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ABOUT ME



What should be the first foods that you give your children? And is it an extra problem if you are vegetarian or vegan?

In this book, I want to share my experiences of weaning children on vegetarian foods; the recipes are for meals and snacks that I prepared for my two older children. This is the book I wish I’d had by my side at the time, especially when weaning for the first time!

I set up Little Veggie Eats on Instagram back in 2015 as a way of documenting my son’s weaning journey. I had just emerged from the first 6 months of motherhood, which, like for many, passed in a blur. While I was enjoying being a mother I was finding many aspects of it pretty monotonous – changing, feeding, baby classes, sleeping (a bit!) … on repeat. I put off weaning until my son was exactly 6 months old, anticipating disruption to our carefully balanced routine, but also more monotony!


‘It turns out I was wrong to dread weaning!’


It ended up being my favourite stage of parenting so far and it inadvertently ended up shaping a career change.

I’ve always loved food and cooking. Several strong women in my family, my grandmother, sister and aunt, set me up for a lifetime love of food. Yet during the new baby haze I’d become disconnected from the enjoyable side of cooking; I had less time to cook, I wasn’t experimenting much and I was ‘fuelling’ rather than enjoying food.

I made the decision quite early on that I wasn’t going to offer traditional ‘baby food’ to my children. I was interested in offering my son normal food that was suitable for the whole family but at the same time was ‘baby-friendly’. Weaning reconnected me with my enjoyment of cooking and family eating. I had my own human guinea pig to test new creations on and I relished cooking without sugar and salt and finding ways to create food that was as nutrient-dense as possible.

My husband and I made the decision together to raise our children vegetarian – it was a quick conversation shortly before our first child was born. I’ve been a vegetarian my whole life and having never cooked meat it wasn’t something I was prepared to start doing. I had a very healthy vegetarian childhood so I took it for granted that my son wouldn’t need meat to be healthy.

But other people seemed to have a different opinion. I’ve been told that it wasn’t my place to make that decision and my son should decide to be vegetarian when older, if he wanted. However, we looked at it from the other way round: why shouldn’t we make that decision now, and let him be free to decide otherwise when older? As parents we make hundreds of decisions that shape the way we raise our young children, from what books they read, what TV shows they watch (or if they watch TV at all), what clothes they wear, whether they follow a religion, and if you are meat-eaters, what meat should they eat and so on.

Being responsible for the health of another (much more vulnerable!) human made me more aware of nutrition in my own diet. I started looking into what nutrients vegetarians need, the different plant-based sources of protein, iron and calcium, and what foods are nutritionally better than others.

The recipes in this book are intended to be used from the very start of weaning, but with simple adaptations and ingredient tweaks they are for the whole family to enjoy, including older children and adults.

I won’t pretend my children haven’t gone through fussy phases. They haven’t eaten nutritionally dense food for every single meal. But I have always tried to experiment and to introduce them to lots of new flavours and textures. I have never stopped offering them foods even if they might have rejected them, sometimes for months on end.


‘I strongly believe that as parents our job is to offer our children a varied diet.’
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We should do our best to ensure that what they are eating has a good nutritional spread and to be aware of what we are feeding them. And there is no more important time to start this then when your baby first starts eating solids. They might not be eating loads at this stage but they are always learning, always experiencing new things, and in particular, they are entering the world of food.

The recipes are simple, because with the best will in the world, when you have small children life is complicated enough without making cooking challenging too! These are all recipes my family has enjoyed time and time again. Lots of variety, lots of colour and, above all, an emphasis on putting vegetables at the heart of the family table.

VEGETARIAN & PLANT-BASED DIETS

When I was a child, being a vegetarian was something of an oddity. Not any more! I am overjoyed that a collective awakening seems to be happening. It makes eating out, shopping and cooking much easier; there are more recipes, more ingredients and more options than ever before!

Traditionally, someone who follows a vegetarian diet does not eat meat, fish or chicken. If you are following a vegan or a plant-based diet, you also don’t eat any animal products including milk, cheese, eggs and honey. Although I’m not vegan myself, lots of the recipes in this book are either vegan or easily adapted to be vegan. This is to do with a general shift in my household towards reducing animal products where possible, but also because while I’ve been running Little Veggie Eats I would often be asked to suggest alternatives for people whose babies had allergies to dairy and egg.


‘As someone who has been a vegetarian my whole life, I have seen attitudes and awareness change dramatically over the years.’


