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INTRODUCTION

Italians live to eat, and this is certainly how we’ve been raised. We were in the kitchen from birth, eating and tasting everything. We were always involved in some way, whether it was simply interacting socially while our mum cooked, making lots of mess with flour and eggs, or helping out with the meals when we were a bit older.
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Fiamma: 2 years old. Loves fresh ravioli in brodo, kiwi (with the skin on), watermelon, salmon and nuts. Does not like cherry tomatoes, but will devour raspberries at lightning speed.


Those of you who know me and my sisters, Emi and Romina, will be aware that we have been raised in a large Italian community in South Wales. Brought up in an Italian brood, we lived next door to our uncle, aunt, cousins and grandparents, so our lives have been hugely influenced by both the Italian and the British ways of living, and our upbringing has been focused on family and food.
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Serafina: 7 months. Mad about beetroot and anything she can get her teeth into (a dried apricot or pineapple core will keep her entertained for at least 20 minutes!).


Emi and I have recently become first-time mums. Fiamma was two years old when I gave birth to Serafina, and Emi added another girl to the clan when she had Fiorenza.
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Fiorenza: 10 months. A true carnivore – add any meat to a purée and she will devour it in seconds. Loves blueberries and sweetcorn, but refuses to eat beetroot [no matter how disguised it is in food].


It has been our mission to retain as many Italian values and traditions as possible and to encourage our children to become interested in food from the start. We cherish any recipes and tips our mum raised us on and want to pass them on to you to make weaning your baby and cooking for the family simple and practical.

Every parent will be able to live by this philosophy, no matter how little time they have. However, we know it’s easy to make excuses. Maybe you find yourself saying:

‘I just don’t have the time to cook fresh food every day.’

‘My kids are picky and I can’t get them to eat the same meals as us.’

‘I’m too tired to cook. I forgot to make it to the shops, so the kids will have to make do.’

If so, this book is for you!

Yes, our lives today are busier. We are a society of mega multi-taskers and we all strive to be high fliers in every aspect of life; we want the successful career alongside the dream partner and a great social life, while juggling a family and being a textbook parent. But the reality is often different, and this means that cooking can be side-tracked in favour of supermarket sweeps and a quick-fix microwave meal or ‘healthy’ and expensive organic meal deals.

I’ve spoken to mums who tell me that they were obsessed with cooking fresh and delicious meals for their firstborn, but now that they have more kids they ‘make do’, or cook the same things over and over again, as they can’t handle tantrums or picky eaters.
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Time for change…

Food and family should be at the heart of what we do. Eating well is not just important for our health, it’s what makes the world go round. In our opinion, this food education should start from birth.

We should stop treating kids differently.

Why can’t a six-year-old enjoy scallops or fresh porcini with garlic?

Why should they be given a kids’ meal?

As for cooking three different meals at three different times for babies, kids and adults – stop right there! Yes, there could be reasons why families think that’s easier to manage, but the knock-on effect of this will be felt later in life.

So what to do? How can we get baby weaned and eating fresh meals from scratch, while sitting at the table with the rest of the family, in as little time as possible?

That’s where Baby at the Table comes in. Emi and I have put all our experiences and recipes into this book, in order to help any parent who wants to try to cook fresh family meals every day while juggling all those other balls that get thrown at them.
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WHY WE’VE WRITTEN THIS BOOK

My sisters and I were brought up in the Welsh valleys, in an Italian household in which our mum and grandmother were housewives. The focus was providing food for the family, and it centred around the philosophy of ‘one family, one meal’.

We, on the other hand, are not housewives and have busy lives centred around our careers. However, having had such strong values instilled in us, we have been determined to continue this way of life alongside our careers. So we started adapting traditional recipes and methods in order that we can still cook and eat like Italians, while juggling the other roles we have taken on.

Practical, quick, nutritious solutions for busy parents

Our aim is to share our experiences, tips and recipes in order to help any busy parent cook delicious meals for the whole family. I believe that if you start when your children are young (as early as the weaning stage), you can prevent them turning into picky eaters down the line and raise them to appreciate and value good food.

The following pages contain some of the ideas that have worked for Emi and me, giving you a simple but practical guide to weaning. Using the ABC Weaning Steps (see here), by the age of 1 your baby should be eating a version of the same meal you create for your family.

The majority of the recipes have a preparation time of less than 15 minutes – do-able for even the time-poor parent.

Possible? Absolutely!

