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INTRODUCTION

Let me begin by saying that when it comes to food, I am extraordinarily lucky. I come from a family of gardeners and cooks and epicures—people who celebrate real food, prepared simply and well. I know this now, but it must be said that as a child I wasn’t always so sure. From quite early on, I was aware that at our house, there were no snack foods in little foil packets, no foods in unnatural shades of orange or blue. Many of the fruits and vegetables we ate, we grew: from zucchini and Swiss chard to blueberries and black raspberries to apples and tomatoes and herbs. At the grocery store, we were not allowed to choose breakfast cereal that listed sugar as one of the first three ingredients, which eliminated the cereals I coveted most, such as the one shaped like tiny chocolate chip cookies, and the one that consisted mostly of marshmallows.

When I got to school, I became even more aware of the contrast between my pantry and the pantries in some of my friends’ homes, from which emerged sandwiches made with blocks of cheese that didn’t have unpronounceable French or Scandinavian names, and cookies that were never unevenly colored because nobody had actually baked them. When I was in sixth grade, my mother and her sister catered a family wedding, and my cousin (who today makes exquisite pastries herself) and I remember that year as an especially dark one, during which our school lunches were filled with tiny chocolate cheesecakes topped with real slices of candied apricot and perfect, miniature éclairs from my mother’s deep-freezer in the basement—not hot commodities on the cafeteria trading circuit, needless to say. I cringe when I imagine how my mother felt hearing me beg for “real cookies from the store.”

Today, the way my mother shopped and cooked is the norm for an increasing number of families in a changing world where farmers’ markets are thriving, ordinary grocery stores offer organic, local, free-range, antibiotic-free, and “ethnic” ingredients once exclusively the province of health food or specialty stores, and many towns have Thai, Indian, or Middle Eastern restaurants serving foods that your children will love. Although an infinite variety of artificially flavored and colored and highly processed snack foods remains ubiquitous, we know so much more about health and nutrition that even the least enlightened corporations are eliminating trans fats and high fructose corn syrup from many products due to consumer demand. It is easier than ever before to find healthy alternatives to the snack foods once so blithely advertised during Saturday morning cartoons. In a surprising and to my mind all-too-welcome trend, many parents are cooking again and teaching their children that cooking is an art and good food a true source of pleasure in life.

Now that I have two children of my own, the way I think about food has changed, along with the way that I cook. I realize now how much of the food served to me as a child by my working mother was cleverly and quickly prepared, and I have incorporated many of her time-saving strategies into my own kitchen, as a working mother myself. I also feel a responsibility about food that I don’t always relish. Occasionally, we have cupcakes for dinner because I need to remind myself that one of the rewards of the hard and sometimes churlish work of making sure your children eat well is that a truly well-balanced diet has room for indulgence. As much as I believe that children can and should love perfect little roasted brussels sprouts, I also think they need pink frosting, if not for the body, then certainly for the soul.

Cooking for children can be a tremendous pleasure, and serving healthy, delicious, real food to children from the very start is a surefire way to raise open-minded, adventurous eaters. I am not a fan of the recent movement centered on “hiding” healthy ingredients in “kid-friendly” dishes. Rather, I believe that children who are exposed to a wide variety of foods, introduced early on to fresh produce, and actively involved in food decisions—from menu planning to shopping to preparation—will come to love real food on their own terms without any need for unappetizing subterfuge. Ask yourself this: Do you want to eat brownies made with mashed beets or pureed kale in them? Give me butter and Callebaut any day of the week and twice on Sundays.
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So here it is: my healthy snack food manifesto, or rather the guiding principle of this cookbook, whose subject matter is so close to my own kitchen and to my heart. I think children are smart and that deceiving them into eating butternut squash by swirling it into cheese sauce seems both like a major pain and a strategy bound to boomerang. How’s this instead? One day, as it catches your eye at a market stand or in a grocery store, bring home a butternut squash and place it on the dining room table. Let it launch a conversation when a child notices and asks what it is. Cut it in half and scoop out the seeds. Plant one. Toast the others. Roast some cubes in olive oil until they are soft and golden at the edges, or make a creamy soup. If you are rolling your eyes or thinking, “How much time does this lady think I have?” then buy the squash peeled and cubed and microwave it—I won’t judge. It’s still unadulterated squash. Mash it with some maple syrup. Put a pat of butter on it. Really: A little pat of butter beats a Happy Meal into the ground. Don’t believe me? Ask your pediatrician. I won’t even say “I told you so. . .”
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Like adults, children can be picky by nature, but I believe pickiness is something of a self-fulfilling prophecy. In other words, since new parents are led to believe their child might be picky, because so many other children seem to be, they sometimes even unconsciously limit the foods they serve, narrowing the possibilities as the child grows, until yes: The child refuses all but chicken nuggets and butter and bread. I have seen this happen more times than I can count. Right here in one of the world’s greatest food cities I have met more than a handful of children who would keel over in shock to learn that their food has a home planet and its name isn’t Fresh Direct. It doesn’t have to be this way. There is a vast and infinite universe of foods out there just waiting to be loved by your child. Wrest control of your kitchen before it’s too late. Don’t become hostage to a tiny tyrant with a preference for cheesy carbs and candy. If you find yourself making three different meals for three different members of your household, more the fool you, I say. As I tell my children whenever necessary, as my wise mother used to say to us,” Look, kiddos. This is not a restaurant.”

