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INTRODUCTION
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This is the book that I desperately needed when I had my first son, nine years ago; a cookbook for kids and foodies with really delicious, super-fast, easy-to-follow recipes that are designed to be as healthy as humanly possible. A book that is densely packed with nutrient-rich foods in lip-licking flavour combinations.


Coming from a large family whose focus centred on the kitchen, I’ve always been surrounded by incredible food and a flavour-lead, no-fuss attitude to cooking. So when I had children of my own, I wanted to instil in them a similar passion. But having scoured the range of family cookbooks available, I found that most were full of the same tired, bland nursery food, while others just didn’t punch high enough in the health stakes. There seemed to be plenty of healthy cookbooks around that were aimed at adults, but where were the ones for kids and the whole family?


So I started to create my own recipes that cut out sugar and were packed full of nutritious goodies, so that my children were eating well and remained interested in food.


Inspired to learn more about the powerful effect of food on our health, I trained as a nutritional health coach and developed my skills at Leith’s Cookery School. Then, in 2014, after the birth of my third child, an auto-immune disease of the thyroid (Hashimoto’s) left me bed-ridden. After much trial and error, I removed gluten completely from my diet and the results were astonishing: within four months my thyroid levels had normalised and I was feeling human again.




I found that many of the gluten-free recipes out there were lacking in flavour and goodness and I quickly realised that other families and kids were also flummoxed by restrictive diets, and just as bound to the insipid offerings of the ‘free-from’ aisles at supermarkets. So I started to share my recipes online, and Lizzie Loves Healthy was born. The reaction to my blog was amazing; I started to hear from other mothers who, like me, were struggling to cook easy, healthy meals that the whole family would enjoy. Now, I’m thrilled to be sharing my absolute favourite recipes with you in this book.


I’m still amazed at the impact this way of eating has had on my family’s health; my children have had ear infections and high temperatures, of course, but when stomach bugs, flu viruses and vicious colds sweep through the school, they don’t fall victim.


None of them have had a sick day off school to date, which is enough for me.


All of my recipes are designed for busy mums, dads and non-parents alike; they can be made in a flash or can be left to bubble away, hands-free, so you can get on with everything else. I understand that feeding small babies and children can often be a thankless task, but with this book you won’t have to cater for different tastes by slaving over three or more separate meals at a time.


I strongly believe that kids’ food should not just be sub-standard alternatives to ours. Looking at the adverts on TV, you can’t avoid the fizzy drinks, sugary cereals and sickly sweet bars that are being marketed to children as the norm. Kids’ food should be even more health-centred than their parents’, and just as exciting and delicious.
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Our children are growing in brain and body at such a rapid rate, and their palates are being formed by every morsel they put in their mouths, so all the food they eat is going to affect them today and for the rest of their lives. Which is why I feel so passionately that every mouthful counts and each meal that is empty of nutritional value is an opportunity missed. We need to up our game and this book is here to help you do that.


It is crucial that we keep our children’s diets broad and their taste buds awake from an early age by teaching them to enjoy healthy food. They shouldn’t see it as a punishment and consider sweets a reward.
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I believe that being open and honest with kids about food is the best approach. Most kids’ cookbooks talk proudly about ‘hiding’ vegetables in recipes and using bananas or sugar to persuade them to eat something savoury, even from the very first purées and weaning foods. In my opinion, kids are less likely to enjoy their food if they don’t know what’s gone into it, so I aim to celebrate the ingredients that are in each of my recipes, and never to disguise them behind a veil of sweetness or purée them into unrecognisable mulch.


Flavour and goodness are most important to me, and each recipe is naturally free from gluten and refined sugars. This isn’t because I’m trying to wag my finger about certain foods, but it is because I want to show that tasty, wholesome meals don’t need ingredients that are at best empty of nutritional value, and at worst cause blood sugar levels to spike and suppress the immune system.


