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ABOUT THE BOOK

Flavour-led weaning uses baby-friendly herbs and spice as safe, healthy and natural flavour-boosters.

It will encourage your baby to love their food from their very first taste. It will show you how to bring a rainbow of colour to your baby’s diet, and will ensure your baby gets all the nourishment they need at every stage in their weaning journey.

Zainab’s recipes and plans work in harmony with spoon-led and baby-led weaning. Her meal plans cover all the weaning stages and her recipes are simple to make.
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I love my daughter Aaliyah. She ignites a creativity in me I wasn’t even aware I had until after her birth. Her ‘needs’ have become my ‘needs’, and her infectious happiness has become my happiness – I wouldn’t have it any other way! My little angel is the inspiration behind my cookbooks and she makes me a better mum, who’s always keen to provide her with a well-balanced, nutrient-rich diet, tasty home-cooked meals and the best start in life. This book is for you, Aaliyah.

DISCLAIMER

Note: All nutritional information is based on the UK Department of Health guidelines for healthy growth and development. The information in this book has been compiled by way of general guidance in relation to the specific subjects addressed, but is not a substitute and not to be relied on for medical, healthcare, pharmaceutical or other professional advice on specific circumstances and in specific locations. So far as the author and nutritionist are aware the information given is correct and up to date as at October 2016. Practice, laws and regulations all change, and the reader should obtain up-to-date professional advice on any such issues. The author, nutritionist and publishers disclaim, as far as the law allows, any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use, or misuse, of the information contained in this book.


INTRODUCTION

My daughter is five years old now. When we started our weaning journey I read numerous weaning books, websites, blogs and forums to learn as much as I could about weaning techniques. But the recipes that went along with the expert guidance left me uninspired. The purees, first finger foods and first meals were bland and boring and, frankly, a million miles away from meals I cooked at home. It seemed strange, to me, to wean my daughter with meals that were completely unlike what I would be feeding her in the future. Surely I would have a battle on my hands when I transitioned Aaliyah over to our family meals?

I set about inventing weaning recipes that followed all of the expert guidance regarding safety and nutrition, but also incorporated lots of baby-friendly flavours. I wanted Aaliyah’s first foods to be fun and delicious. I wanted her to love food, and to love a variety of flavours.

Every meal I created was followed by the ‘taste test’. I wouldn’t feed Aaliyah a meal I wasn’t prepared to eat myself. If it tasted good to me, considering it had no added salt or sugar in it, I offered it to her. And my method worked!

My culinary heritage revolves around Asian cuisine so this was my starting point: the flavours I knew and loved best. Many of the recipes I devised became my first book, Easy Indian SuperMeals.

I didn’t feed my daughter only Indian flavours, though. I introduced her to a broad range of flavours to keep mealtimes fun. So, here, I want to show you how you can entice your baby with an array of baby-safe flavours inspired by cuisines from all over the world.

This book contains all of my research into nutritional requirements, food groups and the potential health benefits of herbs and spices. I have included over 100 new, tried-and-tested flavour-packed recipes for every stage of the weaning process that your baby will love. Use this cookbook in conjunction with the latest government guidelines on weaning, and your little one will receive a well-balanced diet and develop lots of happy little taste buds and a healthy, broad palate.

Aaliyah is an excellent eater these days. She’s always willing to try new meals, which makes my life easier when it comes to ensuring she’s munching all the vitamins and minerals she needs for healthy growth. It’s very satisfying to see your little one enjoy the meals you have prepared, but equally it can be frustrating when meals are rejected. Try to relax and be prepared to offer the same meal to your little one many times before the taste and flavour is accepted.
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THE CULINARY ADVENTURE BEGINS!

Weaning is a huge milestone for baby and usually takes place around 6 months, when baby begins to show her parents signs that she is ready to take on the world of solid food, and no longer needs to be exclusively reliant on breast milk or formula for her nutrients.

Breast milk or formula is still very much a part of a baby’s diet up until the age of 12 months (and sometimes beyond this age). During weaning, solid food and your baby’s usual milk will work alongside each other.

Guidelines advocate that all babies be exclusively breast-fed or formula-fed until 6 months of age. Then parents can begin weaning their baby from around 6 months. However, in reality this may not always be possible. And some parents may choose to begin weaning their little one from as early as 17 weeks (4 months).

I waited until Aaliyah was 6 months old before starting her weaning journey and there are a number of reasons why I think it’s a good idea to hold off.

WHY WAIT UNTIL 6 MONTHS?

* Digestive system and allergic reactions: Waiting until around 6 months ensures your little one’s digestive system is ready for solid food, reducing the chances of allergic reactions occurring. Common allergy symptoms include tummy upsets, skin rashes, swelling of the lips and face, runny and blocked noses, sneezing, itchy watery eyes, nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea. See more on how to watch for allergies here.

* Nature says ‘No’: A baby’s tongue-thrust reflex, which means she pushes food out of her mouth with her tongue, is present until babies are 4–6 months (at least 17 weeks), and is nature’s way of telling us baby is not yet ready for solid food. Equally, baby needs time to refine her motor skills, so she can move food around inside her mouth and swallow it, instead of pushing it out. Weaning will be quicker and less messy when she is ready.

* Baby’s milk is a ‘complete food’: Research shows that breast milk or formula is a ‘complete food’ for a baby, providing her with all the nutrients she needs until she is 6 months, at which point she should start to receive some nutrients through food – iron in particular.

