ledge outside of a skate park in another town, inexplicably exhausted. Finally, one of the boys said, “You know what I could really go for? Some produce.”


“Oh, yeah!” they all agreed, and started fantasizing about apples and salads.


The body knows what it needs. We just have to listen, and some kids are actually better listeners than a lot of adults I know. Sometimes, my clients are amazed to find out how easy it is to go back in the right direction. They have ideas about how hard a natural diet would be to sustain, and when I show them how simple it is, they are genuinely surprised.


My client Sybil, a mother of four, is a perfect example. She always said she was “too lazy to cook.” When I came into their home to help them through a transition time, however, it was obvious to me that this busy mama wasn’t lazy at all. She was a successful entertainment lawyer and she worked constantly. No wonder she didn’t have time for cooking! Cooking just wasn’t one of her priorities. She always said she wanted the least possible preparation involved in her meals, and she didn’t like to try new things. In addition, while Sybil made a good living, with four children to raise, she was on a budget. She didn’t like to spend a lot of money on food. I’m sure many moms can relate to that.


But perhaps not surprisingly, as a result, Sybil’s four sons drank soda every day, ate candy multiple times each day, and preferred processed, packaged meals and fast food, because that is what they were used to eating. They also got in trouble . . . a lot. One had several run-ins with the law. They all had poor grades and a hard time concentrating. They talked back to their parents and seemed not to know how to contain their energy. Sybil made a lot of excuses for her boys. They were “typical teenagers,” she said. They liked their junk food. In fact, Sybil spent a fortune on packaged food and restaurant meals every week because she thought she didn’t have time to cook—so much for saving money.


I saw nothing typical about this situation. When I listened to these boys, I heard that they had fallen into a pattern I’ve seen many times—bad diet can lead to bad behavior.


I decided to see what would happen if I made healthy whole food convenient for this busy family. I went through the kitchen and got rid of all the soda and packaged food. I filled up the cabinets with single-serving packages of nuts, dried fruit, whole-grain crackers, and baked chips. I kept the refrigerator stocked with bowls of apples, pears, plums, grapes, and berries, depending on what was in season. I cut up carrots, celery, radishes, and green peppers and put them on trays with containers of hummus dip and salsa. I filled pitchers with fresh juice and I lined the refrigerator doors with bottles of club soda.


For dinner, I showed Sybil how to boil whole-grain pasta, steam brown rice, and sauté vegetables with flavored tofu or lean organic meats in less time than it takes to get take-out. I showed her how to top tortillas with healthy ingredients for an easy on-the-go meal. I showed her how a few simple herbs and spices can make everything taste great. I even encouraged her to let the boys cook. They were, after all, teenagers, and perfectly capable of making their own food.


Surprisingly, when the boys began to cook, the youngest son, Luke, really took to it. He began to cook most of the meals because he enjoyed it so much, and became a food connoisseur of sorts. He had a knack for combining flavors and began to demand only the highest-quality fresh ingredients. I just loved to watch his transformation. As the boys matured and became more interested in their own lives, I saw them change from irresponsible and distracted kids to healthy young men with ambition and purpose.


Can I credit the food entirely? Probably not, but I’m sure it facilitated their optimal development. The last time I heard from Sybil, Luke was applying to cooking schools. Sybil told me that she was stunned to realize that just because she didn’t like to cook did not mean that her sons would be the same way.


Is there a closeted chef in your family?


Every family is different. Every mama has different inclinations. If you love to cook, then trying new foods may simply be easier for you. If you don’t like to cook, that’s fine, too. Either way, choose your foods care-fully—because children, as much as they may whine or complain about change, will follow your lead.


Transitioning Your Own Family


Most of us know that our children could be eating better (and so could we!), but learning how to make the positive changes to achieve that end may seem intimidating. The next few chapters in this book will walk you through the process of transforming your family’s health and diet in ways that are sustainable and pleasurable. Let’s do a quick run-down of what’s to come.


The first step is a gradual detox. Don’t worry, Mamas. Nobody is going to be fasting or living on lemon juice with cayenne pepper. No, what I mean by detox is something very different: I mean the elimination of toxic food from your home. When you get the bad stuff out, you make room for more nutritionally sound choices. When kids want candy and all they can find are bananas and peanut butter or apples and almonds, guess what they’re going to eat?


However, change is difficult, so gradual is better. Changing your life for the good takes patience and persistence. You don’t have to do it all in one day, and in fact, you shouldn’t move too drastically because then you probably won’t stick with it. Instead, I’m going to walk you through my family detox method step by step, showing you how to reduce or eliminate the so-called foods and food categories that may be causing problems for your children’s health. The categories are:


1.   Fast food and processed food. Beware especially of those containing trans fats (including hydrogenated and partially hydrogenated oils), high-fructose corn syrup, and artificial flavorings, colorings, and preservatives. Chemicals in a box, anyone? I’ll show you how to reduce the load in Chapter 2.


