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To my children, Barney, Lara and Charlie.
You are my inspiration for this book
and my very special health heroes.
I will always love you to the moon and back.
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Disclaimer: The information contained in this book is provided for general purposes only. It is not intended as, and should not be relied upon as, medical advice. The publisher and author are not responsible for any specific health needs that may require medical supervision. If you or your family have underlying health problems, or have any doubts about the advice contained in this book, you should contact a qualified medical, dietary or appropriate professional. While in some instances the author has provided suggestions for alternatives to common allergens, if you or your family have any allergies or require foods free of certain allergens please carefully check recipe ingredients and the labels of the products you are using. Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any claim or damage arising out of the use, or misuse, of the information and suggestions made in this book.
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INTRODUCTION


WHAT IS HEALTHY?


If you ask 10 children what they think being healthy is, you’ll probably get 10 different answers. For me, it all boils down to happiness. I’m convinced that, when you nourish bodies, minds and souls with proper food, you are building the health and resilience everyone needs to stay happy and well, even when life sends its inevitable challenges.


As new parents, we all set out with the grand intention of giving our children the best possible start in life, and at the heart of this is feeding them well. We imagine a glossy picture of a smiling family tucking into a delicious, home-cooked meal. The reality, of course, is rarely so perfect. For many families, even getting everyone to sit round a table together can be difficult enough, and when they do, dealing with all the family’s likes and dislikes can turn mealtimes into a battleground.


SO WHERE DOES IT START TO GO WRONG?


For most parents, feeding a young baby their first foods is quite straightforward. It certainly felt like a walk in the park to me compared with the complications of birth, establishing breastfeeding and simply getting enough sleep.


It is usually during the 10- to 18-month stage, when a child begins to exhibit signs of independence, that the trouble starts. Young children are always looking for an opportunity to test boundaries and they soon learn that throwing their plate on the floor, spitting out food or clamping their lips together after a few mouthfuls are superb ways to get attention.


I will never forget my daughter, aged 10 months, having a wonderful time at her older brother’s birthday party, eating everything from carrot sticks to sandwiches and cupcakes. That was her first introduction to anything more than mushed-up baby food and simple finger food. She had always been a fantastic eater and she really went for it.


The next day at breakfast, I produced her favourite porridge but madam wouldn’t eat a single mouthful. She did the same with her stew at lunchtime and again at teatime, rejecting anything that had been puréed. This carried on for several weeks, and I got very worried.


Despite my training in nutrition, I was totally unprepared in those early days for the emotions involved in getting my children’s feeding right. I still remember the sense of rejection when they refused to eat my lovingly prepared offerings. And I admit there were many times when the dog ate more of the children’s food than they did.


I gradually learnt clever ways to help meal times go more smoothly. But each new stage brings fresh challenges. Older kids can be heavily influenced by their friends and the culture and the media they are exposed to, particularly when it comes to food. In fact, teenagers often need as much help as toddlers to get their food choices right – to learn to nourish themselves and have a positive, long-term relationship with what they eat.


IF YOU DON’T EAT YOUR GREENS...


It sounds obvious that we should give our children a healthy diet, but why is this so important?


You might think, given the number of celebrity chefs and cooking programmes on television today, that as a society we’ve never eaten better. But, sadly, it’s far from true. The average modern diet, ever squeezed by our increasingly busy lives, is focused more on convenience than nourishment.


While our parents and grandparents mainly bought fresh, local ingredients and cooked their meals from scratch, we now fill more than half of our supermarket shopping trollies with ultra-processed foods that give us a quick fix of energy and taste1.


It’s as if nutrition from real food has been forgotten, despite everything we have learned from modern science about how crucial it is, especially for children. Proper nutrition is vital for strong immunity, for healthy teeth, for learning and development, for an easy puberty2 and for maintaining a healthy weight.


Britain has reached a worrying record for childhood obesity3. And one of the primary causes for this is ultra-processed foods made from ingredients you won’t find in a domestic kitchen: modified starches, hydrogenated fats, flavourings, emulsifiers and far too much refined sugar.


The government, rightly concerned, has introduced new guidelines4 stating that, among other things, children should limit their added sugar intake to 19–30g per day, depending on their age. This is harder than you might think. Average intake is around double that, and a child may have eaten their entire day’s sugar allowance5 even before they leave the house in the morning.


