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Dedication

For Kenya and Chloe, without whom
there would be no weelicious.
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preface

why no parent should fear the kitchen

If you bought this book or are flipping through it in the bookstore, chances are you’re in need of help.

For countless moms like us, the task of cooking for our families can feel like a hopeless exercise—an incredibly frustrating experience that creates all sorts of anxiety and conflict. I’m very familiar with the inner mom-ologues: “Why can’t I make just one meal that satisfies everyone in our family?” “Why won’t my kids eat anything I make them?” “If only I could inspire my little ones to eat healthy (let alone eat something).” Similarly, if you’re anything like the readers of my website, weelicious, the kitchen is not a place where you always exude confidence, and if one word on the cover of this book persuaded you to pick it up, I’d wager it’s “easy.” Well, you’ll be happy to know that you are the reason I wrote this book.

I consider myself to be a pretty good cook. I spent my formative years in the South—where cooking is serious business—in a family full of food lovers who were always in the kitchen either cooking, eating, or gathering, and for whom our weekly Sunday night family dinner was a sacred event not to be missed. From a very early age my mom and grandparents exposed me to food and its relationship to the world around me, taking me to U-Pick farms and exposing me to their love of gardening. That doesn’t mean I always ate healthy. My grandmother’s most cherished cooking staple was not a bottle of olive oil or a pepper mill but a mason jar full of bacon grease that sat in a place of honor next to the stovetop and was the fundamental ingredient in everything she cooked.

In my teens and early twenties I traveled the world modeling and fell even more deeply in love with food, getting to experience the different flavors and cuisines of exotic and far-flung locales. Modeling was a privilege and it had its obvious benefits, but it hardly fulfilled my lifelong aspirations. However, it allowed me to save enough to put myself through culinary school, where I learned a lot and had the opportunity to work in some of the great kitchens of New York and Los Angeles. After cultivating an intimate knowledge of food over three decades, you probably couldn’t find a person better prepared to cook for her new baby boy. Right?

Wrong.

It quickly became apparent that the one thing I didn’t learn after all those years was that cooking for babies (and kids) is a different ball of wax entirely. Here I was, an experienced cook who knew my way around every corner of the kitchen and believed I could cook for any occasion, yet when I had my first child, I did not have a clue how to feed him. I’m not kidding. I was completely paralyzed. So, if that was my experience, how is the person with no cooking background supposed to feed their kids?

The truth is, none of us is prepared for what we should be feeding these little creatures when they enter our lives, let alone how to go about doing it. It’s a scary predicament for any mom to find herself in. Our first instinct as parents is to provide for our children in every way imaginable, and few needs are more important to meet than nourishment. When I had my son, most of the new moms I knew had never stepped foot into a kitchen before, and they all were experiencing the same anxiety as me. So my goal when I started weelicious became “How can I make cooking as easy as possible for my friends?” Because if my recipes will work for them, they should work for everyone.

Not convinced? Maybe you’re thinking, This book isn’t for me. I’ve barely logged a total of two hours in a kitchen before having kids, and Catherine has had years of experience. She must have known what she was doing. I really didn’t. What I quickly discovered when I started weelicious was that everything I needed to learn about cooking for babies and kids was just starting. I literally had to go back to the basics for everything I would make, but it had to be easy.

At the end of the day, I have always considered myself a lazy cook. No matter who it is I’m feeding—my kids, family, or friends—if what I’m making is not simple to prepare, I’m not making it. And why should I? Why should you? Why should any of us spend more time in the kitchen than we need to—especially if we’re not having fun doing it? As important as food is, between trying to raise kids, work, pay bills, and run a household, none of us has the luxury of time we had before bringing these little wonders into the world. So for every recipe I create, I focus on convenience and using the minimum amount of ingredients to create the maximum amount of flavor.

If I haven’t scared you off yet, I promise that your life can change for the better if you buy into my philosophy. Spend just a little bit of time with this cookbook and you’ll discover that cooking for your family is not only easy but something you’ll look forward to. Really.


introduction

our kids can be great eaters!

