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      introduction

 

      
      
      introduction

      
      In our minds, mealtimes are a relaxing and happy affair. Children and parents eat together around the table, conversation
         is exchanged, and every plate is scraped clean. The reality of feeding a family is usually very different. There is often
         only one parent in the kitchen trying to keep the children entertained while preparing the meal, the main ingredient is often
         in the freezer when it should have been defrosted at least 24 hours previously, and one child needs to get to a swimming lesson!
         Because we would all love a more stress-free life, this book has been written to help make mealtimes less of a battle, more
         fun, more interesting – not to mention healthier and more successful for everybody involved.
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      Recipes for every occasion

      
      As parents, we all know that children can be notoriously difficult to cook for. Many of us fall into the habit of cooking
         the same dishes over and over again, simply because we cannot bear the idea of scraping wasted food into the bin at the end
         of a meal. However, a child’s formative years are when they learn to accept and like new foods, and it is therefore of great
         importance to encourage them to experiment with new tastes and different textures as often as you can.
      

      
      This book has been put together with this in mind, but also with the knowledge that children are generally fussy creatures
         and like their food to be simple and to look good. Each recipe has been photographed to show you exactly what you will be
         cooking (and what they will be eating), and has of course been tested for child-appeal. To prevent your children getting bored
         by the same meals, we have also added a creative variation at the end of each recipe, giving you all the mealtime inspiration
         you should ever need for your family in one handy package!
      

      
      
      Breakfast time

      
      The first chapter gives you no fewer than 22 ideas for new breakfasts. Most children start the day with a bowl of shop-bought
         cereal, but remember that children’s metabolism is very high. Particularly for those children who are going to school, breakfast really is the most important meal of the day,
         in that it is designed to power them all the way through to lunchtime. A hungry stomach will lead to lack of concentration,
         and a lack of nutrients does not bode well for a good brain function, so fill them up in the morning with great food that
         they will love – fruit, seeds, oats, eggs and yogurt – and see what a difference it makes to their day.
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      Lunchtime

      
      The next chapter, ‘Inspired lunches’, is designed to break you out of the cheese, tuna and ham sandwich rut that so many of
         us find ourselves in at lunchtime. Toddlers and youngsters of pre-school age are very often
 
      
extremely hungry by midday, and a filling and nutritious meal is vital to ward off the grizzles later in the day.

      
      
      Dinnertime

      
      The ‘Delicious dinners’ you will find in the next chapter are exactly that – tried and trusted meals that kids will always
         eat and you will love. Some of these recipes may involve a little more work than others, but they have been included because
         they go down well with nearly every child around the table. They are therefore a great choice not just for your own children
         but also for when you have visitors for tea and you need to cater for varying tastes. And remember, if your children eat well
         at dinnertime, bedtime will inevitably be a calmer and happier experience.
      

      
      
      
      Portable meals

      
      Eating meals in the car on the way back from sports training, or in the pushchair on the way to pick up siblings from school,
         is unfortunately systematic of today’s busy lifestyles. The ‘On-the-run suppers’ chapter is designed to take some of the stress
         out of those particularly busy days when a meal around the dining table really is impossible. The theory is that these recipes
         should be portable and fairly mess-free to eat in the car, pushchair or the leisure centre, but do remember your kitchen foil,
         clingfilm and baby wipes because spillages will undoubtedly occur.
      

      
      
      Eating out

      
      The chapter called ‘Café alternatives’ has been included because, like adults, most children like the idea of being treated
         to a meal out. These ideas are for when the budget does not stretch to a real café meal or for when time (or toddlers) don‘t
         allow for painful waits in understaffed restaurants. If you have the time and inclination, you can make these meals even more
         fun by setting the table in a different room, on a rug on the floor or outside in the garden to give everybody a change from
         the norm. Better still, keep in stock a selection of cardboard, party-sized, fold-out lunchboxes and serve your ‘café’ meal
         in these; you’ll be surprised how much your child enjoys eating from a novelty container.
      

      [image: image]

      
      
      Nutritious snacks

      
      ‘Snack’, in some people’s minds, is a dirty word. It conjures up images of additive-ridden chocolate bars and unnecessary,
         fattening treats. Actually, children invariably need nutritional snacks in between their three meals a day to keep their energy
         levels up and prevent attacks of bad behaviour. You will find that a lot of the recipes in the ‘Super snacks’ chapter are
         full of nutritious treats – vitamin-packed fruit, a selection of nuts and seeds (an excellent, portable form of protein),
         and an array of wholegrains to sustain energy.
      