My recipes are perfect for the health conscious and for families with allergies who are bored with the ‘free-from’ aisles, and I hope they are also an eye opener for those who have become reliant on white flour and sweetness when cooking for children. My recipes are not vegan, vegetarian or didactic in any way. I adore a fabulous meat recipe, but vegetables are given the value they deserve. There are also lots of cakes, cookies and treats here, to demonstrate that ALL food can be full of good stuff and



enjoyed by little people too. The idea of guilt, naughtiness and virtue which is bound up in so many ‘healthy’ food regimes these days is categorically absent here. There is no guilt and there is no guilt-free; my food is to be enjoyed and it is designed to fuel, energise and nourish people of all ages.


I’ve included nuggets of nutritional information to help you choose a recipe at a glance, along with these symbols, as a shortcut to help you plan what to cook:





•      VEGETARIAN (VEG)


•      WEANING (W)


•      BABY-LED WEANING (BLW)


•      CONTAINS NUTS (N)


•      CONTAINS DAIRY (D)


•      VEGAN (V)





This grid of symbols appears on every recipe page to help you:
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I’m fixated on time-saving as well as maximising the output of each meal, so I’ve highlighted when a meal can be blended as a purée for babies or mashed for toddlers, as well as when you can make something once and use part of that dish to create an even speedier dinner later in the week.
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Cups are used for measuring ingredients throughout, because over the years I have found it to be the fastest, most stress-free way to cook when your hands are full. At the end of the book you’ll find a variety of weekly meal plans to cover all eventualities, too, whether you need a healthy week, have no time or energy or have a special occasion to cater for.


All that remains to be said is that this book is about the joy of good, wholesome food for the whole family. It’s a privilege to introduce the wonder of food to another person, and what you feed your children will be remembered forever by them. I hope you and your children share as much love and laughter while eating these dishes as I did creating them.
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WHAT THEY NEED WHEN & WHY


 


 


When it comes to kids, every bite counts. Their stomachs are far smaller than ours yet their calorific needs are similar: for example, a five-year-old’s stomach is roughly a quarter of the size of ours, but they can need up to three-quarters of an adult’s calories. Therefore everything they gobble should be packed with energy and goodness.


Every stodgy meal or fizzy drink they consume is not only hitting them with junk, but it is taking up crucial space in their tummies and leaving little room for the nutrients they actually need to stay healthy and grow to the greatest of their potential.


Always aim for a balanced diet of whole foods with plenty of fruit and vegetables. Eating the rainbow is a great way to do this: the different colours of fruits and vegetables come from the powerful phytochemicals that fight diseases. Sometimes you may need to hone in on certain nutrients at different stages of your child’s development, or indeed if you notice that they may be lacking in anything – the chart on here will help you do this.
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WHAT A HEALTHY DIET DOES FOR A CHILD


• Promotes physical and mental growth and development


• Helps improve their concentration, brain function and learning capacity


• Ensures a healthy immune system and resistance to disease and infections


• Ensures balanced blood sugar levels and a calmer, happier disposition


• Establishes a healthy eating pattern and love of delicious food for life






Top tips for getting your child on the healthy train


• Aim for choice and variety: avoid repetition and routine menus which can hinder your efforts.


• Repeat foods that are not initially popular. Children often like something after three, four or more tastes.


• Encourage new foods by using different ways of eating them – a cocktail stick with a string of fruit or veg always works for me.


• A relaxed environment always helps: try not to stand over them adding pressure, or force them to finish things.


• Involve them in shopping, choosing and chopping: this piques interest and knowledge about food and it’s provenance.


• Explain basic nutritional values: knowledge excites and empowers, e.g. ‘Broccoli makes your hair shiny’. Myths and bribery don’t help!





SEASONAL AND ORGANIC


I always try to eat with the seasons: it’s easier, cheaper and far more nutritious when food is picked at the right time, and not forced into maturity. (Check out this website www.eattheseasons.co.uk for an easy way to stay tuned into what’s best, when.)