When I had my son, Kenya, I didn’t know how to start educating myself about how and what to feed him. So I took my past knowledge, did extensive research, and started blogging every day about my experiences making homemade baby food. I had a blast, and in the beginning, my intention was to focus solely on babies, but as my son got older, so did the children of weelicious readers. The number of e-mails and comments I received grew daily, and the common refrain I kept hearing was, “My kids won’t eat anything I make them!”

Adapting to the needs of my readers and living the challenges presented by my own son, I quickly discovered that the methods required to feed babies, toddlers, and kids were very different from the ones we employ to feed adults. Delicious food alone doesn’t cut it. Kids experience the world of food quite unlike we grown-ups do, and so one must be sensitive to everything from shape, to color, to texture, to taste when cooking for them. I not only had to develop recipes but strategies for how to present food to kids. And while most moms approach feeding their families with the best of intentions, the pitfall most of us fall into is trying to please everyone in our families—or what I call “short-order cook syndrome.” This condition occurs when moms, in an effort to get everyone to eat at mealtime, get stuck making something different for each member of the family—one thing for their baby, another dish for their “demanding” toddler, and yet something else for themselves and their spouse. It takes all the joy out of food, and that makes me sad.

Once you become a parent, the subject of food never goes away. Having to provide three meals and one to two snacks a day, what to eat is constantly on a mother’s mind. Just figuring out what to make your kids is hard enough. Factor in trying to navigate each child’s unique and ever-changing relationship with food and it can drive even the most level-headed mom or dad crazy. After years of experience with my own little ones and talking with thousands of parents and their own children, I have developed tips, strategies, and ideas that make moms look forward to preparing their child’s food and inspire the pickiest little eaters to get excited about the next meal to come.

[image: Image]

When they first approach me, many mothers begin by confiding, “I’m a terrible mother. How is it that I don’t know how to cook for my child?” First, we moms have to stop blaming ourselves and realize that this disconnect many of us have with cooking is not our fault. We are of a generation that grew up consuming a considerable amount of drive-thru, processed, and prepackaged food. Unlike our grandmothers’ generation (and the generations before theirs), whose relationship to food was cultivated almost entirely at the elbow of their mothers, aunts, and grandmothers, many of us grew up more familiar with mass-produced food and therefore had little exposure to the inner workings of our own kitchens. The use of artificial preservatives and stabilizers coupled with more women entering the workforce meant that our generation spent disproportionately less time than our grandmothers did in the kitchen. Most moms today never really learned how to cook, but that doesn’t mean you can’t start now. We need to reconnect with our inner mom—and with just a few simple cooking techniques, we can.

When you make something for your family and they like it, that’s a huge accomplishment. You will be able to make these meals and have the satisfaction of hearing, “That’s awesome, Mom.”
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PART 1

GETTING STARTED
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from the first bite: there’s an easier way

good habits start from the first few bites

One of the greatest gifts you can give your baby from their very first bite of food is an introduction to a wide variety of fresh fruits and vegetables. Exposing children to a diverse spectrum of tastes, flavors, and textures allows them to fully experience the world of food and get used to being open to new things. In the words of a friend of mine, “You want to mold the clay when it’s fresh and pliable.” The more diversity you offer your baby early on, the more he knows and is comfortable with, and that will pay off down the line.

I vividly remember the looks on each of my kids’ faces when they experienced their first tastes of the homemade baby food I prepared for them. It was amazing: me putting the spoons to their mouths for the first time, them looking intensely at the food and trying to figure out what it was, each of them taking their first tastes and encountering a flavor and texture beyond the milk they had been consuming out of a boob or bottle for the previous six months. They’d been shown a part of the world that, until that moment, they’d only passively watched others experience. How incredible those moments must be for them! And how magical for my husband and me to experience it all with our children. This should be one of the highlights of parenthood, because you’re offering your children knowledge of the foods that will nurture them and help them to grow.