At the same time, many kids hardly eat any veg at all; and nearly a third of the veg they do eat is highly-processed, coming from foods like pizza and baked beans. In a recent poll of 2,000 parents, more than 40% said they had abandoned any attempt to get greens into their kids6.


Even parents who believe they are quite conscientious about their family’s nutrition tend to be offering a far narrower diet than they realise. When a child has started refusing anything vaguely new or different, it is much easier to stick to the usual suspects – cereal, bread, carrots, cucumber sticks, apple juice, ham, chicken, pasta and cheese.


And this lack of variety matters. To maintain a healthy gut, which is now known to be crucial to robust physical and mental health, we need to eat as diverse a diet as possible: this is how we support the good bacteria in the gut microbiome which have a strong influence on our immune system and mood.


As it is, our impoverished low-fibre, high-sugar diet is setting up young people for all sorts of future health problems and it is thought to be a key cause of chronic bodily inflammation7. Ultra-processed foods can damage our metabolism8 and contribute to diseases, including type 1 diabetes, coeliac disease9, type 2 diabetes10 and many cancers11. Both diabetes and coeliac disease are prevalent in my own close and extended family; and I have seen first-hand how much harder and more complicated life is for those who are affected.


Chronic inflammation can also impact on our mood12 and cause serious mental health issues13. We now know that signs of inflammation at the age of nine can be a predictor for depression in the late teens14; while a recent study has established that a quarter of 14-year-old girls in the UK today suffer from symptoms of depression15.


These are very unhappy statistics. If we are what we eat, this is arguably never truer than in our children, who are laying down the foundations for their long-term health.


IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO EMBRACE THE GOOD STUFF


More positively, a recent study of children aged two to nine years old16 showed that ‘healthy eating is associated with better self-esteem and fewer emotional and peer problems, such as having fewer friends or being picked on or bullied.’ The same findings of greater happiness and wellbeing have been confirmed in teenage studies17–19.


The adolescent brain is still maturing well into the mid-20s20, so it is never too late to start educating your kids on why positive nutrition is so important for mind and body.


We are exposed to very real dietary pressures in the modern world. Sugary and ultra-processed foods are everywhere, tempting us to grab them off the shelves. And yet, ironically, with air freight and new farming technology, we also have better year-round access to good fresh ingredients than ever before. I strongly believe that we shouldn’t just cave in to marketing and pester power and let unhealthy convenience food become a habit.


The good news is that, whatever your child’s age, with patience and persistence you can bring about change. During 20 years in clinical practice and nearly as many as a mother, I have built up a whole arsenal of strategies to encourage good eating habits in children – and I will be sharing these with you in this book.





MY STORY – MY HEALTH HEROES


During my life I have had many eureka moments about the incredible powers of nutrition, and the first was a very personal one. Up until my teens my health had been pretty good, but at university my energy levels dived and I slept through almost every single lecture. I revised in between naps and just squeezed a degree through. After university I landed a high-pressure job as an analyst in the city. By this point I also had bad gut problems and my periods only came a few times a year. Eventually, very weak and in pain, I crawled in to see a gastroenterologist, who shrugged it off as IBS, saying I would have to learn to live with it.


One day, after working through the weekend, I crashed in front of my boss. I was beyond exhausted. The company GP said my blood tests were OK and nothing more could be done. This is when a colleague suggested I go and see a naturopath. It had to be worth a try.


This appointment transformed my life. Out went the diet cola and fat-free yoghurt for breakfast, in came a diet of whole foods, good protein, fruit and veg. Within weeks, I was a different person, half a stone lighter, bouncing out of bed at 5.30am and no naps needed.


Slowly over the next few months, the myriad of niggly symptoms started to disappear. It was so transformational that, at my follow-up appointment, all I wanted to know was where to train as a naturopath. I duly enrolled on a course with the Holistic Health College, and since then I have studied at the Functional Medicine University, which has allowed me to practise a more integrated and evidence-based approach.


I am now a mother of three gorgeous kids. But, as for most parents, it hasn’t always been easy. My eldest son had some co-ordination problems which affected his writing and organisation, and some chronic bowel issues. I knew from my training that there was a close link between diet, gut health and child development. This research was still in its infancy then, but it is now one of the most important areas of medical study.


We introduced some probiotics to my son’s diet, along with some other simple interventions, all of which had a very positive effect. Over the next month, he made many big leaps at school, particularly in his written work. He also had a breakthrough making friends. Even more amazing, he started to hug us, having previously found it difficult to be physically close. These were special times for us all.