I also think fruit and vegetables taste a whole lot better when they’re fresh from the ground and haven’t sat in hot lorries for days on end, so if you want to encourage young palates to love these vital foods, give them fresh ingredients that are full of flavour. A trip to a farmers’ market, or strawberry picking on a beautiful summer’s day are fun activities for the whole family and a great way to get kids excited about different ingredients.


I also try to buy organic when possible, as food produced this way is more nutrient-dense and free from pesticides. Children’s organs are less mature than ours and they have a smaller body mass, therefore they are much more vulnerable to the chemicals contained in pesticides and their harmful effects.*


I realise that buying organic is expensive and some ingredients can be tricky to find, so you will be as relieved as I was to discover that there are certain fruits and vegetables that are not nearly as affected by pollutants, either due to the farming methods or the way the plant grows, and so can be bought without organic certification. Avocados, for example, have almost the same score when tested as organic ones, but strawberries get a high toxic



load when farmed with pesticides. The very helpful list from The Environmental Working Group is worth having a look at. Print it off and stick on your fridge: www.ewg.org/foodnews/clean_fifteen_list.php


FOOD AS PREVENTION


Children can get very ill very quickly – temperatures soar in a matter of hours, ear drums burst – and as a parent these times are really distressing. But we can stay one step ahead by feeding them what they need, when they need it. By harnessing the nourishing power of our food, their immune systems will be at their very best, leaving them less susceptible to the many illnesses that go round schools and nurseries.


There are three things that children of all ages can do with more of, and which are worth supplementing as insurance:


• VITAMIN D – Mainly available from the sun, this vitamin is crucial for bone strength, immune health and general good health. Vitamin D sprays are now readily available and cheap to buy.


• DHA EPA (Long chain Omega 3 Fatty Acids, docosahexaenoic acid and eicosapentaenoic acid) – Oily fish is the most potent source of these essential brain-building nutrients, but hardly any of us, least of all small children, eat enough of it to satisfy our daily requirements. I recommend taking capsules or liquid forms daily.


• PROBIOTICS – The microbiome found in our gut is responsible for maintaining our immune system, fighting infection and processing our food. From the moment of birth, babies’ guts need this good bacteria, but a constant influx of antibiotics and high-sugar foods can cause an imbalance in this system. I recommend taking probiotics regularly.


A WORD ON WATER


Water makes up more than half a child’s body weight – in relative terms they need more of it than adults – and it is crucial for all bodily functions to work properly. So as children don’t always recognise the signs of thirst or have as easy access to water as we do, it is crucial that we ensure that they stay hydrated.


Headaches, constipation, stomach ache and lethargy can all be signs of dehydration. On average, children need 50ml of water per kg per day – which includes water from fruits, vegetables and other sources. To help them consume this amount, I’d recommend they drink between 6 and 8 glasses of water or a liquid a day, milk included (though this needs to increase when they are ill, exercising or in a hot climate). Juices and smoothies are best drunk close to mealtimes, though, to prevent tooth decay, because of their high sugar content.


If your child turns their nose up at plain tap water, make it more appealing by adding ice cubes, lemon, lime, mint leaves, apple slices, orange segments or strawberries.
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WHAT THEY NEED WHEN


To help you navigate your kids’ nutritional needs as they grow, I’ve broken down what they need when, and how to best get these essential vitamins and minerals into their diets deliciously.


•      AGE 0–3


Children’s brains are growing incredibly fast from 0–3 years and in this time they need a higher percentage of fats in their diet. Their main initial source of calories – breast milk or formula – is made up of 50–60 per cent fat. At 6 months plus they start needing protein, because this is when their iron stores from birth have been used up, so weaning is recommended at this stage. By the age of 7 months, it is time to introduce solid foods which contain protein in some form, vegetarian or not.


