
1. Legumes
Legumes are a class of vegetable that includes 
beans, lentils, peas and chickpeas. These foods 
have been eaten for thousands of years and are still 
a dietary staple in Central and South America, the 
Middle East and Africa. Legumes are naturally low 
in fat and an excellent source of protein and fibre. 
And they are cheap too, feeding a family of four for 
a few dollars.

My experience with clients is that many would like 
to incorporate more legumes into their diets but 
don't really know what to do with them! Often this 
is because legumes were not on the menu when 
they were growing up. People are relieved to hear 
that lentils don't need soaking before use and they 
can whip up a tasty Indian dahl in 20 minutes, or 
with a little more time, a delicious chick pea curry.

Due to their mild flavour and low allergenic nature, 
legumes are great for babies and kids. I used 
cooked red lentils as a weaning food for both my 
children, and five-bean mix makes a great finger 
food. Just be careful with chickpeas and some of 
the firmer beans which could pose a choking risk 
for young children.

If you need any further convincing as to the 
nutritional benefits of legumes and plant foods in 
general, take a look at the excellent book 'The Blue 
Zones' by Dan Buettner. The Blue Zones are four 
communities in different parts of the world where 
life expectancy is particularly high and people 
remain fit and healthy to an advanced age (in many 
cases over 100). In studying the diets of the Blue 
Zone communities, Buettner found that legumes 

played an important 
part in each. He also 
found that people 
ate 4-6 servings of 
vegetables every day 
– see point 2.

Recipe suggestion – 
Lentil burgers

http://
vegiesmugglers.com.au/2011/02/24/hippie-food-
for-hi-tech-kids/

2. Green, leafy 
vegetables

Remember being 
told to 'eat your 
greens' as a child? 
Chances are the 
greens in question 
were soggy and 
over-cooked rather 
than crisp, delicious 
and bursting with 
nutrients, but our 
parents had the right 

idea! Green leafies include spinach, silver beet, 
kale and cos lettuce. The dark green colour of the 
leaves is derived from the pigment chlorophyll, a 
valuable phytonutrient which research studies have 
shown to be protective against cancer.

Green leafy vegies contain high levels of calcium 
and magnesium for bone health, along with 
potassium, iron, vitamin C, vitamin K (for bones 
and blood clotting), and B vitamins. They are  
also a source of the antioxidants lutein and 
zeaxanthin which protect against macular 
degeneration of the eye.

So how many of these super vegies should we 
be eating? The NSW Department of Health 
recommends 2-4 servings of vegetables a day  
for children between 4 and 7, and 3-5 portions a 
day for children between 8 and 11. I would suggest 
that at least half of these servings should be green 
leafy vegetables.

I recommend a minimum of 4-5 cups of uncooked 
leafy greens a day for adults (that is, uncooked 
quantity. Feel free to steam, stir fry or wilt). If that 
still sounds a lot, green smoothies may be your 
saviour. Recipes abound - sweeten with half an 
apple or pear and try adding celery, cucumber, 
ginger or even parsley or mint with the leafy 
greens. Blend and enjoy; you will feel amazing!

Recipe suggestion – vegie lasagne

http://vegiesmugglers.com.au/2010/06/29/the-
best-way-to-smuggle%E2%80%A6-spinach/
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3. Water
I couldn't leave water out of this list, it's so 
essential for every bodily function yet many of us 
are permanently dehydrated to some degree. Water 
is regarded as the most important basic nutrient. 
We can live for 3 weeks without food but only 3 
days without water.

If we are not drinking enough water on a daily basis 
then we are under-functioning both physically and 
mentally. Feeling tired and lethargic? Frequent 
headaches? Sluggish digestion? Chances are you 
are not drinking enough. Of course realizing this is 
one thing and making a positive change is another. 
You have to be prepared. Carry a bottle of water 
with you wherever you go. Keep water on your 
desk. Have a bottle chilled in the fridge if you like 
cold water, or drink warm with a squeeze of lemon 
if you can't face cold water in the winter. Drink a 
large glass of water before breakfast to set you up 
for the day.