As his gut problems improved, so did his brain capacity and focus. A year or so later we had his IQ checked and it had gone up by nearly 20 points! A special educational needs school was no longer on the agenda. I am glad to report that he is now a healthy, sociable 17-year-old studying for A-levels.


Our youngest was a calm, adorable newborn who slept well from day one. However, three weeks into life he started being sick. Not just spitting up but projectile vomiting. We soon discovered that the pyloric valve of his stomach was half-closed, blocking the milk from nourishing him. At just seven weeks old he had an operation, after which he began to grow, but not as fast as we or our doctor had hoped.


Our paediatrician wanted to put him on a cocktail of medicines but first, preferring to try a more natural option, we pushed for a milk alternative and within two days he had stopped being sick. We kept him dairy-free for quite a while, as every time we tried feeding him even a small amount, it would all come back up again within minutes.


When he was 18 months old, I tried feeding him buffalo milk, having read that the proteins in it were more digestible. He glugged it down. We watched him over the next few days: no sickness and his nappies were better than normal. As he grew and glowed, we knew buffalo milk, or as he called it, ‘gruffalo mulk’, was the right thing for him. We also gave him probiotics and lots of gut-friendly foods, such as chicken soup and different fruits and veggies, and by the age of three he was able to tolerate all dairy. His gut may have matured naturally to achieve this, but I think it was down to having given his gut a break. I have learnt from supporting many more patients since then, that holding off from foods that are causing problems can give the body a chance to reset itself.


I was so confident by this point that we had ironed out any health issues that it was a huge shock when our daughter’s health plummeted aged eight. My number two child, our beautiful girl, had been lucky with her health up until then. It was very frightening when she suddenly looked ashen grey and became exhausted, with aching joints and flu-like symptoms. Lights bothered her and, it seemed, almost overnight her memory and concentration deteriorated.


It turned out she had Lyme disease, which is a nasty bacterial infection from a tick bite. She was put on strong antibiotics and we took a fully integrated approach to help her immune system fight it. A carefully balanced diet rich in probiotics was the backbone and, happily for us, her health and energy bounced back.


Seeing my own children overcome their health challenges and blossom inspired me to start spreading the word that targeted nutrition can really make a huge difference. Specialising in paediatric naturopathic nutrition, I now look after well over 2,000 kids who have all manner of health challenges, from sore tummies and itchy skin to significant learning, behavioural and mental health issues. I receive emails all the time from grateful parents proudly telling me that their child has just spoken their first sentence, slept through the night or avoided sick days off school. I call them my little heroes and throughout this book I have told some of their inspiring stories.





THE GOOD STUFF VALUES
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	COOK FROM SCRATCH








A growing body of medical research is supportive of the health benefits of fresh food prepared from scratch. My number one aim is to get parents to roll up their sleeves and make cooking a priority and a joy in their household. Remember that processed foods include more than just burgers and chicken nuggets. There are lots of nasties – in particular, refined white sugar – hidden in seemingly benign items, such as cereals, yoghurts, fruit cordials and even bread. Keep it simple by buying ingredients rather than prepared convenience food and you can’t go far wrong.
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	STICK TO WHOLE FOODS








I often get asked in my clinic what whole foods are and the answer is actually very simple: they are foods in their natural form; foods which have not been refined, processed or messed about with in any way. So, try to choose bread made from wholemeal flour, wholegrain brown rice and wholemeal or spelt pasta. Also use as many nuts, seeds, beans and pulses as you can in your cooking. Full-fat milk, cheeses and natural yoghurts are also whole foods and very important ones, too.
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	MORE FRUIT AND VEGETABLES








Remember the ‘5 a day’ campaign launched by the UK department of health in 2002? Despite this, 80% of our kids and 95% of teenagers21 are still fruit and veg dodgers. Children need to develop a taste for vegetables at an early age (ideally, 6–24 months) and they often need to be repeatedly exposed to these tastes (10–15 times) before they like them22 – but I assure you it’s worth it. You’ll be setting them up with good habits for life. Remember, it is never too late to become a fruit and veg lover, and a taste for the fresh stuff can be reignited at any point in life. Older kids and even teenagers can easily be converted back to 5 (or more) a day if they understand why this is crucial to health and happiness.
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	MAKE IT DELICIOUS








If you want your children to be adventurous and curious about new foods and tastes, it is essential to make sure that whatever you offer them is tasty! Unfortunately, much of our baseline food is not as flavoursome or nutritious as it used to be. This is one of the reasons why food manufacturers fill their products with additional flavourings. So, if you can afford it, it is worth going the extra mile to seek out locally sourced and, ideally, organic food that tastes good naturally.