There are no two ways about it: When prepared properly, homemade baby food tastes better and is arguably more nutritious for your baby than anything you can buy in a grocery store, which is designed to sit on a shelf for a year or more. When you also factor in the benefits of knowing exactly what goes into your baby’s food and not having to pay a premium for the better brands who use the same high-quality, organic produce you can likely find for less, it’s hard to deny the benefits of homemade.

Also, as kids get older, they can become increasingly resistant to changes in their diets (just as they can to changes in their routines, and so on). Children understandably become comfortable with the foods they were offered most often in their first few years. If you’ve exposed them to a lot of processed foods, it stands to reason that they’ll become attached to that manner of eating. Coupled with their ever-burgeoning desire for more independence and control as they get older, children become progressively more hesitant to try new things—even resistant to your efforts. So start molding your clay when it’s young and malleable—it will lead to better habits down the road!

Remember these tips as you begin your journey:


• Start with fruits or vegetables? There’s no perfect first food to start feeding your baby. I’ve heard many people say that if you start your baby on fruit, she’ll always have a sweet tooth or crave sweets. I’ve never subscribed to that theory, and there’s no scientific proof to support it. The bottom line is that you can’t go wrong when you choose fresh, flavorful, real (and in most cases, organic) food.

• Choose what’s in season. You can be assured that your homemade baby food will be at its height of nutritional power and freshness when what you use to make it hasn’t traveled thousands of miles by ship, truck, or airplane to get to you.

• Every baby is different when it comes to starting solids. It’s important to follow your baby’s cues as to when he is ready for solids. For most babies, when they start reaching, fussing about, or looking longingly at the food on your plate, it’s a good sign that they’re ready to take the plunge.



the science of your child’s taste buds

I’ve lost count of the number of times a mom has complained to me, “My son hates [insert name of food your child despises most].” Undoubtedly, though, as soon as I ask a mom how many times their little one has tried the dreaded food in question, the answer is once—maybe twice. A seemingly strong aversion to any particular food is enough to make most parents believe they have a picky eater. However, research says that we need to be patient with our children when introducing them to new foods. Getting kids to be great eaters doesn’t literally start at the first bite. Studies have shown that it can take up to fifteen times before a child will start to enjoy a certain food. While that may strike you as a long time, it’s a lot shorter than the amount of time (possibly years) a kid will spend avoiding a food that he didn’t learn to like as a small child.

Understand a bit of the science behind why and how we as humans learn to enjoy certain foods and it all starts to make sense. When a baby is born, he has over ten thousand taste buds, significantly more than adults do. Taste buds deteriorate with age, and the ones that remain become less sensitive, but what’s key here is that the taste and flavor of what your baby is eating is notably more intense than how that same food tastes to you. When you see your baby try a food for the first time, the expression on his little face in reaction to the explosion of flavor he’s tasting says it all: He may find it electrifying, fascinating, and sometimes just plain overwhelming. Your child’s first encounters with any food can have a profound effect—both positive and negative—on his current and future enjoyment of it depending on how you react, so it’s crucial that you’re patient and don’t leap to conclusions about what your baby likes or doesn’t like. And since your baby is completely dependent on you for his exposure to different kinds of food and opportunities to develop a taste for them, if he rejects a certain food today, put it aside and try again tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that. I guarantee that one day very soon, you’ll be shocked when you see your baby reaching for that very same food you thought he had rejected permanently.

When it comes to the five core tastes—sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and umami (which is difficult to describe but translated roughly as rich savoriness)—no two people are the same in their preferences, and this applies to babies and adults alike. So the more variety you offer your little one, the more chances you’re giving them to get excited about food in all its diversity. These preferences will carry through with them for life.