We have included all our favourite family recipes and tweaked them so most of them have a preparation time of less than 15 minutes. We’ve also included some clever tips and tricks to help you out along the way.
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We want to help busy parents produce simple, nutritious meals around a busy schedule and encourage their babies to eat healthy, home-cooked food.




BABY, TODDLER, FAMILY

With the ultimate aim of making your favourite meals their favourite flavours, the book is structured into three sections, from first weaning steps to picky-toddler snacks to your baby eating the same meal as you at the table. It is divided into three sections: Baby (weaning), Toddler (snacks) and Family (one meal).

BABY: WEANING

Start them young.

We believe food should be at the heart of every child’s upbringing and that it should start as early as possible. So, starting right from the weaning stages, this book shares our tips and experiences for any parent keen to encourage their child to appreciate good wholesome food. Weaning forms the building blocks of raising a child to enjoy food for life.
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ABC Weaning Steps.

There is so much information available (often contradictory) that it can be really confusing for new parents. I was overwhelmed when I started weaning my baby, and Emi was faced with exactly the same dilemma when it was her turn. So, with the help of nutritionists, both from Italy and the UK, we have cherry-picked the best advice and produced our simple guide to baby weaning the Italian way. By the age of 1 your baby should be eating meals with the whole family, with maybe only a small tweak here and there with regard to seasonings and certain ingredients.

The ‘Baby’ section of the book talks you through the ABC Weaning Steps – tips, tricks and what to avoid.

[image: image]

Simplicity.

When we started weaning, we looked for tips and recipes online, but so many ideas went down the plughole because they were completely impractical for a busy mum. Either they had too many ingredients (which went to waste), or they involved too many pots and pans. No one wants to make a purée the size of a walnut with an hour of washing-up afterwards!

Our ABC recipes are all about practicality.


	♦ Baby Brodino (see here) for first tastes

	♦ No-cook purées that can be whizzed up in seconds, meaning you can avoid reaching for the emergency supermarket pouch!

	♦ Pick ’n’ Mix Cubes for when you’re out and about (see here)

	♦ Textured meals and finger foods to help your baby progress to first meals



TODDLER: SNACKS

Daytime fixes.

During the day, family schedules can often be jam-packed and out of sync, so Emi and I created this section of the book to give recipes that are great for snacks, lunchboxes, play-dates and speedy meals.
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Toddler challenges and picky eaters.

Before writing this book, I spoke with a huge number of mums, asking them what challenges they faced when it came to mealtimes and their kids. There were lots of similar voices here …


	♦ ‘Packed lunches are always a struggle – how do I give variety without the stress?’

	♦ ‘I’m always running late and often need a quick lunch solution for my hungry toddler, which means the old faithful cheese-and-ham sarnies continuously get wheeled out … How do I mix things up with only 5 minutes’ preparation time?’

	♦ ‘It’s always a struggle thinking of simple breakfast ideas … so I just go for the easy option and hand over the cereal box.’



[image: image]

FAMILY: ONE MEAL

One family. One meal.

If you follow our easy 3-step plan, by the age of 1 your baby should be able to eat a version of the same meal you feed the rest of the family. All the recipes in this section are practical, simple, quick and nutritious for a busy parent, and they include plenty of variations, so that you can adapt the same meal for a baby, toddler or adult.

15 minutes’ prep time.

We know how hard it can be for parents to juggle busy lives, but we don’t think your cooking should suffer as a consequence. Emi and I have shared our tips and recipes for how everyone can cook fresh, easy and delicious meals at any time of day. You might need to let some recipes simmer, stew or brew for longer, but for the majority, the time you have to dedicate to the kitchen stove should be less than 15 minutes.

This section includes:
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We know how precious kids’ sleep time can be … if you’re lucky you might have 45 minutes to yourself while the baby naps and over a hundred chores to get done, when all you want is to put your feet up on the sofa and have forty winks! That’s why recipes with a quick preparation time are key.

Minimal ingredients.

We have tried to keep our ingredients lists to an absolute minimum. The last thing you want is a recipe that requires you to buy the entire contents of the supermarket and leaves you with lots of random leftover ingredients at the end. Where possible, we’ve stripped back recipes to keep the ingredients to a minimum and the methods nice and simple.

Store-cupboard essentials.

A well-stocked store cupboard and freezer will make your life so much easier. See here for our Get Ahead Essentials list. Then, when it comes to cooking, you need only shop for a few ‘To buy’ ingredients. For some recipes, you might not even need to go shopping at all.

Minimum preparation time and washing up.

We binned recipes that involved too many steps or complicated methods.

