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FOREWORD

As a children’s dietitian and nutritionist, I understand the critical role nutrition plays in the early years of a child’s life. It’s widely recognised that these formative years are crucial for establishing the groundwork for their later health, and, as parents, nutrition is one of the factors we have the power to influence, amidst many others beyond our control. Despite this, parents are expected to cut through the (increasingly loud) noise when it comes to nutrition and feeding advice for their babies and children.

In my work, I help to translate the complex world of nutrition science into digestible and research-backed information that you can understand. I’m constantly seeking resources that guide parents in serving up this knowledge to children and in answering the question: what do we actually put on our children’s plates?

Positive feeding foundations for children also include how they are fed. If you were to ask me to choose one priority when it comes to how to feed your children, I’d tell you to prioritise doing it as a family. There is a saying in Italian, ‘La famiglia è tutto’, which translates to ‘family is everything’. It is a saying that I couldn’t resonate more with when it comes to mealtimes. The evidence behind the benefits of eating as a family is longstanding and convincing, extending far beyond supporting children to eat a balanced and varied diet. So, when I was asked to review this book, you can imagine my delight in seeing recipes that were not only colourful, varied and nutritionally balanced, but that were evidently written with eating together in mind.

Romina has managed to inspire an avid audience of parents with her simple, nutritious meals that are easy to make but also bring mealtimes back to family, connection, exploration and fun! Romina’s infectious enthusiasm for food, her culture and her family are celebrated throughout this book, which is packed full of delicious and creative recipes that will tantalise your little ones’ taste buds and get you thinking about feeding children in a whole new way. With each page turned, you’ll discover not just a collection of dishes, but a roadmap to joyful and wholesome family meals. You’ll also have peace of mind that there is always an answer to ‘What shall I prepare for dinner tonight?’ just an arm’s reach away.

I trust you’ll enjoy this remarkable book as much as I have cherished being a small part of its creation.

Lucy Upton

Specialist Paediatric Dietitian








INTRODUCTION

As I write this, I’m sitting on the train heading to the first day of the photoshoot for my book – the very one you’re holding! I’m trying to pen an introduction to one of the most exciting chapters of my career. Who would have thought four years ago that I, the ultimate digital antisocial, would be running an Instagram page with over a million followers and be on the verge of becoming a cookbook author?

For those who don’t already know me, I want to share a bit about my story and how Yummy Little Belly came into being. I was born and raised in a small town in northern Italy. You wouldn’t guess it from the recipes I share now, but as a child, I categorically refused to eat any fruit or vegetables and only loved chocolate; I was a true fussy eater!

As I grew up, I developed an interest in healthy eating and cooking. Ever since I was a teenager, I loved experimenting with new recipes. At the age of 22, following a romantic breakup, I decided to escape. My friend Mattia helped me move to London to work as an au pair. After a few weeks, Mattia and I unexpectedly fell in love, and he is now my husband. Admittedly, life in London was a real challenge: finding yourself in a country where you don’t speak the language, without friends or family and having to rely only on your own strength is an experience that really made me grow up and mature as a person.

For the first few years, we lived in Paddington in a very small room in a shared house; it was a great experience, but after a while, we felt the need to have a place of our own and moved to an apartment outside London. In 2019, we had our first daughter, Grace.

When it became time for weaning, I had no idea what to prepare for her. I wanted to give her nutritious and simple meals that were also appealing for all the family. I was firmly convinced of two things: I did not want to give Grace shop-bought or processed food but rather feed her healthy dishes made with ingredients I knew, and I wanted to maintain the habit of eating together as a family.

I believe this tradition of eating together was fundamental in weaning Grace and later Kate, my younger daughter, and an integral part of their food education. Often, when I share photos of our family dinners on social media, I am asked why the girls eat so late or why Mattia and I don’t carve out time for ourselves by having the girls eat earlier. Honestly, this made me think a lot, as this isn’t something Mattia and I imposed, but a natural choice, probably cultural, based on how we grew up in Italy.

