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This book is dedicated to
Kitty, Freddie, Elizabeth and Piers,
 with all our love




INTRODUCTION




You may have picked up this book because you would love your child to be a ‘good’ eater – not a ‘fussy’ eater – a child who’s consuming a nutritious and balanced diet. It’s only natural.


From the moment we become parents, it seems that we are programmed to worry and one of our key concerns is to make sure our child eats well so that he or she grows and develops healthily. The worry that your child has not put on those requisite ounces during their formative weeks is the start point of a concern that can gather momentum as milk feeds switch to the weaning process and beyond.


There is so much advice available to parents with regard to how best to nourish a child, and whole industries have been established around this topic. You may still be haunted by the guilt that during the weaning process you didn’t have the time (or maybe the inclination) to steam, purée and pack ice cube trays full of organic vegetables in order to prepare baby-sized chunks of frozen goodness. And even if you did go through the trials of such preparation, all of your hard work and effort may have been thwarted when your child took one baby spoonful of the warmed-up goo only to projectile spit it out at you. Maybe things didn’t get any better for you as they moved on to finger food, preferring a strict diet of breadsticks against any sniff of a carrot baton.


It could be that the transition to full meals saw no further joy. At a time when we know it’s crucial for our child’s health that they eat the correct amount of vitamins, minerals, proteins and starches, your child won’t touch anything green and turns their nose up at any kind of protein. Your friends’ children appear to be eating really well, yet all your child wants to munch on is jam sandwiches.


If this sounds all too familiar fear not; you are not alone. Many parents encounter these kinds of scenarios and, try as you might to create a model eater, mealtime battles are experienced by what seems to be the vast majority of us. If you have a child who does not clap their hands in delight when you serve up a ‘good for you’ dish, don’t beat yourself up, there will usually be a way to find something nourishing that they’ll like, and that something could be a simple dish of homemade fish fingers and peas. We won’t guarantee that your child will suddenly eat everything but, with a little help from this book, there can be light at the end of the tunnel.


There are usually ways to get through eating barriers and one of the best places to start is for you to stop being stressed about it. Tastes can be developed and a more varied diet is achievable.


As authors, we are not parenting or nutritional experts; we are parents with experience of dealing with difficult eaters. This book is designed to give some pointers on ways you can try to change poor eating habits or break down the barriers that may have been formed against eating, such as decisions not to eat certain foods that have been made based on a bad eating experience. It also provides you with a one-stop shop of ideas and recipes for simple meals and snacks, all delivered with straight-forward preparation instructions.


Some of the recipes within this book are very basic and not always true to some of the original recipes that you might know and trust – they simply offer a start point that can be embellished as your child’s tastes develop.


That said, each recipe in this book is based on simple yet nutritious ingredients that are easy to prepare for busy parents. Alongside some recipes to cook, we’ve included some no-cook ideas – raw food can have greater health benefits than cooked.


You’ll soon discover that not only can food become a great adventure that children will want to join you on, but you could save money by preparing things from scratch.


As part of the research for this book we questioned close to 200 parents and their children to find out what their best and worst foods are, why they like or hate things and what made them change their minds about certain foods. We asked parents what issues they faced with fussy eaters and garnered their opinions about what worked or didn’t work for them in their attempts to persuade children to eat. From the evidence collected, one key conclusion can be drawn: tastes do develop and change as children grow older, so it’s worth persevering with your child in your quest to change their eating habits. The results of the questionnaire are documented within the book, and useful comments made by parents are sprinkled throughout. Thank you to all of you who helped us with this survey.


We hope that you’ll find some quick-win suggestions here, as well as some recipes that will turn into family favourites.






THE BASICS


Common sense


The recipes in this book are designed with simplicity in mind, both in terms of equipment and cooking skills required. Before you try any recipe, read it through first to make sure you have all the ingredients and equipment as well as the time to prepare it. One handy piece of kit to have in the kitchen if you have a fussy eater is a blender (either the handheld variety or the stand alone) as many of the recipes have the option of blitzing ingredients to make them more palatable for your child.