No, you won’t always succeed. My mother brought home the bacon and cooked it up like a professional chef in a Michelin-starred bistro in Alsace-Lorraine, and still got two children who begged for the cereal with the marshmallows each time we went to the store. But bit by bit, bite by bite we learned, and today she has two children who believe that the world is their oyster, as long as that oyster is freshly shucked, on the half-shell, and served with a wedge of lemon and an ice cold IPA. In other words, persevere. Be strong. You are the Snack Maker par Extraordinaire, and you control both the purse strings and the definition and distribution of treats. Use your powers wisely and well. You are creating the eaters of the future.

To conclude, in a less grandiose, more earnest fashion, my chief hope is that this book will help you prepare and serve snack foods in your home that are actual food. Trust me: If you make it, and they’re sufficiently hungry, they will come. And now, á table, or to the kitchen, anyway. It’s time to cook.




AGES & STAGES

Children love to snack—fortunately, snack foods can be both healthy and delicious

Over the years, snack food has become associated with junk food, and there is simply no reason for this to be the case. In fact, experts now believe that a number of small meals throughout the day—in other words, snacking—is preferable to the “solid three:”

For the first six months of life, babies should exist on breast milk and/or iron-fortified formula. Most pediatricians advise starting babies on solid foods at about six months and from that point on, a parent’s role in shaping a child’s attitudes about food is paramount.

Four Major Food Groups
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	Children need dairy products, including milk, cheese, and yogurt, in order to get enough calcium and vitamin D.


	Fruits and veggies are vital sources of vitamins and minerals for children.


	Whole grains and cereals provide children with fiber and energy. Avoid nutritionally void foods made with refined white flour.


	Babies need less protein than older children and teenagers. Meats, eggs, fish, and tofu are all valid sources.






Taste changes throughout a lifetime, and not all children will be adventuresome eaters. But it is also true that pickiness is partly learned, and that a child who is exposed to many different kinds of foods from the offset is more likely to be an open-minded eater. Babies who eat a variety of foods often become toddlers excited to try a new dish at a friend or relative’s table, children who are eager to sample the lunch of the child seated next to them in the cafeteria, and teenagers who introduce their peers to unfamiliar foods at restaurants. Eating gets a bad rap largely because so many of us are irresponsible about it. Teach your children that when done wisely and well, eating is one of the great pleasures of life.

Avoid the Typical Pitfalls
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	Every meal does not need to be followed by dessert, and sweet foods do not need to be the only foods your child sees as “treats.”


	In fact, come up with other “treats”—we head to our neighborhood farmers’ markets in search of seasonal treasures.


	Keep your biases and bad food memories to yourself—your child is enormously influenced by you.


	Don’t get off on the wrong foot by serving only the big three: chicken nuggets, mac and cheese, and hot dogs.






Involve Your Children
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	Children of all ages can be involved in choosing, buying, and preparing the food they eat, and in my experience, involved eaters are more open-minded eaters.