Dissatisfied with the vague information I found online, often not aligned with my Mediterranean cuisine, I decided to start sharing our everyday dishes on Instagram. I launched the Yummy Little Belly page on a Saturday afternoon in March 2020, just for fun. The first post I shared was my recipe for banana and blueberry pancakes. I aimed to offer simple recipes to help other parents who found themselves in the same situation I was in. I began to share the dishes I prepared daily for Grace: quick dishes that did not require much time to prepare but were above all healthy and of which I was proud.

The Covid-19 lockdown arrived and Yummy Little Belly became my refuge during those months when we were all staying at home. I started receiving daily messages of thanks from other parents, who told me how useful my page was for them, sending me photos of their children eating my recipes. It was the best feeling!

Instagram was a revelation; I never imagined I could create such a united and supportive community. Initially, I thought I was doing something good for other parents, but I quickly realised that as the community grew, they were a huge support for me in many difficult situations and made me feel less alone in this chaotic and wonderful journey that is motherhood.

I hope the recipes in my book can inspire you and help you in the wonderful adventure of weaning! I cannot wait to see all your creations – buon appetito!
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A NOTE ON INGREDIENTS

Added salt and sugar (including alternatives such as maple syrup) should be avoided for babies under 1 year old, so the recipes in this book are written to reflect that. See here for more guidance on foods to limit for babies.

CHEESE

Recipes that included Parmesan and other cheeses have been listed as vegetarian, but please check the ingredients and ensure specific products are suitable for you if you follow a vegetarian diet, or else choose a similar vegetarian alternative. Though Parmesan has a relatively high salt content, the amounts used in the recipes are suitable for babies.

Mozzarella features in a few recipes throughout this book, so it’s worth bearing in mind that although it is softer than a lot of other cheeses you might give to a baby or child, and therefore easier to swallow, it still presents a choking risk. To reduce this risk, avoid offering cheese in cubes or small balls, or as lumps of melted cheese. Instead, always cut mozzarella into thin slices.

[image: photograph of the author]








WEANING: THE BIG QUESTIONS

Starting solids is a thrilling yet challenging phase for us parents, right? With an abundance of information online, it can feel like diving into a sea of uncertainty. But fear not! I’ve teamed up with Lucy, an experienced children’s dietitian and nutritionist, to make this journey smoother. Together, we’ve curated a comprehensive Q&A to address everyday worries and concerns. I have posed all the big questions, and Lucy has provided her expert response. From selecting those crucial first foods to managing potential allergies and ensuring a balanced diet, we’ve got you covered. Let’s navigate this exciting milestone with confidence!

Q. HOW CAN I TELL WHEN MY BABY IS READY TO START SOLIDS?

A. Current guidance in the UK is that babies should start solids at around 6 months old, and not before 4 months. I encourage parents to focus on their baby and look for the developmental signs that their baby is ready to start learning to eat, such as:


	Your baby can sit for a short time unsupported.

	Your baby can hold their head upright.

	Your baby can coordinate picking something up and bringing it to their mouth.

	Your baby’s tongue thrust reflex starts to diminish; for example, they can keep food in their mouth, not just push it out!



Q. WHAT ARE THE BEST FOODS TO START WEANING WITH?

A. There is no correct answer here. Some research suggests that starting with single tastes of bitter vegetables such as spinach, courgette and broccoli can help a baby continue to accept these foods later into weaning and beyond. Bitter flavours are more challenging for babies to get used to than familiar flavours, like sweet (which they will have experienced with breast milk or formula). Some parents prefer to introduce a range of different fruits and vegetables









	A highchair is probably one of the most important decisions you’ll make about weaning equipment. A supported eating position helps keep babies and children safe, supported and able to interact easily with their food. Choose an option ideally with an adjustable footrest (you need your feet to eat), a removable tray and which seats your child in a comfortable, upright position in which they can easily reach the food.