And it goes without saying that water is the best 
drink for children. More on that next time.

4. Oily Fish
I'm not referring to fish that has been cooked in 
loads of oil or batter here, but to the varieties 
that are naturally high in healthy oils or fats. 
Nutritionists call them 'essential fatty acids' 
or EFAs for short. Essential because the body 
needs these fats for many vital processes (brain 
development, eye health, weight management, to 
counter inflammation - not to mention keeping the 
skin supple and radiant) but cannot manufacture 
them. This means we must include EFA rich foods 
in our diets or rely on supplements.

Oily fish contain high levels of the essential fat 
Omega 3. Particularly rich sources include salmon, 
trout, tuna, mackerel, herring and sardines. There 
is a potential mercury risk associated with eating 
too much of the larger fish species such as tuna 
(which are essentially at the top of the food chain), 
so mix your sources as much as possible. Pregnant 
women should beparticularly cautious.

A couple of other good things to know about  
oily fish. They are the best dietary source of  
vitamin D, especially cod liver oil, salmon and 
herring. Vitamin D is a true super nutrient and 
a deficiency has been linked with auto-immune 
diseases, diabetes, bone thinning and poor 
immunity. I recommend that all my clients get 
their vitamin D levels checked as low levels 

are surprisingly 
common.

Oily fish, along 
with all fish, are 
also a great source 
of protein, needed 
for muscle repair, 
healing and growth. 
For fussy kids, 
flake cooked fish 

into a pasta sauce or make fishcakes with some 
mashed potato and a beaten egg to bind. Coat in 
breadcrumbs or polenta, spray with a little oil and 
oven bake.

Recipe suggestion - salmon pikelets

http://vegiesmugglers.com.au/2010/09/30/what-
juanita-eats-when-she%E2%80%99s-not-reading-
the-news%E2%80%A6/

5. Chocolate (as long as 
it’s dark chocolate)
Got your attention now?! I thought I’d throw 
chocolate in at the end here because (a) we all love 
it (b) a lot of us feel guilty when we’re eating it 
and (c) it’s a good example of how it’s quality not 
quantity that counts when we are focusing on our 
health.

The point I want to make is this. A lot of food is 
not inherently ‘good’ or bad’. Depending how it 
is grown, farmed, manufactured, processed, and 
cooked it can be either. It also depends how much 
of a particular food we eat.

Chocolate is a good example of this. Pick a family 
block of overly sweet, fatty milk chocolate. Eat 
half of it in front of the TV and what you’ve gained 
is a lot of sugar, saturated fat and calories (and 
probably guilt). Rewind and pick a bar of good 
quality, ideally organic, dark chocolate with a high 
percentage of cocoa solids. Break off a section 
and put the rest away. Sit down, savour and enjoy 
knowing you have eaten a good quality food in a 
mindful, controlled way.

Cocoa beans are obtained from plants and are 
therefore rich in antioxidants. These antioxidants 
can help lower blood pressure and cholesterol 
levels when dark chocolate is eaten in moderation 
(dark chocolate has been found to lower 
LDL or ‘bad’ cholesterol by up to 10%). Dark 
chocolate also contains serotonin, the ‘feel-good’ 
neurotransmitter that wards off depression.



Far better that we 
enjoy the odd piece of 
good quality chocolate 
than over-indulging 
on the cheap stuff 
or a bag of lollies. 
As a nutritionist, I 
encourage people 
to eat naturally and 
to include as great 
a variety of foods 

in their diet as possible. And that includes dark 
chocolate!

Recipe suggestion - beetroot brownies

http://vegiesmugglers.com.au/2010/08/31/whats-
for-pudding/
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Anna is a big fan of Vegie Smugglers and is always 
pointing her clients in the direction of Wendy’s 
fantastic website, recipe books and lunchbox 
planners!