2.   Sugar. Beware especially of white sugar and brown sugar (which is just white sugar with molasses and caramel coloring sprayed on it). A little bit of the sweet stuff now and again isn’t going to kill anybody, but too much sugar wreaks havoc on your child’s health, sending blood sugar on a crazy ride that can directly influence hyperactive as well as depressive behavior. While not all research supports a behavioral link, many studies have suggested that high sugar consumption contributes to hyperactive and aggressive behavior in some children and adults, too. Chapter 3 will inspire you to invite natural sweeteners into your life, so your child can continue to enjoy sweet foods without mainlining more processed sweeteners.


3.   White flour. It’s completely stripped of its natural jacket of nutrients. It’s just pure starch with some chemicals added on, and the more you eat, the hungrier you get. Hello, childhood obesity! Chapter 4 will help you transition to wonderful nutrient-rich, fiber-rich whole grains.


4.   Dairy products. You heard me, dairy products. That includes milk, cheese, and even yogurt (which is also usually loaded with sugar and in many cases, artificial colors and binders. Mmm, binders . . .). In Chapter 5, I’ll show you the evidence against dairy, and why you might want to consider limiting your child’s consumption, or even eliminating dairy from your home.


5.   Meat. Factory-farmed meat, poultry, and seafood in particular are loaded with chemicals, and many of us also have a problem with the inhumane treatment feedlot and industrially farmed animals experience. A family who eats primarily plant foods with only a little bit of organic, free-range or wild-caught meat and fish, or even none at all, tends to be much healthier, slimmer, and more energetic, You’ll fill back up with life. Get the low-down in Chapter 6.


This list may sound daunting, but don’t worry—even step one alone can make a huge impact on your family. The further you go, the better you’ll feel. You’ll be establishing the healthiest possible dietary habits in your home. To help motivate and inspire you, we’ll look at the “why” behind these categories, one at a time. Even more important, we’ll look at the “how,” as in, “How do you realistically get the unhealthy stuff out of your kids’ life?”


You can customize how you do this to fit your own family. Every family is unique, so what I want you to do is think about yours and what you need. But first, you have to stop and think about this for a moment: What are you feeding your kids? What are they really eating on a regular basis?


Who Are You?


Before we move on, I’d really like you to give this some serious thought. Stand back from your own life for just a moment, and consider the implications of putting your loving mama stamp of approval on things like soda and fried food and processed food filled with chemical preservatives and artificial ingredients. What price do you really pay for that quick trip through the drive-through, that colorful tray of microwavable whatever-it-is, that frozen bag of fried what-nots?


Do you feed your children what they like? What their friends eat? What appeals to them in the grocery store? What is cheapest? What is easiest? What is fastest to pop in and out of the microwave? I would like you to think frankly about this, because the only way to change your reality is to acknowledge what it currently is.


In what areas does your family’s diet need improvement? What are your children’s dietary weak spots? What are your own—the things you do yourself, so you are likely to excuse them in others? What are your habits and patterns?


Do you suffer from a sugar addiction, or are you more obsessed with fatty salty snacks?


Do you binge late at night, or skip breakfast?


Do you eat out a lot, bring home take-out most of the week, or succumb to the drive-through more often than not?


Do you choose healthful whole grains and lean meats but don’t get enough fruit and vegetables?


Do you hate to cook, or do you like the idea but you just don’t know how?


Have you always wished you could be a vegetarian or vegan, but you just don’t think you could ever give up burgers, or you imagine you wouldn’t like the food vegetarians and vegans eat?


Consider all these factors as you embark upon your detox, but also know that there are some ultimate truths that will improve any family’s diet. If you want to change your children, and I mean really change them—not who they are, not their beautiful essence, but their health, their hyperactivity, their lack of energy, or their attitude—one of the most important things you can do is to get processed, chemically laced, hormone-soaked food out of their lives.


Maybe you will choose to eliminate one category from your home per week, or go even slower and get rid of one food item in each category per month. Maybe you’ll need longer than a month. Or maybe you’re more the “cold turkey” type.


The pace is up to you, and you don’t have to do these in the order I suggest, either. A gradual detox will be easier on your kids, anyway. (They might not even notice!) You also might choose not to eliminate one or more of these food groups. That’s up to you, too. You must listen from your own heart and do what you believe is right for your family. I’ll do my best to give you helpful information so you can make the best decision.