	Easy-to-grip cutlery is a great starting point. Ideally, this should be made from a material that is soft and easy to mouth on gums. As your baby develops, shorter-handled options with wider, easy-to-grasp handles can help your baby get to grips with using the cutlery themselves.

	You will need some bowls and plates to offer food (although the tray is also great!). Some parents prefer options that suction to the tray easily and materials that are easy to clean.

	During weaning, your baby will be messy (sorry!). Bibs help protect clothing, so choose a front-covering or an overall option.

	If you’re introducing puréed or blended foods, you’ll need a blender, but a hand or jug blender is fine.
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	Honey: this cannot be introduced until at least 12 months of age due to the risk of exposure to a bacteria that can cause a severe condition called infant botulism.

	Foods high in sugar: babies should not be offered foods high in sugar or that contain high amounts of added sugars (this includes any free sugars such as fruit concentrates and syrups). Guidance in the UK is that these foods are limited for babies and children under 2 years of age.

	Foods high in salt: babies under 12 months old should have no more than 1g of salt daily. Avoid high-salt foods, such as processed meats and crisps, and be mindful of portion sizes of salty foods, such as cheese and stocks.

	Foods that are a choking risk should be avoided for all babies and young children or else be adapted to be made safe (see below).

	Soft or loosely cooked eggs that do not have the British Lion Stamp, due to Salmonella risk.

	Rice drinks (cow’s milk alternatives) should be avoided until around 5 years of age due to their naturally occurring arsenic levels.

	Raw or lightly cooked shellfish is considered a high risk of foodborne illness, so it should be avoided until your baby is at least 12 months old.

	Shark, swordfish and marlin are not common weaning foods in the UK, but should be avoided due to their mercury content, which can impact a baby’s development.














	Pre-load spoons and allow the baby to pick them up and bring them to their mouth (they may well miss them initially!).

	Role-modelling and eating with your child – they will watch you using cutlery and start to copy.

	Choosing ergonomic cutlery that is easier for your baby to hold and manipulate, such as those with wider, thicker handles.

	Using some gentle hand-over-hand help to encourage them to build skills like scooping with a spoon.









	Skin: hives (nettle rash, wheels), rash, itching, immediate eczema flare, redness and/or swelling.

	Gut: vomiting, diarrhoea, nausea.

	Breathing: sneezing, runny nose, coughing, wheezing, shortness of breath, hoarse cry.

	Other: floppiness, anaphylaxis (a life-threatening reaction that needs immediate medical attention).





	Skin: Persistent eczema that does not improve with skin treatment (maybe widespread), as well as itching.

	Gut: reflux, vomiting, abdominal (tummy) pain, diarrhoea, constipation, excess mucus in poo, blood in poo.

	Other: refusing milk or food, slow growth.









	One good iron-rich food, such as meat, poultry, oily fish, eggs or beans/legumes.

	One portion of fruit and/or vegetables (the more variety, the better).

	One energy-providing food, such as starchy carbohydrates and/or a higher fat food, such as pasta with olive oil or cream cheese, bread with butter or spread, potatoes and avocado, whole milk with cereal.
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	Stirring oil, e.g. olive oil, through potatoes, pasta or rice.

	Roasting vegetables for sauces and soups or finger foods.

	Incorporating oily fish into the diet weekly.

	Adding options like nut and seed butter (or milled nuts/seeds) to porridge, cereals, yoghurts and bakes.

	Incorporating higher fat foods regularly into meals, e.g. eggs, avocado, oils and spreads, hummus, dairy and suitable alternatives and coconut.










	Being mindful of how much food you’re offering on the plate or tray – too much can cause some children to be overwhelmed.

	Checking in on meal timings and appetite – especially if your baby doesn’t seem interested in food.

	Do not react! Keep calm and use positive language, such as, ‘Oh no, your food is on the floor, but food stays on the table!’

	Ending the meal if food throwing persists and there is minimal interest in eating.

	Bringing your baby up to the table and removing their tray – especially over 12 months of age.
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