If you do want to boost flavour in a particular food, there are a whole host of healthy ways to do this: fresh and dried herbs, spices, garlic, lemon zest, anchovy paste, fish sauce, a touch of chilli, and a pinch of sea salt or black pepper can naturally turn a bland meal into a taste sensation.
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	VARIETY IS KEY








It is now clear that variety sows the seeds for a healthier life. Research has found that a healthy gut microbiome thrives on a huge range of different plant-based foods23. And, the greater the variety of fibre-rich foods your child eats, the healthier they are going to be.


Many children live off foods made from a very narrow set of ingredients – the most common culprits being wheat, milk products, soya, corn, sugar and tomatoes – which, in turn, limits the range of nutrients they get on a daily basis and also reduces the diversity of microbes in the gut.


Allergies and intolerances are on the rise, and this can also narrow down the range of food a child eats. At the same time, we are bombarded by the media with confusing messages about the food choices we should be making for our families. My advice is that, unless you know your child has a specific reason to remove certain foods from their diet, I urge you to view foodstuffs in their natural form as nourishing by default, as this will reflect positively on your child’s relationship with food both in the short and long term.


Kids from every religious, ethnic and cultural background attend my clinic and they have shown me what a diverse diet the world offers and how flexible children’s eating habits can be. Remember, a breakfast of sugary corn flakes is only typical to a small percentage of the world; a morning feast of eggs, soup, rice and vegetables is much more common than you might think. And far healthier too.
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THE GOOD STUFF MANTRA


[image: ] Home-cooked is best


[image: ] Avoid processed foods


[image: ] Introduce more fruit and veg


[image: ] Make it tasty!


[image: ] Variety sows the seeds for a healthier life
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WINNING WITH FRUITS & VEGGIES


Children, as we know, should be consuming a minimum of 5 portions of fruit and veg every day but what is less well-known is the importance of eating a wide variety of the fresh stuff24. I usually recommend at least 20 different raw or cooked plant-based foods per week for kids as this means they are more likely to get the range of vitamins, polyphenols and fibre they need to keep healthy. This might seem a little overwhelming at first, but to make it easier, I have included dozens of delicious plant-based recipes in this book, of which you will only need to cook a few each week to reach the golden 20.


The new thinking is that veg is considerably healthier than fruit due to fruit’s higher sugar content; some people also warn of the risk of eating too much fructose. However, I think that fruit has lots of other nutritional benefits, such as providing vitamin C, polyphenols and fibre. As long as you get the balance right, and generally sway more towards vegetables, you will be heading in the right direction. Ideally the ratio should be at least three vegetables to two servings of fruit, rather than the other way around. But some fruit is still better than no fruit and veg at all.
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HOW TO ENCOURAGE VEGGIE EATING


[image: ] Introduce new foods one by one. See it as a long-term programme rather than day-by-day or meal-by-meal. Pushing them too quickly can often backfire. Above all, remember to praise good results.


[image: ] Think alternate bites: one bite of a liked, known food, followed by one bite of a new food. You can then build up to two or three bites of the new food in a row.


[image: ] Try foods in different forms and shapes. For instance, if carrot discs are a no-no, try carrot batons, carrot purée, mashed carrot, roasted carrot or carrot juice; you may find a form that your child really loves.


[image: ] If you have a child who will only eat off a segmented plate, then just put a little of the new food in one segment, keeping the other known and loved foods ‘safe’ from the newcomer.
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CLEVER WAYS TO HIDE VEG
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	GET GRATING








This is the easiest way to slip some secret veg into almost any meal. Simply grate a courgette or carrot into bolognaise, meatballs or stews when softening the onion.
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	PERFECT PURÉE








With really stubborn veg refusers, you may need to start from scratch with vegetable purées concealed within a food they like. Store the purées in the freezer in small quantities such as in an ice tray. Begin by adding 1–2 teaspoons of the puréed veg and then slowly add in a little more each time.


White veg combo


How to make it – Steam a mixture of potato, celeriac and cauliflower until soft. Blend with the remaining steam water or freshly made stock.