Thinking globally helps keep things in perspective as well. In India kids eat curry and other intense spices; in Mexico most children have a diet that includes chiles, moles, and other vibrant flavors. Babies and children adapt to whatever culinary environment they’re in.
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My mother says it took me way more than ten tries before I started enjoying mushrooms as a kid, but before long I was requesting them at dinnertime. I’ve seen the same thing happen with my own kids. I attribute it to my family’s attitude about food. No one ever said to me, “You won’t like it” or “You’re too young to enjoy this.” Similarly, I never would have thought that babies would enjoy something like olives—in fact, I consciously avoided using them in weelicious recipes. But given the chance, my daughter will down a jar of bitter black Kalamatas in minutes, so time and again, I’ve learned the value of patience, exposure, and checking my preconceived notions at the door.

No matter how patient and diligent you are, you may not have luck getting your child to like everything you expose her to. No one loves every food they’ve ever tried, so don’t be hard on yourself if your best efforts still meet with occasional resistance. Ultimately, your kids are learning that it’s good to try new things, and that’s an important lesson in life, period.

no more food fights

The first rule of feeding is patience. One thing I’ve learned preparing twenty-one-plus meals a week, fifty-two weeks a year, is that if you get into a food fight with your kids, no one’s going to win, especially you. A lovely day can quickly turn disastrous when a child decides it’s time to exercise her willpower. I know moms who would rather take a punch in the ring from Mike Tyson in his prime than do battle with their little one over eating their dinner. Worse, engaging in battles may help to turn your child away from a food he may learn to love if only given the space and time to do so on his own. It will help you if you’re prepared for disappointment (your kid will reject things you put lots of love and care into making) and practice your own ability to relinquish control (sometimes you’ll just have to accept that your kid is not going to eat on your clock).
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I’ve heard from loads of parents who disagree with me and believe that their kids will not eat well without their constant pushing. My fear is that pushing will have far worse consequences. A recent NPR article entitled “To Win Toddler Food Battles, Take a Softer Approach” quoted an interesting study: “Kids who were offered a high-calorie first course chose—on their own—a lower-calorie second course. And those offered a low-calorie first course? They opted for a second course with higher calories. In other words, they self-regulated.”

In that same article, Andrea Garber, chief nutritionist for the child obesity program at the University of California, San Francisco, says, “Young children are very, very good at regulating their intake so they are getting the proper amount of calories and fat and carbohydrates and protein for growth—as long as they’re offered a healthy range of items.” Garber goes on to caution that kids’ innate ability to self-regulate their diets can become seriously damaged when parents interfere and try to force them to eat.

Garber discusses another experiment, in which kids were given a meal, followed by the ability to have whatever snacks they desired: The study found that the children with more restrictive mothers ate significantly more cookies and snack food when their mothers weren’t present.

It’s important to underscore here that if the options you offer your children are healthy ones, kids will naturally get enough nutrition—even if they exercise little control over what they eat. But, as I said earlier, if kids are accustomed to expecting food of little to no nutritional value (or what’s more commonly referred to as junk), it’s a different story. The foods children self-regulate with are only as good as the choices their parents make available to them.

That’s not to say any of this is easy. On the whole, my kids are great eaters, but they both also have very strong-willed personalities. Once, when Kenya was around three, I made him one of the more labor-intensive things I’ve ever prepared for him: one of my childhood favorites, individual chicken pot pies. As I proudly removed the ramekins from the oven, he took one look at them, said, “I don’t want that,” and walked away. I’ve worked for some tough chefs and consider myself to have a thick skin in the kitchen, but my feelings were totally hurt by an innocent little kid. Here I was, sharing a piece of my childhood with my son, and he completely snubbed me.

However, knowing how finicky and temperamental kids can be, I decided not to push Kenya and waited to see what happened if I didn’t engage. I let him continue to play in the kitchen, and about fifteen minutes later I saw him wander over to where the pies were cooling, take a fork, and investigate his little pot pie. He took one bite, turned to me, and said, “I love it!” No joke. He went from unwilling to try it to loving it in a matter of minutes, and I didn’t have to do anything but be patient. When it comes to kids and eating, if there’s one thing I’ve learned time and again, it’s that pushing new foods on them almost always makes them more resistant to trying them. When you allow kids to discover things for themselves, it affords them ownership over what they eat and a sense of revelation with food that just can’t be achieved by cajoling, sneaking, persuading, or begging.