There seems to be a more fluid approach to labels based on what we eat now, and this is no bad thing. It is perfectly acceptable to eat a vegan diet Monday to Friday, or to be vegetarian at home but not when eating out, or just to be trying to eat less meat and dairy whenever you can. Some people think that the so-called ‘flexitarian’ diet is very much the diet of the future. If it encourages people to reduce the animal products they eat, then it is a positive step.

You might be reading this book because you are new to vegetarianism or veganism and want to know how you can bring your child up with the same diet. Or you might just be committed to eating a little less meat and animal products and want your child to do the same. Whatever you do, and however you’ve labelled yourself, ultimately we all just want the best for our children and for them to grow up enjoying a healthy relationship with food.

CLIMATE CHANGE & THE FUTURE OF FOOD

Each generation is different from the previous one. Whatever our own food preferences and eating history, it seems a safe bet that our children will not be eating in the same way as we did as kids.

We are headed towards a climate disaster and scientists keep saying that dramatic changes to our global diet are needed. The key point is that we need to eat fewer animal products due to the environmental impact of intensive animal farming. That will mean increasing the amount of plant-based foods we eat. By starting your baby on a meat-reduced or meat-free diet, you are equipping them for the world in which they will have to live.

NUTRITION

You will find information in this book on what your baby needs nutritionally as they start eating solid food, a rough timeline on how weaning might look for your baby, and tips and tricks for calm and relaxed weaning. I worked closely with the book’s consultant nutritionist, Jodie Abrahams, to understand a baby’s nutritional needs and how these can be met with a vegetarian or plant-based diet. The nutritional information given throughout the book should give you confidence that the food you are making is meeting your baby’s needs.

You might be concerned about your baby getting the nutrients they need from their vegetarian diet. A common concern is that they might not get enough variety, iron or protein.

I think that our children have eaten a much larger variety of foods because we are vegetarian; I am way more conscious of offering them as many different pulses, seeds and vegetables as possible as I know that they need to eat a variety of foods to ensure they are getting all their essential nutrients.

It is very easy to ensure your child gets all the protein and iron that they need on a vegetarian diet. Pulses, nuts, seeds, dairy and eggs all provide protein and iron, and by combining these with lots of veggies you can help your baby’s body get the most out of the nutrients. If you want to bring your child up vegan, or your child has dairy and egg allergies, then you will need a bit more planning and consideration to ensure all your child’s nutritional needs are met, maybe even considering some supplements. There is more detailed information on nutrition on pages 32–36.

IS A PLANT-BASED DIET HARD WORK?

There is always so much to do with young children. If you are new to a vegetarian or vegan diet, the thought of adding to your pressures will be worrying, especially as weaning your baby can be daunting enough. It will be easy to say: ‘I’ll wait until my child is used to eating solid foods before introducing them to a special diet.’ But will vegetarian weaning add to your workload? The short answer (and the long answer …) is no! All of my recipes are quick and easy to prepare. I’m a busy parent myself and as much as I would love to have loads of time for cooking, I do not. It can also be quicker than cooking meat!

You will see my recipes generally include short cuts, for instance, using tinned cooked pulses. If you have time to soak and cook dried pulses, or are used to doing that already, then that’s great, but it’s not necessary for these recipes.

IS A VEGETARIAN OR PLANT-BASED DIET MORE EXPENSIVE?

Definitely not! Nuts and seeds can be quite expensive, as can good organic tofu as well as some of the speciality grains and cereals, but they are still cheaper than high-welfare meat.

There are also ways to keep costs down, and here are a few tips:

Buy in bulk

If you can, buying larger packets can save costs on foods with a fairly long shelf life, for example nuts, seeds and grains like quinoa.

Buy in season

I try to buy organic food where I can but this tends to be more expensive than non-organic produce. This is because fewer pesticides and fertilisers are used in the growing process. Buying vegetables that are in season is a great way to reduce costs (and is also better for the environment as your food comes with a lower carbon footprint). I am a member of a local vegetable scheme where I collect seasonal organic vegetables each week. This is a cost-effective way of buying locally grown organic vegetables.

Buy frozen fruit and veggies

I also frequently buy frozen fruit and vegetables such as raspberries, peas, sweetcorn, edamame beans and many more; they are generally frozen very soon after they are picked as this helps to lock in valuable nutrients. The shopping list on page 17 lists the frozen produce I often buy.
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COOKING GUIDANCE

USING THIS BOOK

I have written the recipes as I’ve cooked them for my family, often with kids underfoot! All the recipes are straightforward and don’t need too much forward planning; when it does I’ve tried to make that very clear (I’ve been caught out by the buried ‘now leave for two hours’ instruction in a recipe far too many times).