Cheeky twists on classics.

The recipes in this book are all about giving you simple solutions, so we challenged the methods of many traditional recipes and turned them on their head. Check out the Beef Bolognese on here, which has a preparation time of 15 minutes and is packed with loads of hidden veggies. The results are just as tasty as the traditional method, but it means you can juggle ten other errands at the same time. Home-cooked food does not have to be put on the back burner when you’re busy!

A blob of this. A splash of that.

When pushed for time, we always avoid recipes that have fiddly measurements or lots of careful weighing. We know that when it comes to baking, precise measurements are important, but in most day-to-day cooking that’s not required. We’re big believers in simplicity and in the idea that flavours should drive the measures … Our nonna (grandmother), like most Italian cooks, never weighed a thing! It should be about TASTE, TASTE, TASTE, not specific instructions. That’s why, in this book, you’ll see that lots of measurements are kept simple.

Plenty of choice and flexibility.

Where possible, we’ve tried to give lots of flexibility and options in the recipes. For example, if you haven’t got butternut squash, try using sweet potatoes or carrots. We want you to get excited about the alternatives you can create. Feeding a family is about providing lots of variety, and you should have the confidence to mix things up and try the same dish ten different ways.

Gluten free (G), Dairy free (D), Free from added sugar (S), Vegetarian (V).

More and more people are following a particular diet or finding themselves intolerant of certain food groups, so we have included some recipes that they can enjoy too. Ironically, some of our favourite recipes are naturally vegetarian, gluten free or free from added sugar, but if labelled that way it’s possible that the average person won’t give them a go. So for this reason, we have listed whether recipes are G, D, S or V in the index only.

Nutrition health check.

All the recipes in this book have been checked by an approved nutritionist to verify that they comply with national food standards.

Meet the expert.
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All the advice in this book has been approved by Rozzie Batchelar, who graduated from Oxford Brookes University with a BSc in Nutrition and Sports and Exercise Science, and has been a registered food nutritionist with the Association for Nutrition since 2012. She has been working for the Jamie Oliver Media Group for four years and works across all areas of food nutrition, most notably recipe analysis, nutrition and health claims, recipe development, sports nutrition, infant nutrition and complementary feeding and nutrition for special diets.
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GET AHEAD ESSENTIALS

In the following pages, we have listed those absolute essentials that you might not currently have, which will form the backbone of your family cooking and make the experience a breeze. If we can give you only one piece of advice before you start your weaning journey, it’s to do the following three things:
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THE ESSENTIALS: YOUR FREEZER

The freezer is your power source for becoming a whiz in the kitchen … Learning how to use it efficiently will turn you into Super-Mum!

Try answering these questions first:

Can you list everything that is in your freezer without opening the door?

Are there things in your freezer that have been there longer than 3 months?

If you’ve forgotten what’s in your freezer or things have been sitting there for months (if not years!), it’s definitely time to get sorted! Here are my tips for helping you get your freezer organized:

CLEAR IT OUT

You won’t believe how refreshing it can be to start again with an empty freezer. Your freezer will become your holy grail, and to use it properly you need space and order. Spend a week (or two) using up the contents of the freezer before you start getting organized. Check there is no build-up of ice – if your freezer has chunks of ice growing from the sides, you need to defrost it before you start. You can gain lots of extra space by getting rid of the ice build-up.

SPACE

Always make sure you rotate and use your freezer ‘meals’ regularly and have space to spare. That way you can easily see what’s in the freezer and also have room for storing good leftovers.

STORAGE:

A good-quality ice-cube tray. Ideally a silicone one as it’s easier to clean and pop the cubes out.

Freezer bags. These are the best way to store food, as they use minimal space. You can also use them to store liquids/soups – just freeze them flat so they are easier to stack. Buy a selection of sizes, make sure they are well sealed and try to remove any air pockets before you close them.

Disposable foil containers. These are absolutely brilliant for freezing individually portioned meals such as lasagna, casseroles, etc., and putting them straight into the oven from frozen – your own home-cooked ready meals. We get quite possessive about these meals, as they are life-savers in an emergency, so we save them for moments of desperation! Get containers that are all the same size so they are easier to stack (small rectangular ones are best). Note that when cooking from frozen, you should always check that the food is fully cooked through.

LABEL EVERYTHING

Keep a permanent black marker in your cutlery drawer. Label everything that goes into your freezer with the recipe/ingredients and the date it went in. (We have been known to use frozen kale instead of parsley because we forgot to label the bag!)
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