•      AGE 2–4


By the age of 2 years and up to 4, the focus is more on fibre, fruit, vegetables and whole grains, as children are better able to digest higher-fibre foods. Under 5s grow at a very fast rate, and they can do with three meals and two or three snacks a day as their energy levels increase. They can also become much fussier about food at this age – if that’s your child, turn to here for my 10 Steps to Cracking a Fussy Eater.


•      AGE 5–9


The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that a quarter of the world’s population are deficient in iron, and this number is most concentrated in young children. It can be difficult to diagnose iron deficiency or anaemia without a blood test, so I suggest preempting the problem by incorporating iron-rich leafy greens, such as spinach, into meals wherever you can. This not only boosts iron levels, but children will also become more accepting of ‘green bits’ and should be less fussy about them in later life.


•      AGE 10–14


The tween and teen years are when the majority of bone mass is formed, so calcium, magnesium and vitamin D are more important than ever. Girls need more iron now, too, particularly as they begin to menstruate, while boys need higher protein levels as a rule, due to their larger lean body mass.




Below is an easy-to-use chart outlining the basic calorific requirements and particular needs for each age group. As a rule, for protein requirements you can take your child’s body weight and divide it by 2 – so a 100lb child would need 50g of protein.


Of course, every child is different, and gender and the time of year can change their individual requirements, so use below as a rough guide*:














	 

	total calories


	fat, protein, carbs


	vitamins and minerals







	12–18 months


	1,000 kcals


	fats, probiotics 19g fibre


	DHA







	18–3 years


	1,150 kcals


	fats, 20g fibre 85–100g protein


	DHA







	3–5 years


	1,450 kcals


	25g fibre 85–150g protein fruit and veg


	Iron







	5–8 years


	1,600 kcals Iron


	25g fibre 100–170g protein


	Iron







	8–10 years


	1,800 kcals


	26g–30g fibre 140–170g protein


	Iron







	Over 10


	1,900 kcals– 2,300kcals


	28g–38g fibre 150–200g protein


	Vitamin D
Calcium








 


 


* Our Children at Risk: The 5 Worst Environmental Threats to Their Health, published by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)


* Estimated average requirements for the UK













10 STEPS TO CRACKING A FUSSY EATER


 


 


Without question the most stressful part of feeding a family is dealing with picky eaters. With so many other pressures to contend with in our busy daily lives, the last thing you need is a flat refusal, plate shoving or your child spitting out food. We’re programmed to nourish and feed our children, so seeing them missing meals or objecting to things can be really frustrating, and can lead us to undertake desperate measures – such as cutting out food they don’t like, giving up on encouraging them to try new ingredients, and plumping for the few ‘safe’ meals that we know they’ll eat.


While this is definitely less stressful in the short term, it only sets you and them up for a much trickier time in the long term, when they are far more likely to be fussy eaters as teenagers and adults and will miss out on the many pleasures and benefits that fabulous food can bring.


As a mother of three, I’ve had my fair share of dealing with this problem, and I have found that you can more easily navigate these difficult phases with a few simple techniques. Whether it’s a long-term problem or a one-off tea that is being sniffed at, it is so much easier if you have a coping strategy. So say goodbye to your fussy eater and look forward to stress-free meal times!


1. PLAN FOR BEAUTIFUL VARIETY


It’s so easy to fall into a routine of relying on a few family favourites, and to keep these meals on rotation. But this is where problems can creep in as children start to resist anything new. Try to introduce a new meal at least once a week. This will ensure your kids are open to new flavours and tastes, and are used to the idea of trying unknown foods. If this is tricky to start with, you can let them join in by allowing them to choose recipes from a book or a website that you like. Letting them help prepare the veg and stir the pot also engages them in their meal and may mean they’re more keen to try what gets served up.


If you have the time, write up a weekly meal plan which includes these new recipes, as this keeps the stress and the last-minute panic out of meals, which is often where pressure comes from. Above all, keep changing these meal plans, as a repeated rota is limiting for both them and you.