Most of the recipes can be easily adapted to what you have in stock and what’s readily available in the shops. As I try to eat seasonally I find the vegetables in my recipes change throughout the year, so I’ve included some variation tips when there is space.

You’ll find that recipes are marked with the following symbols to let you see at a glance if they:
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MEASUREMENTS

Quite often a recipe will mention a ‘handful’ of something. Don’t worry about getting this wrong – I’ve used this measurement when you don’t need to be exact. The same applies when I’ve said you need to add a vegetable but there’s no size – if I’ve not specified then assume it’s a regular-sized vegetable of its kind. If it needs to be precise I’ll say.

My recipes use US cup as well as metric measurements. Cups are ideal for cooking on limited time as you don’t need to faff getting the scales out (and there’s less to wash up!).

KITCHEN EQUIPMENT

I’ve tried not to use too much complicated and expensive equipment, but the following are pretty essential:


	Food processor or blender. You can buy small, basic models which do the job; I use a Nutribullet which is very straightforward, powerful and quick to wash afterwards.

	Muffin baking tray for the muffins and individual bars. I use a 12-hole muffin tray for all my recipes, although you don’t always need to use all the holes!

	Ice cube tray for freezing individual portions of sauce.

	Steamer. You can get a basic steamer to use on the hob over a pan, a standalone or a microwave version. They are great for cooking vegetables quickly so they don’t lose their nutrients.



KEY INGREDIENTS

I’ve found the key to quick, nutritious vegetarian and vegan cooking is getting your kitchen cupboards stocked with some key ingredients. Here are some of my favourites that I suggest you stock up on:

Oats

Oats are a great slow-release carbohydrate so they will keep your baby fuller for longer. They are also high in fibre and soothing on digestion (especially important as you might find your baby gets constipated as their stomach adapts to solid food).

Spinach / leafy greens

High in vitamins and minerals including iron, vitamins C and K and folate, spinach and dark leafy greens provide a number of important nutrients. The texture of leafy greens can be a bit challenging for babies when they start weaning so I’m a big fan of blending and finely chopping green vegetables to make it easier for babies to get a taste for them (and to get used to the colour).

Eggs

The humble egg packs in a lot of nutritional qualities and is a great source of protein. Scrambled egg, omelette, hard-boiled eggs … all can be ready in minutes and are wonderfully nutritious for your baby. I always try to buy organic, free-range eggs and although more expensive, they are still much cheaper than meat.

There are some great alternatives to egg if your baby can’t eat them or you are following a vegan diet (see page 182 for alternatives).

Lentils & chickpeas

This wouldn’t be a vegetarian recipe book without an abundance of legumes. Lentils and chickpeas will always be my favourites as they are so versatile. They are a brilliant source of protein and iron. Dried and cooked are both great options; I use tinned varieties a lot for speed.

Pumpkin and squash

Pumpkin and squash are perfect weaning vegetables. They go soft when cooked so are very easy to mash for spoon-feeding and to offer in finger food batons for baby-led weaning.

Milk and yoghurt

My children do not follow a dairy-free diet and they eat a lot of natural yoghurt. I use yoghurt loads to serve alongside fruit and savoury dishes. It’s packed with useful fats, essential for your baby’s brain development and to help with vitamin absorption. It also contains protein, calcium, which is essential for healthy bones, and B12 for good nerve health. I always buy full-fat natural yoghurt with no added sugar, and organic if possible.

There are lots of dairy-free yoghurts on the market if your baby has a dairy allergy or you are following a vegan diet. See pages 180–181 for more information on dairy-free alternatives.

All references to ‘milk’ and ‘yoghurt’ in the recipes can be any milk or yoghurt of your choice. I really like oat milk (choose one with a fat content equivalent to full-fat cow’s milk) and coconut yoghurt.

Nuts and seeds

Rich in protein and essential fats, nuts and seeds are a brilliant way to add taste and nutrition to vegetarian and vegan diets. Before offering nuts and seeds to your baby, read the allergy advice on page 29. If your baby has a peanut, tree nut or seed allergy refer to page 183 for alternatives.

