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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and chapter titles to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Feeding your baby or toddler is one of the messiest and most time-consuming parts of parenthood. But it can also be a hugely fun and rewarding experience. It’s a chance to introduce your child to so many exciting smells, colours, flavours and textures from our wonderful planet, and to spark a lasting love of healthy food, with all the physical and mental health benefits that this provides.

My clinical work is dedicated to helping children develop into the best versions of themselves, and nutrition is at the heart of this. There are few better feelings as a parent than watching your child tucking into food that is good for them; and one of the best things you can do as your baby comes through the weaning stage is to arm yourself with a repertoire of easy, nutritious recipes which you know they will enjoy. But eating is a very social activity. Babies and young children develop their relationship with food from you. So, it is also important to sit down and eat with them as much as you can.

This is why I have written I Can’t Believe it’s Baby Food! My aim is to help parents make both cooking and mealtimes as enjoyable and stress-free as possible. It’s all about sharing food that the whole family will love, with your baby in a highchair pulled up to the table. Apart from the first few weeks of weaning, there really is no need to cook twice. Indeed, it’s much better that you don’t! Your baby will benefit both nutritionally and developmentally from eating with you; and, if you are not stuck in the kitchen all day preparing endless different meals, you’ll be happier and less frazzled, too.

People are often surprised when I say that babies and toddlers can eat pretty much anything that older children and adults eat – it’s as if our food were different in some way, filled with ingredients and flavours that could be off-putting for a baby, or perhaps even bad for them.

Of course, you need to use some caution and judgement. There are certain foods that should not be given to a baby before they turn one; and you need to introduce new foods and flavours gradually. But as a general rule, once your baby is through the early weaning stage (around 6 months), offering them an unsalted, softened version of your healthy meal will do them nothing but good.

All my recipes are based on the most up-to-date weaning guidelines and early years nutrition research, and have a focus on feeding your little one’s immune system, brain development and gut microbiome, which are now known to be three critical foundations for their future health, happiness and development.

Every bite is supercharged with flavour and nourishment. I have added a healthy twist to many traditional nursery foods and included flavours from all around the world. My mission is to create a generation of little foodies, who embrace a diverse range of food types, tastes and cuisines. And, who knows? You might discover some new food favourites yourself in the process! All the recipes can be adapted to suit the taste buds of older children and adults and be integrated into family meals and snacks – it’s just as important for parents to feed themselves food that is healthy as it is for their children, and they should not put themselves at the bottom of the pile.

Having specialised in clinical child nutrition for over 20 years, I have seen first-hand which aspects of children’s eating parents tend to find most challenging; so I have started this recipe book with a section covering the facts, to explain the things you should be doing and the science behind them. I have tried to answer the questions that are most commonly asked by parents in clinic and increasingly on social media. This includes guidelines on optimal nourishment for babies with food restrictions, such as dairy, egg or nut allergies. And, as with my previous cookbook for older children, The Good Stuff, I include clever allergen swaps, so you can adapt any recipe to suit your child’s specific dietary needs. I am also increasingly asked to provide nutrition advice for vegetarian and vegan families, or for those simply wanting to cut back on consuming animal products. So, I have included a section on this, which gives you the tools and know-how to ensure your baby does not miss out on any key nutrients. The majority of my recipes are either plant-based already or can be easily adapted to be meat-, fish-, egg- or dairy-free.

Many of the recipes are the winners from when I was weaning my own three children, as well as the favourites enjoyed by my nephews, nieces and little clinic clients. I have been lucky to have been given some cooking gems from Marion Boulter, a qualified nutritional therapist who is an important part of my NatureDoc clinical team, the mother of two gorgeous young boys and a qualified chef who has taught at the Tante Marie cookery school. I have also reached out to the thousands of parents in my NatureDoc online community, to ensure that this is the most nutritious, practical, healthy, creative AND delicious baby and toddler cookbook ever.

Have fun rolling up your sleeves and getting busy in the kitchen!
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It is well established that the first 1,000 days of a child’s life (from conception through to their second birthday) is the most critical window for providing the nutrient building blocks for their future health. The wrong food choices during this early developmental period can increase risk factors for a range of health issues and diseases, including obesity, type 2 diabetes, childhood cancers, autism and dyslexia1, as well as mood problems including depression2 and anxiety3. Sadly, many of these conditions are on the rise4.