	Take even babies to the store or market with you once in a while and talk about what you are seeing. Let them choose: apples or pears? Cheddar or Gruyère?


	Older children and teenagers can make lists, plan menus, and even buy food and prepare dishes on their own.







GREEN ● LIGHT

As parents, you wield great influence over what and how your children eat. Most babies start on solid foods at six months. Make sure your baby tries as many foods as possible over those first six months of eating, from pureed beets and sweet potatoes, to mashed avocado and mango, to yogurt and whole grain cereals. Most babies are naturally quite adventuresome when it comes to tryіng new foods.



Advantages of Variety
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	Variety is not just the spice of life or a way to make snack foods more appealing. The wider the range of foods your child eats, the more nutrients he is getting.


	Different colored foods usually contain different nutrients, making a plate that contains four colors of food (and I mean colors found in nature, not Cheeto-orange!) a nutritionist’s dream.


	Try to include fruits, vegetables, dairy, protein, and whole grains in each day’s diet, but don’t feel like every category needs to be in every dish.






BEGINNING EATERS

Starting solids is exciting for babies and parents alike

When your baby starts eating solid foods, your world expands exponentially. Although you do need to start slowly, with the advice of your trusted pediatrician, this is a thrilling time for baby and parents alike. A bite of cereal can elicit any number of hilarious facial expressions. Some babies will grab a spoon in a little hand and begin as though they’ve been eating all of their lives. Others will be screwing up their faces in disdain for months and possibly even throwing their spoons on the floor.

Do-It-Yourself
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	It is really so easy to make your own baby food that even non-cooks can do it with zero experience.


	Almost any food can be pureed in a food processor or blender and frozen in an ice cube tray or other freezer-safe containers for a wide variety of healthy foods on demand.


	As your baby gets used to solids, and you introduce more and more foods, you can even puree or finely chop whatever the rest of the family is eating for your baby.






So what can you do? Laugh, invest in high quality cleaning products for your clothes and theirs, and persist. remember reading that sometimes it took fifteen tries or more for a baby to relish eating a particular food he had rejected again and again, and then my surprise at seeing this in action after a lengthy experiment with Lily and beets.

Where to Feed
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	Choose a high chair that is easily cleaned and comfortable for your baby.


	Your baby will love being a part of regular mealtimes, so try to let him participate as much as you can.


	Studies show that family meals are an essential component in children’s happiness and create memories and closeness for children and adults.


	When your baby is ready, you can try a portable booster seat, which can be moved from room to room and even taken on trips.






Until babies start solids, and afterward, for the rest of that first year, most of their nutrients and calories will still come from breast milk or formula. But do take the introduction of solids as an opportunity. As you introduce each food, be sure to think outside the box. The more tastes your baby is exposed to now, the more open-minded she will be about tasting later on.

When to Feed
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	Because your baby is still getting most of her nutrients and calories from breast milk or formula, when you feed your baby solids is up to you.


	To get your baby used to the idea that family meals are served at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, include him at these times whenever possible.


	As small meals—or snacks—are such a good way for small children to eat, don’t limit experiments with solids to mealtimes.







GREEN ● LIGHT

Most pediatricians will tell you to introduce foods one by one to make sure your baby isn’t allergic and doesn’t have an intolerance or negative reaction. Once you have cleared the way with basics such as rice and barley cereals and mashed bananas, think about color and texture and taste.



How to Feed
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	There’s no need to go out and buy an entire line of baby feeding products.


	That being said, it is important to have small spoons for babies that will fit comfortably in their hands and mouths.


	Avoid glass and china, as there will be lots of spilling and dropping for quite some time.


	Encourage your baby to feed himself, as this is empowering and fun for babies and will come easier for them with lots of practice.






TODDLERS

Toddlers are naturally open and curious—encourage them to be their experimental selves

I will never forget a summer meal we had in Connecticut when Lily was not yet three. I had bought a whole, fresh fish from a local fish market, caught that day, and had grilled it to serve as the centerpiece of our dinner. Lily had been fascinated by the fish before it was cooked and had asked lots of questions about it: what kind of fish was it, where had it been caught, and so on.

Requirements
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	Most toddlers need about 1000 calories a day, and lots of small meals, or snacks, are a great way to spread these calories out over the course of a day.