As nuts and seeds have different nutritional benefits it’s good to buy a wide variety. For example, walnuts are a good source of vitamin E and omega-3 fats, and almonds and sesame seeds are high in calcium.

SHOPPING LIST

These are the foods I generally have in my cupboards at home:

Store cupboard


	Wholemeal flour • Gram (chickpea) flour • Quinoa • Pasta • Brown rice • Noodles • Ground almonds • Whole nuts such as cashews, walnuts and hazelnuts • Seeds such as sunflower, pumpkin, chia, hulled hemp, poppy, sesame and flax • Dessicated coconut • Oats • Baking powder • Nutritional yeast • Olive oil • Coconut oil • Toasted sesame oil • Balsamic vinegar



Tins


	Coconut milk • Chopped tomatoes • Brown lentils • Chickpeas • Black beans



Seasonings


	Ground cinnamon • Ground coriander • Ground cumin • Sweet paprika • Mixed spice • Garlic granules or powder



Fridge


	Milk (full-fat dairy and oat milk) • Plain full-fat natural yoghurt (dairy and coconut) • Nut butters such as peanut, cashew and almond • Tahini • Lemon • Garlic • Ginger



Freezer


	Spinach • Peas • Edamame beans • Sweetcorn • Raspberries • Blueberries • Cherries



BASIC PANTRY RECIPES

The following are some simple methods which I use throughout the book.

Milling nuts and seeds

Little seeds such as sesame, chia, hulled hemp and poppy can be left whole in recipes, but larger nuts and seeds should be milled or crushed before use as they can be a choking hazard.

It’s very easy to mill nuts and seeds at home if you have a blender, just pulse them until they are a rubble or powder. As your baby gets older you can gradually leave the seeds and nuts a little chunkier. If you don’t have a blender you can use a pestle and mortar to grind them, or place the seeds or nuts in a freezer bag and bash with a rolling pin until they are crushed.

Oat flour

Making your own oat flour couldn’t be easier! Just put a couple of cups of oats in the blender and pulse until they are a powder. Store in an airtight jar.

Salt-free stock

If you want completely salt-free veggie stock, then have a go at making your own! It’s also a brilliant way of using veggie scraps and peelings. Use a container in the freezer to collect scraps and peelings of veggies as you use them. The best bits to save are: onions, celery, carrots and mushroom stalks. When the container is full, pop the scraps in a saucepan and cover with water. Add some sprigs of herbs if

TIME-SAVING TIPS & TRICKS



	Make a batch of muffins (see page 80) or crackers (see page 91).

	Whizz up a dip for use during the week (see pages 96–103).

	Make some veggie-loaded tomato sauce to freeze into portions for extra quick meals (see page 105).

	Chop and roast some veggies.

	Cook some grains such as quinoa, rice or bulgur wheat which you can keep in the fridge and use for Buddha bowls (see pages 109–119).

	Prepare a breakfast which can be made ahead of time such as overnight oats (see page 40), or a pancake mix (see page 44).



YOUR FREEZER STASH



	Use ice cube trays to freeze individual portions of sauces. Once they are frozen, you can pop them out and put them in a larger freezer container or bag ready to use. I always have some pesto (see page 95) or veggie-loaded tomato sauce (see page 105) in the freezer for quick meals; they are perfect stirred into pasta or with any of the quick meal hacks on pages 136–137 and 148–149.

	Freeze any leftover pancakes and muffins. Take them out of the freezer in the evening and they’ll be defrosted by breakfast (or take out in the morning and they’ll be defrosted by lunch).

	Some of the main meals are deliberately over-generous for the average-sized family. This is so leftovers can be frozen! Portion them out into small baby-size portions and you’ll have instant freezer meals.



COOKING VEGGIES




SHOP-BOUGHT BABY FOOD





INTRODUCING YOUR BABY TO SOLID FOOD






WHEN TO START WEANING & SIGNS OF READINESS







WHAT TO AVOID WHEN WEANING

Salt



Honey


Sugar



Over-processed convenience food



DRINKS



SPOON-FED & BABY-LED WEANING


Spoon-fed weaning


Baby-led weaning





ACTUAL FOOD NOT BABY FOOD




NUTRITIONALLY DENSE



VEGGIE-LOADED NOT HIDDEN





TIPS FOR RELAXED & SUCCESSFUL WEANING





Food prep


Variety



No distractions


All eating the same



BABY-LED WEANING SERVING TIPS



	spread onto veggie batons, toast or crackers (see page 91)

	mixed with grains and rolled into balls

	mixed with pasta shapes like penne or fusilli

	you can offer ‘loaded spoons’ for baby to feed themselves




Positive language



The sensory experience



Follow your baby’s cues



Portion size



Embrace the mess


Teething can upset everything


KNOW THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GAGGING & CHOKING





	Coughing or retching

	Eyes watering

	Bringing food back up






	Avoid those foods that can block airways, such as chunks of food that could be swallowed whole e.g. chunks of cheese, apple or raw carrot.