      
      
      
      Desserts

      
      ‘Pudding’ is sometimes regarded as an old-fashioned concept and has connotations of being stodgy and tasteless, but there
         is always a time and a place for spoiling children with a home-cooked, filling and nutritional dessert. Nearly all children
         love the taste of sugar, so when better to introduce them to new fruits and exotic tastes than with their dessert? Try the
         recipes in this chapter and watch your children wolf down raw and cooked fruit mixed in with crumble toppings, pancakes, chocolate,
         ice cream and tasty homemade custard.
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      The time factor

      
      Feeding children, whether aged 2 or 12, can take time, so all the recipes in this book have been written with speed and ease
         in mind. At first, the recipes may take a little longer to prepare than you expect, and, if you have got stuck in the ‘fish
         fingers and spaghetti bolognaise’ rut, learning to use new ingredients will take a little time. The key to preparing successful
         meals for children is planning. This book provides a whole array of inspiring recipe ideas for breakfasts, lunches, dinners
         and snacks, so do try to find a few minutes (difficult though it may seem with a house full of demanding children) to plan
         your week’s meals, buying only what you need for the recipes and defrosting meat and fish in plenty of time.
      

      
      It is more important than ever when cooking for children that you have the staples to hand in your storecupboard, so always
         ensure your kitchen is stocked with the key ingredients that make great children’s meals – soy sauce, plain flour, dried pasta
         shapes, Cheddar and Parmesan cheese, chicken stock cubes, tomato purée, olive oil, coconut milk, cinnamon, nutmeg and other
         herbs and spices. It is also wise to keep some nutrient-dense vegetables in the freezer to add into kids’ meals – frozen spinach,
         sweetcorn and peas are usually great favourites. Don’t forget, either, to have a spare can of tomatoes and some cans of salmon
         or tuna always at hand to help you whiz up a last-minute wonder.
      

      
      
      
      Getting children involved

      
      It may seem a bit of a cliché, but getting your children involved in the preparation of their food will almost certainly help
         their acceptance of it at the dinner table. Helping to prepare the meal will bring food into a child’s imagination, and they
         can start to see it as an exciting part of their day. For this reason, many of the recipes in this book have been written
         with your child’s participation in mind, no matter what their age or ability.
      

      
      For instance, the Asparagus in Blankets recipe on pages 58–59 is great for encouraging children to try asparagus for the first
         time. Encourage them to roll the spears in Parma ham and let them sprinkle the Parmesan cheese over the top – young children
         will love ‘peeping’ the asparagus out through the tunnels. Alternatively, get them involved with chopping and sprinkling the
         ham and olives on top of the Mini Scone Pizzas on pages 118–119. Many children love watching the whizzing-up of the Breakfast
         Smoothies on pages 32–33 – but beware, as the noise of the blender may make younger children run from the room.
      

      
      
      Growing your own ingredients

      
      Taking this concept a stage further, parents of children who refuse to eat fruit and vegetables could benefit from getting
         out in the garden and growing some easy garden produce. Growing carrots from seed in large plastic tubs, for example, is a
         hugely rewarding experience for a child, particularly when they get to dig up the carrots and crunch them with the green tops
         still on.
      

      
      For those with good intentions but no outdoor space, simply sprouting seeds on a windowsill can offer great benefits to your
         child’s diet. Sprouted seeds are packed full of nutrients, and most children will love growing them and then sprinkling them
         over pasta or baked potatoes. Growing herbs such as thyme, parsley and mint in windowboxes is also a great way to get additional
         vitamins into your kids’ meals – their job can be to pick the herbs, chop them and stir them into their own meals. This gives
         them a sense of ownership over the meal and helps them to feel in control of their food.
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      Choosing ingredients

      
      When you are buying the ingredients for the recipes in this book, try to buy the freshest ingredients you can – fruit and
         vegetables start to lose their nutrients the moment they are picked, so the quicker you eat them after picking the more beneficial
         they are for your child.
      