On the other hand, a healthy diet positively influences learning, focus and behaviour, as well as good self-esteem and self-confidence5. It can also help to manage or prevent common health challenges like eczema6, allergies7, asthma8 and constipation9. Innate intelligence can also be affected by diet. Research has found that a diet high in processed sugary foods can reduce a child’s IQ by the time they are eight years old, while a healthy diet full of fresh food can actually increase their IQ10.

The biggest driver behind all the diet-related health issues of today seems to be the rise of ultra-processed food and this now fills over 50% of our shopping trollies. The growth of the baby food industry is a large part of this convenience culture, as more and more parents turn to pouches, jars and packets rather than cooking from scratch.

Shop-bought baby food tends to be very low in iron, protein and essential fatty acids and very high in fruit and refined grains, which are not good for the metabolism and can set up a sweet tooth. The crunchy snacks may not have much sugar on the label, but are made from grains like rice and corn that give a big sugar hit and they set up a love of ‘crunch’, which can be a big reason why older kids get hooked on crisps.

I’m not saying never grab a pouch or feed them a rice cake, as they are extremely helpful when out and about; but maybe aim to use them only about 20% of the time.

Home cooking not only gives your child a better start to life from a nutritional point of view, but also exposes them to the wide range of tastes, textures and the smells of home cooking that shop bought food can never match! It sets up their taste buds for a life-long love of different foods.
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[image: illustration] Cook from scratch as much as possible and choose the best quality ingredients you can afford. This clearly means bypassing the convenience food aisles in your supermarket.

[image: illustration] Keep within the NHS guidelines for sugar intake and cut back on ingredients with a high glycaemic value – e.g. white flour and refined starches which can give your child an even bigger sugar spike than table sugar11.

[image: illustration] 5 types of fruits and veg a day should be a bare minimum. I understand that this is one of the hardest challenges for parents. But even if your little one is a champion veg dodger, I’ll show you how to ensure they get the nutrients they need by hiding veg in smoothies, ice lollies, sauces, pancakes and waffles, until they grow out of fussy eating and start enjoying their greens.

[image: illustration] Eat a good balance of protein, fat and carbohydrate. Kids tend to love their carbs and it can be harder to get them to eat healthy fats and protein. This is why every recipe in this book combines a bit of each of these.

[image: illustration] Adopt a wholefood diet, so the goodness hasn’t been stripped from its original form. Choose wholegrain brown rice, pasta and bread over the white versions a few times a week for variety.

[image: illustration] Full-fat dairy12 and eggs are back on the menu. These two foods were once demonised for being contributors to weight gain, heart disease and high cholesterol, but it has now been shown that consuming full-fat dairy products is actually associated with reduced risk of a child becoming overweight or obese and suffering from cardiovascular problems13. Eggs can also be eaten every day14 and are a great source of protein, vitamins and minerals. Most importantly, foods made with these whole ingredients quite simply taste so much better!

[image: illustration] Make the food super-delicious and mealtimes fun. This is perhaps the most critical point of all, since pleasure and taste are such important factors in developing a healthy relationship with food15. If you manage to eat home-cooked food with good-quality ingredients 80% of the time, you’re off to a great start. I’ve found over my years of clinical practice that getting this part of parenting right helps to prevent many health hurdles before they happen.

6 reasons to cook from scratch

① taste

A healthy, homemade meal with fresh ingredients tastes so good that it doesn’t need flavour enhancers.

② Texture

Home-cooked food varies in texture more than the processed stuff; the biggest reason kids become fussy is texture preference over taste, so getting them used to eating a range of textures early on really helps in the long term.

③ Better nutrition

Not only is homemade food naturally more nutritious and you are able to give more variety, but you also have the chance to adapt your baby’s diet to suit their needs: more foods rich in vitamin C when unwell; more iron-rich foods when they are looking tired and pasty; more fibrous foods if constipated.

④ Quality control

Since you are the one buying the ingredients, you know exactly what’s going into your baby’s food.