	Always cut grapes in half lengthwise.

	Chop cherry tomatoes in half.

	Squish large blueberries and beans before offering them.

	Don’t offer whole nuts – mill them first (see page 18).




WEANING EQUIPMENT



	A couple of small baby spoons.

	A couple of small bowls. You can use bowls you already have as long as they can withstand a lot of throwing on the floor!

	High chair. You want your baby to be supported and safe while they are eating. Making sure they are sitting upright helps to avoid choking. There are loads of high chairs on the market and you don’t need to spend a fortune. My own high chair wish list had two requirements: Is it easy to clean? Can I sit the baby at the table with it?

	Cup or beaker to offer water in.





	Small portable rubber feeding mat which I would put finger food on (we also used it when going out).

	Reusable pouches. I found these really great for yoghurt, dips and smoothies on the go.

	Bento box with a good seal. A decent bento box meant I could take a selection of different foods out. If you get a good one this will hopefully last your baby for a long time.



ALLERGY ADVICE







	An itchy, red rash or eczema,

	a running nose,

	sneezing or itchy, and/or

	watering eyes.







	cow’s milk

	eggs

	foods that contain gluten, including wheat, barley and rye

	tree nuts, peanuts and seeds

	soya

	shellfish/fish




WEANING TIMELINE


FIRST TASTES: AROUND 6 MONTHS

Week 1





Week 2



Weeks 3–4




7–9 MONTHS







10–12 MONTHS






YOUR BABY’S NUTRITIONAL NEEDS




VARIETY IS KEY



IRON





	Dark green leafy vegetables like spinach, kale, chard, broccoli and cabbage

	Legumes: lentils, split peas, chickpeas, peas

	Wholegrains: oats, quinoa, wholemeal bread and pasta

	Nuts: cashews, almonds, hazelnuts

	Seeds: sesame, pumpkin, hemp

	Eggs

	Dried fruit: apricots, sultanas, raisins, figs




PROTEIN




	Eggs

	Milk

	Tofu

	Quinoa

	Buckwheat





	Legumes: lentils, chickpeas, split peas, peas, black beans

	Nuts: walnuts, cashews, peanuts, almonds

	Seeds: sesame, flax, pumpkin, sunflower

	Wholegrains: brown rice, wholemeal bread



FAT & OMEGAS



	Avocado and avocado oil

	Coconut oil

	Olive oil

	Full-fat dairy such as cow’s milk and yoghurt

	Plant-based milks and yoghurt (choose milks with a similar high-fat content to cow’s milk such as hemp, soya and oat.)

	Nuts

	Seeds





CALCIUM



	Sesame seeds

	Almonds

	Broccoli, cabbage, spinach and kale

	Egg yolk

	Tofu

	Fortified products like plant-based milks and yoghurts (see ‘Adapting Recipes’, page 178)



VITAMIN B12



	Dairy

	Eggs

	Fortified cereals

	Fortified plant milks

	Nutritional yeast, fortified with B12

	Yeast spread (e.g. Marmite) is fortified with B12 but is very salty, so only give in small amounts to babies and young children



ZINC



	Egg yolks

	Sunflower & pumpkin seeds

	Wholegrains: wholewheat flour, brown rice, oats

	Legumes: lentils, chickpeas, beans



IODINE


CARBOHYDRATES


VITAMIN C



	Dark green leafy veg (e.g. broccoli, spinach, cabbage and Brussels sprouts)

	Berries (e.g. raspberries, blueberries, strawberries)

	Citrus fruits (e.g. oranges, lemons and limes)

	Papaya

	Peppers

	Pineapples

	Sweet potatoes

	Tomatoes



VITAMIN D



	Butter

	Egg yolks

	Some processed grains and bread are fortified with vitamin D



FOLATE




	Green leafy vegetables like spinach and broccoli

	Lentils, chickpeas and black beans



FIBRE
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