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Introduction

Why wouldn’t my son eat vegetables?! I can cook. I eat five-a-day (most days!). Why was my baby not eating fistfuls of broccoli like all the others? Just before it disappeared into the bin, I salvaged a piece of boiled carrot and ate it. Then it occurred to me that, actually, I wasn’t sure I’d have gone for that over the pasta either.

I started experimenting with all the usual suspects – like grating extra veg into a Bolognese – and it went well. I grated veg into more dishes, and that also went well. I questioned myself at some point: is this giving up? Maybe I’d resorted to labelling my child fussy and therefore I’d be doing this for the next 18 years. It felt like relinquishing my ambition of having a child who was a ‘foodie’ and instead I’d be one of those mums who cooked separate meals every night for my child for the foreseeable future. The conclusion I reached was, well it’s working now and what you were doing before wasn’t, so keep at it and you can worry about having a gourmet toddler another day!

I started writing down my successes and failures in a little notebook and I quickly realised that quite a distinct pattern was emerging. The fewer ingredients I used, the more successful the outcome. This was a bit of a lightbulb moment and paved the way for my ‘five ingredients or less’ approach, which I still use and encourage others to do too. The fewer ingredients you use, the less waste you have if your little one turns their nose up at it. Also, I think that children often don’t like things by association: it isn’t the sweet potato wedges they don’t like, it’s the paprika they once had them coated in, and so on.

The little notebook was a splattered, dog-eared, scruffy thing that lived in my kitchen and I’d often refer back to it until Harry’s fussiness subsided and I realised that maybe I would have that child who would go for tea at a friend’s house and I wouldn’t have to leave the poor mother with a list of things he wouldn’t eat. Result! Maybe I’d done something good. What I’d done, of course, was just smuggle his vegetables into meals without him noticing, but he got used to the taste and eventually I no longer needed to smuggle them.
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This concept of ‘veggie-smuggling’ as I call it, is something we all do as parents, I’m sure. There’s certainly nothing revolutionary about it and, once Harry was older, it didn’t occur to me that I’d done anything out of the ordinary.

Fast-forward to 2020, the year we were all plunged into a pandemic that no one saw coming, and suddenly we’re all queuing outside supermarkets, wearing a mask and spending more time scrolling on our phones looking endlessly for memes to amuse us. I found the notebook and thought, ‘should I share some of these recipes and see if anyone else finds them helpful?’ I decided to set up an Instagram account, laughing at my own ridiculousness as I did so. However, it has grown from there and become the focus of all my days.

So, why five ingredients? I think it makes a meal mentally easier to work with. You can always add to it. But, if a dish is quick, cheap and uncomplicated, I know I’m more likely to attempt it. Children make impatient customers – the more time spent clattering around in cupboards looking for things, the more likely you are to give them a snack to keep them going. This means their tummies are half-full by the time you eventually present them with the culinary masterpiece you’ve spent hours slaving over, and sadly it’s often the food waste bin or floor that sees the majority of it.

How do you choose five ingredients if you want to become a stealthy veggie-smuggler yourself? First and foremost, you need the vegetable or fruit (preferably two types) that you want to smuggle, then you need something to hide it in, which is likely beige or something they enjoy: pasta, potatoes, rice, etc. Then, you need something that adds natural seasoning: spices, cheese, pesto and so on. Whether your little one is veg-phobe or not, we can never have enough nutrients.
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These meals involve minimal ingredients and effort, while ensuring maximum goodness and flavour, giving you plenty of time to relax with that cold cup of tea you’ve microwaved three times…



There’s nothing unusual about these veg-packed dishes, it’s just often the case that if they can’t see it, they can’t pick it out. The goal is to get children used to the flavour/s and then the need to smuggle becomes redundant.

There is a great sense of accomplishment when successful veggie-smuggling has taken place (i.e. your tiny critic hasn’t noticed said veggies) and if you are anything like me, a small victory dance around the kitchen isn’t mandatory but I personally recommend it!

It hasn’t all been plain sailing coming up with this formula. Despite the simplicity of the approach, things do occasionally go wrong. I recently attempted an apple crumble and I mixed up the cinnamon and cumin jars. It was a momentary lapse in concentration and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the smell. I only had five ingredients to get right and I still managed to curry a crumble! These things happen.

I hope you enjoy this collection of simple dishes – so simple, in fact, you can probably execute them with a baby in one arm while pondering the question of ‘do fish sleep?’ as posed to you by a wild pre-schooler who’s just drawn their insignia on your bathroom wall in red crayon. Whatever the state of chaos in your kitchen, thinking up healthy recipes or measuring and weighing out ingredients doesn’t have to be stressful. You probably already have most of the basics in your cupboards to make half of the dishes and you certainly won’t be breaking the bank to execute the rest.


So, why five ingredients? I think it makes a meal mentally easier to work with. You can always add to it. But, if a dish is quick, cheap and uncomplicated, I know I’m more likely to attempt it.