⑤ Care for the environment

You can reduce single use plastic if you avoid baby food pouches.

⑥ Economy

Cooking in batches with good-quality ingredients can be a lot cheaper than buying ready-made baby food.
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Why buy organic?

Even though UK and European farmers have been working hard to reduce pesticide use on their crops, this is still a factor we have to bear in mind when buying food for our children. Almost all baby food brands are now organic for a very good reason. Young children are more susceptible than adults to the health risks posed by exposure to too many pesticides because their organs are still developing and maturing16.

Of course, not all non-organic foods are unsafe, far from it. But even low levels of pesticides can affect neurological and behavioural development. They can affect baby reflexes, coordination and dexterity. There is also a link between pesticide exposure and the development of childhood cancers17, and pesticides have been cited as one of the causes of the rise in obesity18 in children.

Pregnant women and breastfeeding mums should try and reduce their pesticide exposure19, 20, too, as the maternal toxic load can affect your little one.

With this in mind, please do your best to source organic ingredients as much as you can. This includes dairy produce, as well as fruits and vegetables. To give you an example, pesticides and antibiotics have been found in up to 60% of conventional milk, whereas none was found in organic21.

Sometimes it is difficult or too expensive to source organic fruits and vegetables and, in this instance, I recommend washing and peeling non-organic fruits and veggies, or soaking them in some water with a heaped teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda22 for 15 minutes to help clean off any pesticide residue or other impurities.

One way to keep costs down is to get savvy with knowing which fruits and veggies are likely to have pesticides lurking. Every year something called The Dirty Dozen is published online, which is a list of fruit and vegetables that tend to be sprayed the most with pesticides, so in these instances you gain more from choosing organic. Alongside this is The Clean Fifteen, a list of the fruits and veggies that are lowest in pesticide residue or that you peel anyway – so buying organic is less important.


The Dirty Dozen

1. Strawberries

2. Spinach

3. Kale

4. Nectarines

5. Apples

6. Grapes

7. Peaches

8. Cherries

9. Pears

10. Tomatoes

11. Celery

12. Potatoes




The Clean Fifteen

1. Avocado

2. Sweetcorn

3. Pineapples

4. Onions

5. Papaya

6. Frozen peas

7. Aubergine

8. Asparagus

9. Cauliflower

10. Cantaloupe melon

11. Broccoli

12. Mushrooms

13. Cabbage

14. Honeydew melon

15. Kiwi



Source: EWG 2020 https://www.ewg.org/
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Is my baby ready to wean?

Over the past 20 years while I have been a mum, the NHS guidelines23 on when to introduce solid foods have swung several times between 4 and 6 months. The current recommendation is 6 months, since this works for most babies. However, there is some flexibility in timing and some babies can be ready either slightly sooner or later.

The earliest that solids can be introduced into a baby’s diet is at 17 weeks of age, as their gut is simply not ready for solid food before this time. That said, waiting the full 26 weeks is by no means essential for all babies; indeed, there is one school of thought that weaning a little earlier than 6 months may help to prevent the development of food allergies24, especially peanuts and eggs. If you have allergies in the family or feel that your child might be susceptible, this is something you should discuss with your paediatrician.

Many parents find that their baby starts to show signs of readiness for solid foods from around 4 months old – you may notice a little pair of eyes watching you intently when you are eating your toast in the morning. However, instead of going all in immediately, my advice is that you wait until you see a whole collection of signs.

Your baby is ready to start eating solid food when they have:

[image: illustration] Good head control and are able to maintain a sitting position – important for keeping airways and the oesophagus open.

[image: illustration] Hand-eye-mouth coordination – i.e. your baby can look at something, grab it and bring it to their mouth.

[image: illustration] Grown out of the tongue-thrust reflex (called the ‘extrusion’ reflex) – a protective mechanism whereby your baby automatically pushes food out with their tongue to stop them from choking. They should also be able to move their tongue from side to side.

Around this time your baby will be experiencing various other physical developments that will enable them to deal with solid food. This includes growth of their oral cavity, creating more space for food in the mouth, as well as neuro-muscular coordination, which allows them to munch, chew, swallow or spit out. These new-found oral-motor skills also help with speech development. In fact, the two skills develop in parallel.