Conversion chart


The recipes in this book are given in metric measurements, but many small amounts are measured in terms of spoons.


The following abbreviations are used:


tbsp = tablespoon


tsp = teaspoon


1 tbsp = 25 g of… syrup, jam, honey, etc.


2 tbsp = 25 g of… butter, sugar


3 tbsp = 25 g of… cornflour, cocoa, custard powder, flour


4 tbsp = 25 g of… grated cheese, porridge oats


All spoon measures refer to level spoons, not heaped.


In all recipes the oven should be heated to the temperature stated prior to cooking to allow it to warm up. Ovens may vary but as a rule of thumb, Celsius is roughly half the Fahrenheit temperature.


Set fan-assisted ovens 25 degrees Celsius (approximately 50 degrees Fahrenheit) lower than others or reduce the cooking time by 10 minutes for every hour of cooking time.


Advice on freezing


Basic advice for freezer storage time:


Fruits (6 months); vegetables (6 months); fish (10 weeks); red meat and chicken (10 weeks).


Nutritional advice


It can be tempting to turn to ready-meals, especially when we’re pressured by time or maybe lack confidence in the kitchen, but remember there is nothing more delicious or healthier than home-cooked meals. We often forget in our quest for convenience that processed food is full of hidden fats, sugars and salt.


Our recipes are not a blueprint for the perfect diet; they are simply suggestions to give you options to try. We will not be discussing the ‘whys and wherefores’ of organic foods in this book (we’ll leave you to make that call) but all we’ll say is, where possible, fresh is best. Eating fresh fruit and vegetables when they are in season locally makes a lot of sense as they are at their best, and cheapest.


We’ve provided some basic information to help you make your choices about what to prepare for your child.


Foods are categorised into seven main nutrients: protein, carbohydrate, sugars, fat, saturates (saturated fat), fibre and salt. An individual’s nutritional requirements can vary with gender, weight, activity levels and age. GDAs (Guided Daily Amounts) are guidelines for an average person of a healthy weight (i.e. someone who is not intending to lose or gain weight) and an average level of activity. It is a good idea to speak to a doctor or registered dietician if you have specific concerns about diet or weight management.


Average daily kcal requirements for younger children
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(source of data: www.kidsandnutrition.co.uk)


Proteins


The word protein derives from the Greek word meaning ‘of first importance’, and that is exactly what they are. Proteins are necessary for bodily development and for repairs to damaged cells.


Proteins are typically found in the following foods:




	meat, poultry, and fish;


	eggs;


	legumes (beans and peas);


	tofu;


	soya products;


	grains, nuts and seeds;


	milk and milk products (cheese, yoghurts);


	some vegetables and some fruits (provide only small amounts of protein relative to other sources).





Carbohydrates


These are the providers of energy. Carbohydrates are predominantly divided into two groups, simple and complex carbohydrates.


Simple carbohydrates contribute very little in the way of other nutrients. They are also often high in calories and are found in the following foods:




	fructose or fruit sugar and glucose;


	table sugar;


	fizzy drinks;


	sweets.





Complex carbohydrates are better for you than simple carbohydrates because they tend to be found in plant-based foods where other vital nutrients are present, such as fibre and vitamins. They are found in the following foods:




	cereal and grain (bread, flour, pasta); rice;


	some fruit and vegetables (potatoes, carrots, root vegetables);


	pulses (beans and lentils).





Fats


These provide energy for the body, but they take longer to digest than carbohydrates. This means they are useful for storing energy. Fats are loosely divided into unsaturated and saturated fats, and are best told apart by their consistency: saturated fats are solid at room temperature, whilst unsaturated fats remain liquid at room temperature. Saturated fat should be consumed in moderation. Unsaturated fat, in moderation, is good for you, helping the body to absorb nutrients and providing energy.