	Toddlers actually need fat for neurological development, so make sure your toddler is getting enough. Cheese and yogurt are two good sources.


	Toddlers will start drinking less milk, so make sure you provide alternate sources of dairy, as they still need the calcium and vitamin D.






When we all sat down at the table, with the fish on a platter surrounded by salads and side dishes, Lily—seated at the head of the table, as is her wont—picked up her fork. “I want to eat the eyes!” she announced, to veritable silence. Even I—who had been striving to raise an adventuresome eater from day one—was taken aback.

Visual Appeal
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	Toddlers are easily wooed and seduced by visually appealing and fun-to-eat foods.


	I have been known to squeeze a drop of food coloring into a glass of milk for a toddler in need of a little inauthentic good cheer.


	As much as you can, let your toddler choose his snacks and participate in preparation. A toddler who mixes her own trail mix is much more likely to eat the whole batch, not just pick out the peanuts.






She did, although she doesn’t remember it, and she’s never repeated the experience. I can’t say I blame her—but I will always remember this moment, and my realization that almost all of the negative or closed-minded reactions our children initially have to food come from somebody else. On their own, when left to their own devices, most children will try almost anything—as long as you or someone else have not convinced them not to, in overt or extremely subtle ways.

Empowering Tips
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	Don’t underestimate your child’s ability to help you in the kitchen with sufficient practice.


	Even a two- or three-year-old can put napkins at table settings or silverware by a plate.


	If you can stand a little mess, serve food on a platter and let your toddler dole out his own smaller portion. It’s all about control.


	Although many toddlers are self-sufficient eaters, don’t forget about choking hazards, and be sure to cut up risky foods.







GREEN ● LIGHT

Never say no if your child wants to try something unusual, or a food we tend to reserve for adults. Both of my children were calamari hounds from the age of one, for example, because they started eating it at our favorite neighborhood restaurant, where it is served with an anchovy dip, which they also love.



Venue
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	If you think your toddler is a picky eater, you may be right, but there may also be ways to counteract this.


	Toddlers can be excited by a change in venue. Sometimes I serve food to my girls at the little table in their playroom on the dishes in the play kitchen.


	In my experience, a picnic for toddlers is a surefire hit. Try one indoors on a rainy day!






OFF TO SCHOOL

Once children start school, they need to know how to make nutritious choices on their own

When Lily started bringing lunch to preschool, the pressure was on. A flood of memories came back to me as I heard the daily reports of who was eating what, from Chloe and Ariane’s coveted dumplings to Marley’s hot entree du jour to Charlie’s giant sandwiches and Calvin’s take-out sushi.

Perpetually harried, I forced myself to make lunches the night before, sometimes searching the back corners of the refrigerator, bleary-eyed, at midnight. I would not be my mother’s daughter if there weren’t a few desperate contributions, usually the last few cornichons from a cheese platter in a baggie. So French, I thought, knowing that a real Frenchwoman would have had Nutella and baguette on hand, not to mention the missing charcuterie.

Monkey See . . .
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	School age children are influenced by their peers more and more, for better and for worse.


	You can use this peer pressure to your advantage by enlisting your usually open-minded eater to help expand the horizons of friends who might be missing out.


	Explain to older siblings, too, how much they are admired and emulated—this has been quite helpful in my own household.






The Lunch Box
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	Lunch at school is a certifiable big deal. If your child brings his, let him choose a lunchbox himself, as well as get involved in the planning of the lunches.


	Snacks as lunch is a great way to go—develop a repertoire of flexible and complementary options.


	If your child eats lunch at school, you will have to (gasp) surrender some control and hope that the lessons you have been gently but wisely imparting have taken hold.






But as the year progressed, I gained confidence in what I already knew. Children don’t need a beautiful bento box (although what a fantastic treat that would be). An assortment of healthy, varied snack foods is an ideal lunch for school age kids.

Ownership
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	School age children are becoming more and more independent, and you will have to start relinquishing control over what and how they eat.


	You can use these years as an opportunity, however, to engage your children in conversations about food.


	When Lily comes back from another child’s home, we often talk about what she had for dinner or was served for
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TEENAGERS
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SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
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