How to use it – Add to pancakes, muffins, waffles and bread recipes. This is a good starter purée for those who will only eat white/beige food.


Red veg combo


How to make it – Fry a mixture of red pepper, swede, courgette and red onion lightly in olive oil and purée it.


How to use it – Add to tomato sauces, curries, soups, meatballs, bolognaise or even to spaghetti rings or baked beans.


Green veg combo


How to make it – Steam turnip, cauliflower, courgette, broccoli and spinach. Blend with a little of the steam water or stock.


How to use it – Add to pancakes, mashed potato, fish cakes, curries, shepherd’s pie, fish pie or even pesto.


Orange veg combo


How to make it – Steam carrot, butternut squash, orange pepper, cauliflower and swede. Blend with a little of the steam water or stock.


How to use it – Add to bolognaise, meatballs, shepherd’s pie and stews as well as tomato sauces.
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	MIGHTY MASH








Mashed root vegetables such as carrot, squash, sweet potato, celeriac and swede are good alternatives to potatoes. Start adding a small amount to normal mash. See page 120 for my swede and potato topping in Five Veg Shepherd’s Pie.
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	NICE ‘RICE’








Cauliflower ‘rice’ is very easy to make if you have a food processor. Remove the tough central stalk from the cauliflower and pulse the florets 10–15 times until they are reduced to tiny rice/couscous-sized grains. Stir-fry in olive oil, coconut oil or ghee with a couple of tablespoons of water and add herbs or spices to taste. A good trick is to mix one teaspoon of cauli ‘rice’ into a serving of rice or couscous. Build up slowly and you might be able to replace the rice or couscous entirely.






	
[image: ]



	NO-NONSENSE ‘NOODLES’








These are made from spiralized or julienned vegetables, such as carrots, sweet potato, butternut squash and courgettes. You can serve them raw or gently fried in olive or coconut oil and garlic with basil.
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	‘CRISPS’ AND ‘CHIPS’








Sweet potato, butternut squash and celeriac make delicious, guilt-free chips. See page 130 for my Smart Sweet Potato Chips. For crisps, a mandolin is crucial as the slices need to be extremely fine – a manual one will do, or some food processers come with mandolin blades. To get them really crispy, soak the slices in water for at least 10 minutes before patting them dry with a clean tea towel. Brush them lightly with coconut or olive oil, herbs and salt, then pop them in an oven preheated to 180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4 for 7–8 minutes. Crispy kale is also quick and easy to make: strip off the woody stalks, toss the leaves in some olive oil and pop them in a hot oven for 8–10 minutes, shaking the baking tray now and then to stop them burning.
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	JUICES AND SMOOTHIES








Juicing helps your child absorb nutrients, partly because the process ‘pre-digests’ the ingredients. To make smoothies you can blend softer fruits and vegetables or salad leaves in a high-speed blender with some almond or coconut milk. See page 94.
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	LET THEM EAT CAKE!








Muffins are a great way to hide vegetables. Finely grate the veg into the muffin mix before adding a favourite flavour. Try my Blueberry & Banana Muffins on page 76. Brownies are also lovely and squidgy with added veg. Check out the Courgette Brownies on page 194.


LITTLE HERO: REUBEN


Reuben, aged 3, was one of the fussiest eaters I had ever met. His mum, Hannah, loved to cook healthy food which her other children enjoyed, but Reuben refused to eat anything resembling a vegetable. He only ate beige, crunchy food (dry cereal, nuggets, chips, toast and crackers), and only drank fruit juice.


Reuben is on the autistic spectrum and when he came to see me he had very little speech. Unknown foods were usually rejected with a meltdown that would last for hours, which made life in their household very difficult.


With some initial guidance from me, Hannah invested in a high-speed blender and started to experiment with recipes containing concealed fruits, vegetables, proteins and healthy fats. She made cookies with grated carrot or courgette. Soon he was also accepting waffles and pancakes and then she was able to add in my veg combo purées. Slowly but surely, Reuben’s tastebuds changed and this has impacted on many areas of his life. He is now attending mainstream school and the entire family remain on his supercharged healthy diet.
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CARBS WITHOUT THE SUGAR RUSH


We now have a generation of kids who are overweight and increasingly beset by wider physical and mental health problems. For instance, did you know that processed foods, such as biscuits, sweet cereals and cakes, can lower a child’s immune system25? One study showed that our white blood cells’ capacity to protect us from bacterial infection is significantly reduced after the consumption of sugar26
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