What should I feed my baby and what should I avoid?

It is important to realise that there is almost no right or wrong way to wean a baby and that you will probably do things slightly differently with each baby you have. As long as the food is safe (see First Foods), you can be confident in pursuing whatever seems to work best.

Tiny tastes first

For the first 12 months, breast or formula milk provide almost all the nutrients and calories your baby requires for growth and development, so any additional food is a bonus rather than a necessity. Baby weaning should really be referred to as ‘complementary feeding’ up until 12 months, so do not get distressed if your baby is a bit slow on their feeding journey. Equally, if your baby loves food, let them go for it – this might mean they start to drop their milk feeds more quickly. It’s OK either way!

Tiny tastes count most until they are 12 months. Those babies who are given a wide range of fruits and vegetables to try from 6 months are much more likely to choose healthier food later in childhood25. Keep on trying a new food, even if they reject it the first time – it can take 10–15 tastes for them to accept it. Persistence is key.

It’s not just the veggies that count. Studies have shown that babies love strong flavours like garlic and suckle for longer on the breast when their mother adds garlic to her food26. One of the reasons why I have added herbs and spices to many of my recipes is so that your baby gets exposed to a wide variety of flavours as early on as possible, even if this is only in small amounts.

Extras for breastfed babies

Exclusively breastfed babies will need to start getting some iron from their food from 6 months as breast milk does not contain this important mineral. Iron is added to infant milk formula, so this is less of a concern for bottle-fed babies (but still aim to give a little twice a day if you can by feeding your baby some beef, pulses or eggs). Iron is very important for growth, brain health and immunity; for more information see here.

Breast milk is also a very poor source of vitamin D, which is a nutrient critical for immunity, bone strength and mood, so your baby will need to supplement and can also get some from eating eggs and fish, as well as sun exposure. Bottle-fed babies who drink more than 500ml formula daily will be getting just enough vitamin D, but it is also good to top up with foods rich in vitamin D and a little sun. You can learn more about the importance of vitamin D here.

Levels of brain-food nutrients, like zinc27, choline28 and omega 329, in breast milk are very dependent on the dietary intake of the mother. This is why it is critical for breastfeeding mums to focus on nourishing themselves properly all the way up to their baby’s first birthday, while the primary source of nutrition is still breast milk. My recipes have been crafted to feed both mummy and baby, so that you benefit from the right nourishment in unison.

First foods – how to start

Even though there are quite a few different approaches on how to start weaning, it’s generally thought best to introduce your baby to single vegetables for the first week or so. Many parents start with greens, like broccoli, courgette or green beans, as these introduce your baby to slightly more bitter vegetables first. Don’t be afraid to try them on kale either! If they are not introduced early, greens tend to be top of the veg-dodger list later down the line.

The early months are your chance to get in as much variety as possible, as it’s thought that the sooner you introduce lots of different tastes and textures, the more likely your child will continue to be a good eater in the longer term. Once you have given the green veg a go, try some root veggies, like butternut squash, carrot, parsnip and swede, and you can also try some steamed and blended apple or pear, raw banana or avocado.

Most parents start with one meal a day and I suggest this is either at breakfast time or mid-morning after a milk feed, so they are not too hungry or fractious. Food allergies are now quite common and if there is an allergic reaction to a food, it may also be easier to get medical care earlier in the day. Allergic reactions usually happen the second time a baby eats a new food, so it is important to try each new food at least twice to be sure it is safe for your little one.

You can build up to two meals quite quickly over the first month, and then take your cue from your baby’s hunger levels as to when they are ready for three meals a day, which is usually around the 8- to 9-month mark. Babies under 12 months should not need snacks in between meals as they are still getting milk feeds.

I always suggest offering your baby three types of food texture right from the start – purées, mashed food and hand-held steamed batons of vegetables – you will soon see a pattern in the food that works best for them. Keep on trying all three textures all the way through the first year and beyond, as a baby’s food preferences can change all the time. You are aiming for your baby to enjoy a wide range of textures. This will give you a lot more food flexibility going forward, and will give you more options when you are eating outside the home.

