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I 
remember with absolute clarity 
the first time, at the age of 15, 
I ate a Greek salad; the crisp, 
thick slices of cucumber; the 
tangy, salty feta cheese; bit-

ter black olives; sweet slivers of red 
onion; the most intensely tomatoey 
tomatoes I had ever encountered and 
everything dressed with a slick of 
extra virgin olive oil and a scattering 
of aromatic oregano. With the excep-
tion of the feta, these were all foods I 
had eaten before, but they had never 
tasted this way before. 

Thinking of that salad conjures up 
the image of the little taverna where 
I sat with my family on the harbour 
side in Chania, Crete. The memory 
of the food is inextricably linked to 
the other sensory memories of heat, 
bright colours bleaching in the sun, 
skinny café cats brushing past my 
legs, the smell of sea and herbs and 
general happiness.

And when I think more about my 
childhood food memories, most of 
them do seem to be outdoors and not 
all of them are as obviously special 
as a first Greek island holiday meal: 
eating fish and chips while huddling 
under a shelter in rain-lashed Tenby, 
picking wild strawberries around 
the front steps of my grandparents’ 
house, chomping on peanut but-
ter sandwiches on the slipway near 
our house by the muddy banks of 
the River Severn. There is definitely 

something about eating outside that 
connects with our psyche. 

Food writer Bee Wilson explores 
our emotional connection with food 
in First Bite. Using research from 
psychologists, neuroscientists and 
nutritionists, she concludes our eating 
habits are formed from a smorgasbord 
of influences including memories. 

As early years providers we have 
such an important role to play in 
helping to form positive memories of 
food and thereby to shape our chil-
dren’s attitudes to food and healthy 
eating. I would like to make it our 
mission to build up a bank of happy, 
healthy food memories for the chil-
dren in our care and I think getting 
outside should be up there as a great 
way to make eating a memorable and 
positive experience.

HUNGER GAMES
One reason that outdoor eating may 
be so satisfying is that after a good 
blast of fresh air and physical activity, 
we may simply have worked up more 
of an appetite. At nursery, we serve 
food at two-hour intervals through-
out the day when you factor in 
breakfast, lunch, tea and snacks, and 
children just may not be that hun-
gry at each of those moments. That’s 
absolutely fine, of course, but it may 
not help the more nervous or picky 
eaters to overcome their worries 
about food. Outside, where children 

Food tastes better when you cook and eat it outside.   
Mary Llewellin offers some useful tips

A UNIQUE CHILD HEALTH & NUTRITION

Al fresco

I’ve just heard that June was hotter than average this year 
– one of those statistics that are pretty hard to swallow 
when it certainly does not apply to you. In our area it has 
been cold, wet and windy, feeling more like October than 
June for much of the time. 

The slugs are having a ball in the damp conditions and 
our plants, although certainly growing due to the rain, 
have less abundant flowers than usual so crops will be 
down. Fingers crossed for a change during July.

You should be able to harvest spinach, peas, beans, 
carrots, potatoes, beetroot and salad leaves this month 
and get to your courgettes before they turn into marrows. 
If you’re lucky enough to have fruit too, then currants, 
strawberries, raspberries and gooseberries should all be 
ready to pick. 

Garden duty
l You can still sow carrots and to avoid attracting carrot 

fly when thinning the seedlings, plant them sparsely to 
cut down the thinning.

l Sow spring cabbage, turnips, pak choi and autumn and 
winter salad crops.

l If you’re planning leeks and sprouts for the winter, 
plant them out now.

l Water your crops regularly. This will obviously help 
them grow, but also protects against diseases and 
bolting (shooting up and setting flowers).

l Feed plants in pots regularly with a liquid feed.
l Keep hoeing off weeds – best done in dry weather to 

shrivel the roots.
l Tie climbing vegetables into their supports and pinch 

out the main shoot of beans to encourage growth on 
the side shoots.

l Keep an eye out for aphids and remove by hand or 
spray with a weak solution of washing-up liquid.

For more advice, visit: www.rhs.org.uk
When ‘going wild’, make sure you and the children know what to pick

Time to start 
harvesting?

GROW YOUR OWN

Despite disappointing June weather, some crops 
should be ready to harvest right now 
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have far more freedom to burn up 
their energy, appetites are sharpened 
and meals look much more enticing.