Then, in the second half of the book, the wonderful part begins. You transform your diet, and you get to watch as your children get healthier, happier, calmer, more focused, and more aware that what they eat and what they do are all a part of who they are becoming.


And that goes for you, too, Mamas!


All You Need Is L.O.V.E.


You know what’s out: processed food, meat, dairy, sugar, and white flour. But let’s take a sneak peak at the good part—what’s in. I want to introduce you to the L.O.V.E. concept now because it is such an integral part of what I teach my clients and how I live my life.


When you are thinking about what to feed your children, your family, and yourself, you only need to remember one thing. It’s the Organic Nanny mantra, an acronym that will remind you of everything you need to know whenever you shop for food or order in a restaurant or even choose a bubble bath product for your children or a cleaning product for your home.


All you need is L.O.V.E.


L.O.V.E. stands for four principles that can govern your family life in a way that will best bring out each person’s individual, beautiful nature. It will unleash in your children health, inner peace, reverence for life, and sense of stewardship over body and planet. I will even go so far as to say that L.O.V.E. will help make all the members of your family into the people they are meant to be on this Earth.


This is what L.O.V.E. stands for:


L: Local


O: Organic


V: Vegetable-centric, vegetarian, or vegan (your choice)


E: Environmentally conscious


L.O.V.E. is how I proceed every time I enter a new client’s home, every time I enter my own home, every time I prepare food for my family, every time I clean anything anywhere, every time I step out the front door. It governs the products I use, but even more important, it governs the way I think and feel and live.








L.O.V.E. Transformation


As you and your children live more and more in tune with L.O.V.E., you will begin to notice magnificent but subtle changes. You will all become more sensitive, in the most wonderful ways. You will begin to listen, not just to your own body, but to one another, and to nature, and to your neighbors, and to the world.











When you live with L.O.V.E., your body slowly, gently begins to heal from the ravages of bad habits and modern life. You are already getting the junk out. L.O.V.E. helps you put the beauty back inside. The human body has innate healing powers, but we have to get out of the way by treating ourselves with L.O.V.E., rather than chemicals.


And oh, Mamas, your children! You won’t believe what will begin to happen to them when you raise them with L.O.V.E. They get calmer, sweeter, more focused. They get interested in the world, in new and unique ways. Their natural caring and compassion blossoms. Their eyes get brighter, their skin clears, and they gain control over their moods, from toddler tantrums to teenage rebellion. They become who they really are.


So join me in this journey. Start making tiny changes today. Whether you are a junk food junkie or already eat a pretty good diet but you could stand to make improvements, let’s get started. Whether you are a vegetarian but eat too many processed products or can’t imagine a day without your daily meat, you can start inching toward a healthier way of eating.


Instilling new habits, little by little, will build a whole new tradition for your family—a tradition the industrial food system might not champion, but which you will soon discover (if you don’t already know) is better for the physical, emotional, and spiritual health of your children. I guarantee it will feel revolutionary—because it is.


Are you ready? Here is what we are about to do:


1.   Detox your kids by getting rid of the food that is interfering with the body’s natural ability to heal and radiate health.


2.   Make over your kitchen with L.O.V.E.


3.   Reacquaint your family with real food and relearn how to eat. I’ll give you strategies for winning over even the pickiest kids. You’ll also get some delicious, irresistible, kid-friendly recipes at the end of this book.


4.   Make over the rest of your life—detoxifying your home; remembering how to take care of you; and restoring a natural sense of gratitude, reverence, and intuition in your entire family.


Finally, I’d like to leave you with a few assignments. I’m going to give you a to-do list after each chapter, containing things I’d like you to think about and do during the week. You don’t have to do them all, of course, but at least give them a read and a few minutes of consideration. These are the can-do steps that will really start making things happen.








Organic Nanny To-Do List


[image: image]  Consider your family’s dietary habits. Make a list of the good habits, and another list of the habits you’d like to change.


[image: image]  One time this week, when you are tempted to watch television or mindlessly Internet surf, step outside with your children. Breathe the fresh air and feel the sunshine or even the rain. Spend at least fifteen minutes outside.


[image: image]  Think about the list of five items to eliminate from your life and consider which you think will be easy for your kids, and which might be more challenging.


[image: image]  Consider your personal values. Could they help you in your quest to get the junk out?


[image: image]  Embark on a reconnaissance mission to the grocery store, or to Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s or other natural foods stores. Look at the foods you’ve never tried. Become more familiar with the health food aisle. What intrigues you?


[image: image]  Get mentally prepared to make a change. The next few weeks will be exhilarating. Get ready to see gorgeous changes in your kids—and in yourself, too!
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