Baby purées

Baby purées are the most common way to introduce solids and this is the style of food you will find in pouches and jars in the supermarkets. They are easy for a baby to eat, especially when they don’t have any teeth. When preparing them yourself, simply peel and chop your veg into small pieces and steam gently for about 10–12 minutes to get the right lump-free consistency. Blend or mash them with a little breast milk, steamed water or homemade chicken, fish or veg stock (i.e. with no added salt) to make it easy to slip down the throat. You will probably need more liquid than you think, and there is no exact science – the juiciness, dryness and size of food ingredients can vary considerably.

You will probably need 1 cup of liquid to blend 1 whole sweet potato, for example – start with ½ cup, blend for 30 seconds, then add ¼ cup more and blend again, and a further ¼ cup, if needed. You can always add a little bit more liquid and blend again if it’s still a bit thick.

Fruit is naturally juicy, and you generally don’t need to add liquid to these blends. Banana, avocado, mango and a ripe juicy pear only need to be peeled and do not need to be cooked. Tinned pulses, nut butters and seeds do not need to be cooked before you blend them either.

Once you are able to bring in more complex combinations and flavours, and you have added in a range of ground-up seeds, nut butters, pulses, egg, meat and fish, the rule of thumb is that baby veg purées should be around 40% liquid or fruit, 30% veg and 30% protein, fat and other flavoursome ingredients.

Once your baby has tried each new fruit or veg twice and you know they are not allergic to it, you can start adding tasty twists using herbs and spices, or combine two or three vegetables or fruits together, which is the real start to their taste journey. Add a pinch of herb or spice to a batch of each purée or mash. Use finely chopped fresh herbs, dried or frozen herbs, powdered spices and ground seeds (see here).


10 delicious early foods

1. Butternut squash and fennel seeds

2. Sweet potato and rosemary

3. Carrot and cumin

4. Courgette and oregano

5. Pea and mint

6. Broccoli and garlic

7. Kale and coriander

8. Apple and cinnamon

9. Pear and cardamom seeds

10. Mango and nutmeg

Once herbs and spices have been introduced successfully, you can start cooking proper family recipes for you and your baby (see here).



Soft and mashed food

Traditionally, weaning guidelines have recommended that soft and mashed foods are introduced from about 10 months, but some young babies get the hang of this texture much earlier and can be very skilled at eating soft, smashed-up food even from 6 months.

Once your baby is through the first phase of trying individual foods, I would encourage you to start making lots of different soft foods that can slip down easily, such as soups, stews, pies, risottos and little pasta dishes. Load the spoon for them and let them try to feed themselves. They might use their hands instead, which is fine!

The mashed food approach is probably the best way to get the most nutrition into your baby and it gives them a lovely sense of independence if they can feed themselves. It’s a perfect halfway house between traditional baby feeding and baby-led feeding; it is also very tummy-friendly and optimises flavour and veg intake. And it means you can produce food that the whole family can enjoy. Take, for example, a beef pasta ragu or a fish pie – you just add a little bit more seasoning for older children and adults before serving.

If your baby struggles with the mashed texture to begin with, simply whizz it up in a blender with a little bit more liquid and you have a purée ready for them to try instead, so food is never wasted.


Perfect soft foods for babies

As well as fruits and vegetables, use the following soft foods in your baby’s mashed-up food:

[image: illustration] Eggs

[image: illustration] White fish – cod, haddock and coley (deboned and skins removed)

[image: illustration] Oily fish – salmon, trout, mackerel and sardines (deboned and skins removed)

[image: illustration] Seafood – prawns

[image: illustration] Poultry – slow-cooked (steamed or poached) chicken, turkey, partridge, guinea fowl and duck. Ideally choose brown meat as it is softer and more nutritious than
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Baby-led weaning and finger foods






First finger foods







How do I know if my baby likes a food?



Creating a positive feeding environment
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Foods to avoid for babies under 12 months












Gagging and choking
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Post-illness food regression


Trouble in the tummy


Teething tips



Portion sizes
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Kitchen essentials



















Optional





What you need to feed your baby









Making baby food prep a bit more time-friendly





Tips on how to store food
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Feeding the brain

















Feeding the immune system
















Feeding gut flora
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Dairy-free tips















egg allergies






nut-free kids
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