Now, I was lucky that time. Fifteen minutes is not long to wait. Often it will take you more than several attempts before your little one will come around, but whatever you do, don’t push and get into a food fight. I guarantee that you won’t win. The fight isn’t worth it, and besides you never know when that breakthrough moment is going to come.

Important to keep in mind: If your child is reluctant to eat or try a new food, consider the context of the situation. Sometimes the defiant “no” you’re hearing at mealtime has nothing to do with what you’re serving and everything to do with how your child may be feeling: constipated, sick, tired, teething, cranky from school, or simply not hungry at the time you put dinner on the table (which in many cases can be because they’re filled up on often unhealthy snacks too close to mealtime). While it can be unbelievably stressful for parents to be confronted with what they perceive as rejection, in these moments, empathy tends to work better than even the most delicious meal.

stop sneaking! let kids know what they’re eating

As a parent I always try to be straightforward with my kids. That’s especially true when it comes to feeding them. I believe most parents aim to do the same with their own children, so it concerns me that the current trend of tricking kids into eating their vegetables by sneaking them into the foods they will eat (like recipes that call for adding pureed spinach and carrots to brownies) has become so popular.

Forget that it’s so time-consuming to cook deceptively—why is deception a good thing to practice on our children in any form? What kind of message does that send them? I fully understand that little ones can be fussy and particular about what they eat—trust me, I know firsthand how challenging kids can be. But do we really want a country full of eighteen-year-olds who have no idea they had eaten cauliflower for years because it was hidden in their banana bread? We should want children to learn from the first bite they put in their little mouths that fruits and vegetables bring pleasure and will make them strong, healthy, and happy.

Is getting kids to eat their vegetables always easy? No. Can it be a struggle with some kids who are simply predisposed to not liking green food? Yes. But as you’ll see in later chapters, the more inclusive you are with your kids, the better your results will be.
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Take my friend’s son Aidan, for example. Until he was five years old, he refused green vegetables. My friend tried any number of ways to encourage him to try them, but for years he would just flat-out say no. As you might expect, my friend was at her wits’ end. So, one afternoon, my son and I went over to her house armed with my blender, a bunch of collard greens, a lemon, and some honey and we set up shop in her kitchen. After a few minutes, my friend’s son came over to me to ask what I was doing. I replied that I was making something called Super Juice. “Super Juice?” he said. I had his attention. I told him that I needed his help. I took out the collard green leaves and showed him how they were like big green fans he could fan the air with, making the food fun and relatable for him rather than something that was going to be imposed upon him to eat or drink. He got a kick out of fanning my son and his mom. I chopped up all the ingredients and asked the boys to stuff and squeeze everything into the blender—again, this was a fun activity for them. Next, I let Aidan press the power button on the blender so he could excitedly whip up everything into a frenzy. There was no “sale” needed after that. For the next thirty minutes Kenya and Aidan ran around the house gulping Super Juice and saying to each other, “Look at my muscles, I’m a superhero!” Now, I’m not suggesting that this technique will work on every child, but I find that when you empower your kids to be a part of the process and get them excited about food, the need to sneak simply melts away.

We parents just want to give our kids the tools to fulfill their potential. When they’re not eating the foods we know are so important to their physical and mental development, we get more than a little concerned. Understandably, we may feel the need to resort to sneaking fruits and veggies in order to assure ourselves that they’re at least getting what they need. When we do this, though, we’re setting up our children for poor eating habits down the road and teaching them that deception is acceptable if it’s in service of something we feel is important. If we change our attitudes and try to normalize food by making it fun and more approachable, you’d be amazed at how incredibly kids will relish the opportunity to be included. And in becoming empowered, kids become active in shaping their own futures.

Trust me, the amount of effort you’ll put into inspiring your kids to eat certain foods takes a heck of a lot less effort than cooking, pureeing, and stuffing broccoli into a banana bread that will take you two hours to make!

“my kid will only eat chicken nuggets!”