      
      Depending on your budget, you may also consider using organic ingredients. More and more people are choosing organic foodstuffs
         for their family, and it is easy to see why. Organic food has more beneficial minerals, essential amino acids and vitamins
         than non-organic food. Organic milk, for instance, has nearly 70% more essential fatty acid omega-3 than its non-organic equivalent.
         Organic meat is free from pesticides, chemicals and antibiotics, and organic crops are grown naturally and not routinely sprayed
         with pesticides. Although many of these pesticides are probably harmless, scientific tests are still being done to discover
         if there are any lasting negative effects on our health; until we know the outcome, it is worth buying organic foods to benefit
         our children with the additional nutrients they contain.
      

      
      
      Portions and eating together

      
      Most of the recipes in this book have been worked out based on a family of four – two adults and two children aged around
         seven – eating together. Obviously, if you are only catering for yourself plus one or two

      
youngsters, it may be wise to halve the ingredients or, if the recipe allows, cook the whole amount and freeze a couple of
         portions for another day.
      

      
      Whenever possible, however, it is recommended that you take the time to sit and eat with your children, for two main reasons.
         First, you are a role model for your kids, so if they see you eating a new food they are more likely to try it themselves.
         Second, mealtimes should be a social occasion, a time to talk and laugh and generally catch up with the day’s activities.
         With today’s busy lifestyles – working parents, after-school clubs and single parenting – it is rare for a parent to find
         the time to sit down and just talk with their children. Whenever possible, try to take time over a meal, particularly those
         meals where you are introducing new foods, and remember to praise a child who tries a new food, even if it is only a taste.
      

      
      
      Get cooking!

      
      A successful meal takes a bit of planning, a little time, some good ingredients, a dash of inspiration and some gentle encouragement.
         If cooking for your children has to date been a disappointing experience, this book should provide you with plenty of inspiration
         to turn the tide on those mealtime battles.
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      hot peach & cinnamon pancakes

      
      
      Makes 8

      
      Preparation time 10 minutes

      
      Cooking time 20 minutes

      
      
         
         

         
         
            3 small ripe peaches
               
            

            
            1 tablespoon ground cinnamon
               
            

            
            6 tablespoon maple syrup
               
            

            
            125 g (4 oz) self-raising flour
               
            

            
            2 tablespoon golden caster sugar
               
            

            
            1 egg
               
            

            
            150 ml (¼ pint) milk
               
            

            
            little oil, for greasing
               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Halve and stone the peaches. Roughly chop 1 of them and set it aside, then cut the remaining 2 into wedges and toss with
         a small pinch of the ground cinnamon and all the maple syrup in a small bowl and set aside.
      

      
      Sift the flour and remaining cinnamon into a bowl and add the caster sugar. Make a well in the centre and set aside. Beat
         the egg and milk together well in a jug, then pour into the centre of the flour mixture. Mix quickly and as lightly as possible
         to make a batter the consistency of thick cream. Stir in the chopped peaches.
      

      
      Lightly oil a heavy-based frying pan or flat griddle pan. Drop heaped tablespoons of the batter on to the pan surface and
         cook over a steady, moderate heat for 1–2 minutes until bubbles rise to the surface and burst. Turn the pancake over and cook
         for a further 1–2 minutes. Remove from the pan and keep warm while making the remaining pancakes.
      

      
      Serve the pancakes warm, with a large spoonful of the peach and maple syrup mixture over the top of each.

      
      For creamy banana pancakes, make the batter as above, replacing the peaches with 1 small banana, roughly chopped. Cook for
         1 minute on each side until golden, and serve with 1 thinly sliced banana tossed with 2 tablespoons maple syrup over the top.
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      toffee-apple porridge

      
      Serves 4

      
      Preparation time 10 minutes

      
      Cooking time 15 minutes

      
      
         
         

         
         
            500 g (1 lb) eating apples, peeled, cored and roughly chopped
               
            

            
            ½ teaspoons ground mixed spice
               
            

            
            ½ teaspoon  ground ginger
               
            

            
            5 tablespoon soft brown sugar
               
            

            
            8 tablespoon water
               
            

            
            600 ml (1 pint) milk
               
            

            
            150 g (5 oz) porridge oats
               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Place the apples in a medium, heavy-based saucepan with the spices, 3 tablespoons of the sugar and the measured water. Bring
         to the boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer. Cover and simmer over a very gentle heat for 4–5 minutes, stirring occasionally,
         until the apples are soft yet still retaining some of their shape. Set aside with a lid to keep warm while making the porridge.
      