2. REPEAT INGREDIENTS


Often it is one ingredient in particular that bears the brunt of a child’s loathing, and you might find that courgettes, peppers, or something else becomes the bad guy and is sidelined at every meal. I know it can be tempting to avoid this drama by just excluding this ingredient, but this issue can so often be nipped in the bud by employing exactly the opposite approach. I recommend keeping that ingredient in the mix but cooking it in a different way every time, and you may just find that they come round eventually. After all, their taste buds are developing all the time, and what they don’t like one month might change the next.
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It might also be a texture thing, so by changing it up you might find they gobble it up. When my oldest son repeatedly claimed, ‘I don’t like sweet potato’, I used to say that foods are like people and you can’t tell if you like them or not by just looking at them, you need to get to know them, as they are all different.


A roasted sweet potato, sweet potato fries, mash and sweet potato in curry are all so very different in texture, flavour and appearance. This argument really worked for me, and now my three are always prepared to try a little bit of everything before they turn their noses up at it.


3. SHOWCASE THE VEG


From the minute I became a mother I read about the tactic of ‘hiding vegetables’ in endless books and articles on feeding babies and children. It never felt right to me instinctively, and now, after years of cooking for endless housefuls of children, I can categorically say this is the strategy I most disagree with, because I believe it is both patronising to our children and promotes an atmosphere of distrust around food. Instead of masking ingredients, we should highlight them and make them as irresistible as possible. A good way to do this is to make the vegetable in question the delicious centre-piece of a meal, rather than a sad side which may be an afterthought for the cook and the eater.


Roasted cauliflower is a popular choice in my house, and is far more appetising than boiled florets, which can be tasteless, watery and soggy. A courgette from the oven baked in a little Parmesan or polenta is a crispy, delicious and juicy chip that is gobbled up by most kids who say they don’t like them. Likewise, spiralizing a courgette into thin ribbons and serving it mixed in with pasta, is showing it off at its best.


4. GOOD, HONEST INFORMATION


As with showcasing beautiful vegetables rather than hiding them, it is important to give children real and true information about their food that will empower them, rather than patronise them with fibs. Children are savvy, and they will see right through persuasion tactics that are used to dupe them into eating things, like ‘broccoli makes you a superhero’. Instead, they appreciate and respond to straightforward, honest facts.


Try out these nuggets of nutritional information at your next meal time (use more or less information depending on their age). These have worked for me time and time again:


• Spinach gives you energy to build your blood, so you can run faster in the playground.




• All the different colours in food make them great at fighting bugs, so you won’t get a sore throat.


• Fish feeds your brain and makes you happier and smarter.


• Broccoli will help you make strong bones and teeth.


• Peppers will stop you getting a runny nose.


Similarly, by explaining how empty of nutrients other foods can be, rather than issuing a blanket ban on them, you are helping your child to make an informed choice that will set them up for life. After all, banning foods completely can just lead to a much-heightened desire for them and lead to binging on sweets, fizz and cakes when they’re not at home. This really just delays the problem for later in life.


While children will still want to chomp on a cupcake or bag of crisps at a party, if the majority of their diet is comprised of delicious, healthy whole foods, they will taste the difference and often won’t want more than a nibble as they’ll find the sugar content too much for their palate. But what is crucial here is that they will have made their own choice.


5. CURB GRAZING


It’s a tricky balancing act to keep children sustained throughout the day but still hungry at mealtimes, especially as they often need snacks to keep them fuelled, particularly when they are very young. However, permanently snacking on endless rice cakes, biscuits, bottles of milk, pouches of sweet fruit purée, etc, means that they will never be truly hungry, which will lead to meal refusing and then fussy eating. After all, if a child is being permanently topped up, nothing will seem that tempting, least of all something savoury and meal-shaped.


I recommend leaving at least an hour or two (depending on their ages) between a snack and the next meal. So if lunch is at 12pm and supper at 5pm, don’t give them any more snacks after 10am or 3pm. And try to make these snacks easy and fast, but nutritious, such as fresh fruit, or some hummus and vegetable sticks. That way they’ll be more enthusiastic about eating at their next proper meal time.