Shopping List
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Cupboard


	Eggs

	Plain Flour

	Self-Raising Flour

	Low-Salt or Zero-Salt

	Stock Cubes

	Wheat Biscuits (such as Weetabix)

	Peanut Butter

	Pasta

	Couscous

	Porridge Oats

	Mushy Peas

	Baked Beans

	Chopped Tomatoes

	Tomato Purée

	Pesto

	Coconut Milk

	Mango Chutney

	Cocoa Powder

	Chocolate

	Dried Fruit (sultanas, raisins, apricots, etc.)

	Reduced-Salt Soy Sauce

	Tinned Tuna or Salmon

	Dried herbs and spices (oregano, cinnamon, paprika, mild curry powder, etc.)



Freezer


	Peas

	Quorn

	Spinach

	Sweetcorn



Fridge


	Cheddar Cheese

	Cream Cheese

	Milk

	Plain Yoghurt

	Non-Dairy Alternatives (as needed)

	Mince



Fruit and Veg


	Apples

	Aubergines

	Avocados

	Bananas

	Blueberries

	Broccoli

	Carrots

	Courgettes

	Peppers

	Raspberries

	Sweet Potatoes

	Tomatoes (cherry and regular)
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Weekly Meal Planner

Here is an example meal plan. Don’t worry-you don’t have to cook 15 different meals each week! There are plenty of leftover dishes to be eaten up on subsequent days, to save you from cooking multiple times a day. While this might look like quite a lot of ‘recipes’ to rustle up, consider how long it takes to heat up some fish fingers or even just make a sandwich – plenty of these dishes take the same amount of time. Equally, if fish fingers or sandwiches are all you can face making occasionally, there is absolutely no judgement here! But if you’re someone who likes to plan your meals, this is a useful template to follow.

I’ve also given you a blank template here, so that you can plan out your own menus once you’ve worked out what works for your own little one/s. Photocopy it and stick it to your fridge for easy reference.






	 

	Breakfast

	Savoury Snack

	Lunch

	Sweet Snack

	Dinner

	Dessert




	Monday

	Banana and Peanut Butter Pancakes

	Bobble Patties

	Tuna Salad Pinwheels

	Strawberry Oatcakes

	Veggie Lasagne with peas

	fruit and yoghurt




	Tuesday

	Leftover

Strawberry Oatcakes with yoghurt

	Leftover

Tuna Salad Pinwheels

	Carrot and Sweetcorn Scones

	Healthy Chocolate Mini Pancakes

	Quick Satay with noodles

	Rasberry and Chocolate Mousse




	Wednesday

	wheat biscuits with milk and mashed banana

	Leftover

Carrot and Sweetcorn Scones with cream cheese

	Cheeseboard Muffins with apple sticks

	Peach and Apricot Flapjacks

	Florentine Pizza

	fruit, oats and yoghurt topped with a little syrup




	Thursday

	Leftover

Peach and Apricot Flapjacks

	Leftover

Cheeseboard Muffins

	Crispy Veggie Rolls

	Strawberry and Vanilla Loaf Cake

	Avocado Pasta

	Fudgy Banana and Chocolate Flapjacks




	Friday

	Leftover

Strawberry and Vanilla Loaf with yoghurt

	Leftover

Crispy Veggie Rolls

	Pear and Parsnip Soup with bread

	fruit salad

	Campfire Stew with Baked Sweet Potatoes

	Leftover

Banana and Chocolate Flapjacks




	Saturday

	Tomato Chia Pancakes with grated cheese

	Broccoli Bread

	Pizza Patties with veggie sticks

	Cinnamon Pear Biscuits

	My First Curry with rice

	Cereal Ice Cream with fruit




	Sunday

	Broccoli Bread with cream cheese

	Leftover

Pizza Patties

	Leftover

Tortilla Tarts

	Leftover

Cinnamon Pear Biscuits

	Brocciflower Cheese with your Sunday roast

	Leftover

Cereal Ice Cream with Plum Crumble
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Notes

Portion sizes and storage

I have days where I’m ridiculously hungry for no reason and days where I’m not that bothered at all or just don’t fancy the food that has been put in front of me. Well, children are much the same! On Monday you might find half a slice of toast is all your little one wants to eat for breakfast and on Tuesday you might find that even after you’ve served them their third bowl of porridge, the words ‘I’m still hungry’ echo through your kitchen and it’s not even 8 a.m..

I have tried to offer rough guides on how many small people these recipes serve, but no two children are the same and what might be an ample portion of pasta for one child is simply a starter for another! That’s before we’ve even differentiated age groups and growing appetites, so it’s almost impossible to give an accurate estimate. That said, I distinctly hate throwing any food away, especially if it’s something that Harry has enjoyed but I’ve made too much of, which is why most of these dishes are perfect to pop in the fridge and reheat for the following day, or decant into a zip-lock bag and chuck in the freezer. Cook once, eat twice, I say!

If you’re anything like me – you might find you quite fancy that leftover pinwheel or muffin for yourself and then you have to blame those greedy fridge pixies for eating it. Never underestimate the memory of a hungry toddler!

Key to symbols
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