Saturated fats are found in:




	all animal fats (e.g. milk fat, lard);


	palm oil;


	coconut oil;


	cocoa fat;


	hydrogenated vegetable oil.





Unsaturated fats are found in:




	vegetable fats;


	sunflower oil;


	olives and olive oil;


	peanut oil;


	maize or corn oil;


	soybeans;


	avocados;


	lean meat;


	fish.





Fibre


Also known as roughage, this is vital if you want to have a healthy functioning digestive system and avoid constipation.


Fibre is found in the following foods:




	beans;


	wholegrain/wholemeal (bread, pasta, rice);


	nuts;


	jacket potato;


	dried fruit;


	cereal/bran;


	porridge;


	fruit and vegetables.





Vitamins


Vitamins are essential nutrients that your body needs in small amounts to work properly.


Vitamin A: is present in dairy products such as cheese, eggs and milk; in green vegetables, fish and liver.


Vitamin B: is made up of more than 10 different vitamins, which are found in wholegrain cereals, liver, yeast, lean meat, beans, peas and nuts.


Vitamin C: is present in citrus fruits such as lemons and oranges, in blackcurrants and fresh vegetables.


Vitamin D: is present in milk, butter, cheese, fish and liver.


Vitamin E: is found in vegetables such as avocados, tomatoes, spinach and watercress; blackberries, mangoes, nuts, wholegrains, olive oil, mackerel and salmon.


Vitamin K: is found in green vegetables and wholegrain cereals.


Minerals


There are three main minerals: iron, calcium and iodine. Other minerals are phosphates, potassium, magnesium and sodium.


Iron: is found in liver, red meat, dried herbs, seeds and dark leafy vegetables.


Calcium: is found in dairy products such as milk, butter and cheese; tofu and soya products and leafy green vegetables.


Iodine: is found in fish, milk, yoghurt and seaweed.


Salt


The general advice on salt is to avoid it, and not to add it to food unnecessarily. However, if you’re of the opinion that salt enhances the flavour of a dish and you cannot cook without it, try to be as sparing as possible. Our recipes indicate where salt could be added if you want to use it but, equally, the recipes work without it. The choice is yours.




HOW TO GET STARTED


HABITS


Eating habits and tastes tend to be formed in early childhood. If you are lucky, your child will sail through the early years munching on all sorts of things with no problems but, for many of us, fussy eating habits in our children develop soon after weaning. For others, a toddler might seem perfectly content eating whatever is put in front of them only to start being picky as they become able to articulate their choices.


Until your child’s taste buds develop, they’ll most likely prefer bland food against spicy or complex taste combinations – if you’re having trouble finding flavours that your child would like, you may have to revert to a simpler menu and range of flavours to jump start their eating. Sometimes going back to basics will be your way of happening upon dishes that even the fussiest of eaters will enjoy.


FAMILIARISATION


Some children develop a fear of eating. One good way of trying to overcome any such phobia is to re-familiarise your child with the normality of food and eating, which is a chance for you to spend time together with food.


We suggest that you get your children to join in with a variety of food-related activities, from helping you with the shopping to assisting with the cooking too, you could even have a go at growing your ingredients together – the more familiar they are with foodstuffs the better. Getting them involved is not only a great way of passing on food knowledge but it helps them to feel at one with what they’re eating.


SOCIALISATION


Once you’ve prepared a meal, sitting down together to eat can be an important aspect of family life. Mealtimes are a simple yet effective way of strengthening bonds within the family, by not only bringing you together to share food, but providing an opportunity for you to talk to each other without distractions. Finding that one meal that everyone can enjoy together in this way is a real boon (not to mention a blessing for the chef of the house).


There’s a connotation between home-cooked food and comfort. The pleasure derived from preparing a meal for your loved ones and watching them eat and enjoy your food cannot be questioned.


TOP TIPS


The following pointers will help you out in your quest to turn your child into a ‘good eater’ but if in doubt, the key is to remember that if you are struggling you are not alone, and to try not to beat yourself up about it:
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