STRESS RELIEF
Eating outside can reduce some other 
stresses around food, too. Sometimes 
mealtimes can be noisy when we’re 
inside, with scraping chairs and 
clashing cutlery, so an outdoor dining 
area can be a welcome break from too 
much noise, creating a calmer envi-
ronment and a more enjoyable expe-
rience, especially for new children 
or those who have built up tension 
about food and eating.

FOOD CONNECTIONS
There is no more obvious way of 
teaching children about where their 
food comes from than eating outside 
where it is growing. Even if you only 
have room for a pot of courgettes or 
a few herbs, conversations can start 
about the ingredients of meals and 
the growing cycle. 

AL FRESCO COOKING
At Snapdragons, our leader of out-
door learning, Tim ‘don’t fence me 
in’ Graham, is a great forager and has 
taken Forest School children out on 
hunts for wild ingredients for out-
door cooking: wild garlic and haw-
thorne frittata, anyone? 

Now, of course, foraging comes 

Garden pizza

Make the most of growing your own with a pizza that the 
children can customise to their own taste using vegetables 
and herbs plucked straight from the garden. Even if you 
only have a couple of courgettes or enough peas for one 
pod each, the children can enjoy harvesting their choices 
and putting them straight onto their own pizza. 

You can make the dough with the children or, for a 
quick version, use ready-made tortilla wraps for a thin-
based pizza that cooks in minutes. This is a very free-
and-easy cooking activity, so there are no quantities – all 
you need to know is that the pizza dough makes enough 
for four adults or eight children.

Ingredients
For the base
Wheat tortilla wraps (or corn tortillas for gluten-free), or 
to make your own:
✔ 300g strong bread flour ✔ 1 tsp instant yeast 
✔ 1/2 tsp salt ✔ 1 tbsp olive oil

For the tomato sauce
✔ Passata (never tomato purée, please!) ✔ crushed garlic 
✔ basil leaves, torn

For the toppings
Choose your own combinations:
✔ Mozzarella, Cheddar, feta or any cheese of your choice, 
crumbled, grated, torn or sliced ✔ fresh peas ✔ fresh 
beans ✔ courgette, sliced thinly and sautéed lightly 
✔ roasted butternut squash ✔ roasted peppers 
✔ spinach, shredded ✔ fresh herbs

Method
✔ Preheat the oven to 200oC/400oF/Gas 6/Fan 180oC.
✔ To make the base, pour the flour into a large bowl and 
stir in the yeast and salt. Pour in 200ml warm water and 
the olive oil and bring together with a spoon to make a 
soft, fairly wet dough. 
✔ On a floured surface, knead the dough for five minutes 
until smooth. 
✔ Cover with a tea towel and set aside. Leave the dough to 
rise if you have time, but it’s not essential for a thin crust. 
✔ Roll into small circles for individual pizzas.
✔ Place your pizza bases or tortilla wraps on a baking 
sheet and spread with a thin layer of tomato sauce. Add 
your choice of toppings and bake for around ten minutes.

Cookery corner

with a big warning label stuck over it 
because it is essential you know what 
you are picking and lay out strict 
rules with the children about when 
and what they can pick. If you want 
the foraging experience, but aren’t 
happy to go wild, use your own veg-
etable plot or herb garden in a more 
exploratory way. 

If you take the children to an area 
where everything is edible, they can 
taste and experiment safely. My rec-
ipe this month is based on this idea 
– starting with a basic pizza base, you 
can send the children into the grow-
ing area and let them pick their own 
toppings. 

This works well with a summer 
minestrone too, using whatever is 
cropping and whatever the children 
fancy. And just because it’s summer, 
it doesn’t mean the sun will be shin-
ing, but don’t be daunted because 
snuggling under a tarpaulin with 
a sandwich and some friends is an 
adventure when you’re three. n

Mary Llewellin is operations manager 
for Snapdragons. Snapdragons 
Keynsham has the Food For Life 
Partnership Gold Catering Mark, 
a Children’s Food Trust Award, is 
accredited by the Vegetarian Society 
and was winner of the Nursery World 
Nursery Food Award in 2012 and 2014. 
See www.snapdragonsnursery.com

Snapdragons’ Tim Graham whips something up following a forage