      
      Bring the milk and remaining sugar to the boil, stirring occasionally. Remove from the heat and add the porridge oats. Stir
         well, then return to a low heat, stirring continuously for 4–5 minutes until the porridge has thickened.
      

      
      Stir half the apple mixture through the porridge until well mixed, then ladle into 4 warmed serving bowls. Spoon over the
         remaining apple mixture and drizzle with the toffee apple syrup to serve, if liked.
      

      
      For hot-pink, swirled porridge, mash 250 g (8 oz) fresh raspberries with 1 teaspoon golden caster sugar. Make up the porridge
         following the method above, then remove from the heat and spoon in the mashed raspberries. Using 1–2 stirs only, swirl the
         raspberries into the porridge, then ladle the swirled porridge into warmed bowls and serve with spoonfuls of Greek yogurt
         on top, if liked.
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      late great breakfast

      
      Serves 4

      
      Preparation time 15 minutes

      
      Cooking time 15–20 minutes

      
      
         
         

         
         
            400 g (13 oz) sheet ready-rolled puff pastry
               
            

            
            1 red pepper, cored, deseeded and roughly chopped
               
            

            
            2 tomatoes, cut into wedges
               
            

            
            125 g (4 oz) button mushrooms, cut in half
               
            

            
            2 tablespoon olive oil
               
            

            
            6 eggs
               
            

            
            8 thin-cut rindless rashers streaky or back bacon
               
            

            
            15 g (½ oz) butter, plus extra for greasing
               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Unroll the pastry and cut out four 12 × 10 cm (5 × 4 inch) rectangles. Using the tip of a small knife, make a shallow cut
         about 1 cm (½ inch) in from the edges of each rectangle, making sure you don’t cut right through to the base. Place the pastry
         rectangles on a greased baking sheet.
      

      
      Arrange the pepper, tomatoes and mushrooms on the pastry cases, keeping them away from the marked rims. Drizzle with 1 tablespoon
         of the oil and bake in a preheated oven, 220°C (425°F), Gas Mark 7, for 15–20 minutes until the pastry is well risen and golden.
      

      
      While the pastry cases are baking, beat the eggs in a bowl. Heat the remaining oil in a frying pan and gently fry the bacon
         for about 2 minutes on each side until crisp, turning the rashers with a fish slice or wooden spatula. Melt the butter in
         a large saucepan. Tip in the beaten eggs and cook over a gentle heat, stirring continuously until scrambled.
      

      
      Remove the baking sheet from the oven and transfer the pastries to serving plates. Spoon some scrambled eggs on to the centre
         of each and top with the bacon rashers. Serve while still hot.
      

      
      For sausage & tomato pasties, place 8 good-quality chipolata sausages under a hot grill and cook, turning, for 8–10 minutes
         until golden and cooked, adding 8 halved, small tomatoes to the grill pan cut side up for the final 5 minutes of cooking.
         Halve the sausages and toss with the tomatoes and 1 tablespoon chopped parsley and use to fill the pastries, as above.
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      french toast with blueberries

      
      Serves 4

      
      Preparation time 5 minutes

      
      Cooking time 10 minutes

      
      
         
         

         
         
            2 eggs
               
            

            
            25 g (1 oz) caster sugar
               
            

            
            ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
               
            

            
            4 tablespoons milk
               
            

            
            25 g (1 oz) butter
               
            

            
            4 thick slices brioche
               
            

            
            100 g (3½ oz) blueberries
               
            

            
            8 teaspoons thick Greek yogurt
               
            

            
            4 teaspoons honey, to drizzle
               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Beat the eggs in a bowl with the sugar, cinnamon and milk. Heat the butter in a large, heavy-based frying pan. Dip the brioche
         slices, 2 at a time, into the egg mixture on both sides, then lift into the hot pan and fry for 1–2 minutes on each side until
         golden.
      

      
      Repeat with the remaining brioche slices. Mix half the blueberries into the yogurt.

      
      Serve the warm French toasts with spoonfuls of the yogurt on top, the remaining blueberries scattered over and a thin drizzle
         of honey on top.
      

      
      For sugar & cinnamon French toast, make the French toasts as above and place on serving plates once cooked and warm. Mix
         50 g (2 oz) demerara sugar with ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon. Dredge each of the warm French toasts with the cinnamon sugar
         and serve.
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