A frequent complaint I hear from moms is that their child will only eat pasta with butter, chicken nuggets, white bread, or Pop-Tarts. Unless your little one has recently gotten his driver’s license or figured out how to hot-wire your car and make his way to the store, the foods you have a problem with them eating probably are things you bought in the first place. I don’t want to be the bad guy and tell moms that so many of their mealtime stresses are based on the foods they’re buying in the grocery store and at the drive-thru, but the truth is that kids can only eat what we give them. The problem is not that they’re aware of these foods but rather that we provide them.
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Before you say, “Well, what about the Cheetos he gets at friends’ houses,” or “My mother-in-law takes her to McDonald’s,” or “I can’t control what they serve at birthday parties”—that’s not what I’m talking about, as long as it’s in moderation. You can do little to control those things and will only drive yourself crazy (though there’s no reason you can’t have a gentle conversation with the adult in those situations about offering more nutritious choices, especially in the instances where that person is watching your child on a regular basis and providing her with poor-quality snacks). The main thing to concern yourself with is what goes on under your roof (and car roof). I’ve yet to hear of a child who stopped eating at home because she was only presented with healthy choices. Kids will eat what you make available to them, so what you serve at home during their formative years will become the norm for them.

By way of illustration, I went to my son’s school one day and brought along a bunch of books to read to his class. One of them was a favorite of ours called Fast Food, which features photographs of cars, airplanes, trucks, motorcycles, and even submarines made entirely out of fruits and vegetables. It’s a really cool book, but it was the kids’ reactions that really blew me away. As I read aloud, I asked the kids if they could name the fruits and vegetables used to make each vehicle. I was shocked that no one knew what an eggplant or zucchini looked like, and fewer than half of them could identify the other fruits or vegetables in the book, which were as common as mushrooms, cucumbers, cauliflower, and peppers.

But the story doesn’t end there. I take great pleasure in packing Kenya’s lunch for school (to the extent that I photograph the contents of his lunchbox and post it online daily!). One afternoon, Priya, the mom of Kenya’s friend Govind, asked me the name of the purple fruit I had put in Kenya’s lunch the previous day. Govind had apparently come home exclaiming, “Kenya had purple fruit in his lunch box! Put some in mine too!” I told Priya the fruit was called dragon fruit and where she could buy it. A week later, I decided to bring some dragon fruit to Kenya’s class. I cut it up for them and watched a bunch of kids who had never before seen an eggplant or zucchini devour this odd-looking fruit whose name they had giggled about upon hearing it. Of course some of the kids were dubious at first, but the two simple acts of me offering it without pushing and them seeing their peers enjoy it created a classroom full of four-year-olds happily eating dragon fruit.

Or consider the story of weelicious reader Cindy, whose kids were accustomed to a steady diet of boxed and freezer-section processed foods. She was tired of it. When Cindy switched to buying only whole foods two years ago, her kids were skeptical. But, she said, “I kept at it, including them in the process of picking out veggies at the market, taking them to tour farms, and having them help cook at dinner. I find that when they are involved in the process, they want to at least try the Brussels sprouts they made—even if they eventually decide they don’t like them.”

I’ve received a lot of testimonials like Cindy’s, and they only reinforce my conviction that there’s no eater so picky that he can’t make progress and become a good, or even great, eater. I’m not saying that your kid will eat every food in the world after you read this book, but I guarantee that if you cut down on giving her McDonald’s, chicken nuggets, and mac and cheese at every meal, and instead help her get excited about a variety of nutritious foods, your supposedly picky eater will suddenly become the kid who says, “more Baked Zucchini Coins, please” or looks forward to making Red Beet and White Bean Hummus together.

We’re always looking for magic bullets, and the truth is, there are none. If you want to do well in school, you study; if you want to lose weight, you exercise and eat healthy; if you want to be a good piano player, you practice. So it stands to reason that if you want your kids to eat well, you have to set them up

“this doesn’t taste healthy…”





the thrill of victory












just because you don’t like spinach doesn’t mean your kids won’t
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