6. PARK THE EMOTIONS


It’s obvious that the more stress that is felt around food and meal times, the less likely children are to want to eat well. A recent study by Erasmus MC University Medical Center in Rotterdam, Netherlands, goes further and shows that the higher levels of general stress in a household lead to much fussier eaters in the long term, too. I know that when there are temper tantrums and food is being thrown on the floor, it’s easier said than done to keep your emotions in check, but by keeping calmer at meal times you will diffuse the situation and it will become a much more fun experience. So avoid repeating a mantra about



how much more they have to eat and instead try talking about something completely different, perhaps the latest book they’re reading, what you’re doing at the weekend, their new friend at nursery, etc. Use aeroplanes/motorbikes/funny faces to make tiny ones find eating fun. Often distraction can be just what’s needed and they’ll start gobbling up what’s in front of them if they don’t think they’re being forced. Back out of any fights at the table; if they’re refusing to eat something, tell them they need to try it and then if it’s still a no go, simply get on with the meal without a fuss.
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Be aware that before a child gets ill – for instance if they have swollen tonsils or a sore throat – they are very likely to go off their food completely. Smoothies, soups, banana ice cream and other easily swallowed, nutrient-dense foods are what you can wheel out in these circumstances to keep their calorie intake up.


7. DO AS YOU SAY


No matter how much you talk to your kids about what’s good for them, if they don’t see you enjoying the foods that you offer they’ll never be persuaded to eat them. If you eat well, they’ll eat well. If you reach for a chocolate bar or a bag of crisps as a snack, that’s what they’ll want, too.


It is the tried-and-tested formula of leading by example, and double-standards will not go unnoticed.




8. INDEPENDENCE


My kids love to get involved in assembling their meals: it is more interesting than having a bowl or plate thrust upon them, and it gives them more independence, too. You can start with something familiar, like a rice bowl, and have different add-ons on the table so they can create their own bespoke supper. Try offering bowls of chopped peppers, avocado, nuts, seeds, chicken or fish, that they can just pile on to create their own rice meal mix. Build-your-own tacos or tortillas with bowls of chopped vegetables, avocados, tomatoes, cheese, sauces, etc., are great fun at the dinner table and have the added benefit of being a brilliant way to use up leftovers from the fridge.


9. TIMING


Timing is everything. If you want to try out a new dish or introduce a new ingredient into a meal but are worried about being met with resistance, pick a moment when your children’s focus will be on other things, or when they’ve got all your attention. For example, when friends are over for a playdate your children are much less likely to make a fuss in front of them, particularly if those kids are eating up with no arguments.


Another good time to try new things is when you’re not at home. If you’re going on a picnic or to someone else’s house, take something with you and offer it to them then. The change of environment can often be the way in. Another time when you have your kids’ undivided attention and desire to please is when they are trying to avoid bedtime! I find my children are suddenly really keen to have a crunch on a new veg or taste my latest number from the stove if the alternative is going upstairs to bed!


10. KEEP IT FAMILIAR


Another winning tactic is to incorporate a particularly hated ingredient into something you know they love already. This is not the same as hiding it or masquerading it as something else, just presenting it in a different way to achieve a very different result – offer them raw spiralised courgette or roast it rather than steam it, grate cauliflower into ‘rice’ or roast it and serve it with a cheese sauce. So if a roast dinner or meatballs are their favourite meal, for example, try serving either one with mashed sweet potato, if that ingredient is the problem. Pancakes and patties seem to be universally liked, so use these as a vehicle for adding different ingredients: grated courgette in a fritter or sweet potato and spinach in a bhaji.


I really hope these tips are of some use to you, even if you just use a handful of them. If they only solve a couple of problems, that would make me very happy, as I am so familiar with the stress that mealtimes can induce. Please remember that perseverance is everything. Never stop trying and be confident in the knowledge that you’re doing your very best for everyone.
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