* Antibody protection: A mother’s breast milk contains antibodies to naturally protect baby against infections. So breastfeeding exclusively until 6 months helps to ensure your little one is protected, and will continue to protect her for as long as you choose to breastfeed her.

If you do choose to wean your little one earlier, you’ll hear no judgement from me! Weaning is very much an individual process. Babies are little people ready for milestones at different times. Yes, we have an idea of when this milestone will happen, but it doesn’t happen at exactly the same time for each baby. So if you feel baby is ready for solids earlier than 6 months, it’s best to have a chat with your health visitor first.

While there is some flexibility around when to start weaning a baby, healthcare professionals are all united on one thing: babies SHOULD NOT be weaned earlier than 4 months (17 weeks). Their digestive systems simply aren’t ready for solid food.

SIGNALS THAT BABY IS READY FOR WEANING

* Baby can sit up straight and hold her head steady.

* Baby’s eye, hand and mouth movements are more co-ordinated. She can focus on food, pick it up with her fingers and put it in her mouth.

* Her tongue-thrust reflex has gone and she can swallow food. You should wait until your baby exhibits these three signs together before you begin weaning your little one.

FREQUENT FAKE ‘READY FOR WEANING’ SIGNALS

Some signals are commonly mistaken as ‘ready for weaning’ signals. A major culprit behind this confusion is a growth spurt.

Babies experience many growth spurts throughout their first year – many parents feel their babies have one at roughly 4 months of age. These growth spurts will make your baby hungrier and likely wanting more milk feeds. But don’t be fooled, these symptoms usually pass quite quickly (although they can last for up to a week or two). Aaliyah’s first growth spurt lasted around three days and it was hard work! It did make me contemplate introducing solid food early. But I decided to ride it out and stuck with my plan to begin weaning from 6 months.

Equally, growth spurts seem to make your little one restless so she may wake more than normal during the night. Again, this is not a sign baby is not getting enough sustenance through milk alone. The growth spurt will pass and normality will return, at which point you’ll no longer feel like a walking zombie, falling asleep virtually anywhere.

A baby devouring her fist is not a sign she is ready for solid food, since everything goes into the mouth. A baby’s sense of touch hasn’t developed yet so this is her way of discovering the new world she lives in. It is not a sign she is hungry for solids.

WEANING TECHNIQUES

There are two main techniques commonly used when weaning a baby – spoon feeding and baby-led weaning. Here is a quick overview:

SPOON FEEDING (SPOON-LED WEANING)

Spoon feeding is when you begin by feeding your baby pureed, runny food from a spoon – it’s that simple! It’s best to use a soft-tipped weaning spoon. These are gentle on your little one’s gums and are shallow, ensuring you don’t over-fill the spoon.

In the early stages of weaning more food will end up on the floor, on your little one’s face and over her tray than in her mouth, and there is no need for concern. Initially weaning is about the experience, getting your little one used to the idea of eating solid food, rather than the amount she consumes. She’ll still be getting most of her nutrients from milk. As time goes on, you can increase the amount of solid food you are offering.

If you begin weaning earlier than 6 months, you will need to spoon feed her as your little one will be unable to co-ordinate her movements and will require some assistance. From 6–7 months you can either spoon feed or you can opt to use the baby-led weaning technique (see below) with simple finger foods.

At some point your little one may reject eating from a spoon altogether so you might adopt baby-led weaning during your little one’s weaning journey.

BABY-LED WEANING

Baby-led weaning is a technique adopted from the age of 6–7 months (no earlier) when baby has usually developed the ability to co-ordinate her movements – hands, eyes and mouth – so she can feed herself. It’s simply an opportunity to take advantage of baby’s natural grasping reflex, so in addition to toys and rattles going towards her little mouth, food will be too.

If you try baby-led weaning, you need to be very careful when your little one is feeding herself. Finger foods (and even soft purees) are a choking hazard so you must be in the room supervising at all times as your baby eats.

It’s also important to feed your little one finger foods suitable for her age range only. In addition, finger foods should be soft, melt-in-the-mouth and either stick shaped or cut into bite-size pieces (see here). If you try baby-led weaning, and when you introduce finger foods, it’s good to be flexible and offer a little help when your baby needs it. And see a health professional if you are concerned about your baby’s intake.

WHICH TECHNIQUE IS BETTER?

There really is no right or wrong answer. Some parents kick off with spoon feeding, then introduce baby-led weaning, or use a combination of both. Other parents bypass purees and head straight for the baby-led weaning approach. This is quite common amongst parents who have successfully weaned their first child so are more confident with their second or third baby. If you are heading straight for the finger foods, you can find my tips and recipes from here onwards.

I must admit, Aaliyah never rejected the spoon. She was quite happy to sit back, relax and let Mummy do all the work. All she had to do was open her mouth and wait for the yummy food to come to her. That said, I did incorporate baby-led weaning (finger foods) into her weaning journey as well, from 7 months. She was quite happy to eat and ‘play’ with them at snack times, sometimes even choosing to decorate the floor with them! At main mealtimes however, I would spoon feed her.

Aaliyah LOVED eating blueberries as a snack. I cut them into small pieces to make sure they were safe, and gave them to her. She’d pop them in her mouth and roll them around like yummy jelly sweets. When she was old enough, she also loved roti (chapatti) as a snack. She’d suck on the little pieces until they were completely soaked through, and then she’d finish the job.
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