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There’s something fundamentally biological about picky children. And 
yet. And yet, some children definitely aren’t in the least bit picky. Even 
in the same family, says Helen Zoe Veit,“one child refuses everything 
except buttered noodles while his sister wolfs down mussels, blue 
cheese and chard.” Her new book is called simply Picky, and it shows 
conclusively that there were no picky eaters until quite recently. How 
can she be so sure?

Helen: We don’t know for sure. We only have the evidence that is 
left to us. I combed through the evidence that I could find related to 
children’s food in all forms in the United States in the 19th century. 
Diaries that kids left us sometimes. Diaries that adults left about 
parenting. There weren’t too many of those that mentioned food. 
Memoirs and autobiographies of people recalling their childhoods. 
Newspapers and magazines. Advice to parents. Cookbooks often 
aimed at children. Sometimes things like school and orphanage 
records. What were they feeding the kids? Anything I could get my 
hands on. And you just don’t see childhood pickiness emerging as a 
concept. Now, that doesn’t mean that there weren’t occasionally 
children who, in their individual households were refusing food and 
could not learn to eat. But I didn’t see evidence of any of them. And I 
can say with absolute certainty, as a historian, that the concept of 
childhood pickiness as a biological mass phenomenon didn’t exist 
until the 20th century.

Jeremy: So the book is full of the kinds of things kids enjoyed eating, 
like weird stuff.

Helen: Yeah. Things that to us today seem not just a little strange, but 
kind of the opposite of what we expect children to like. Children 
were not just eating, but enjoying things like fermented foods, all sorts 
of pickles and sauerkrauts and briny preserved foods. They were 
eating chillies when they could, especially indigenous children in the 
Americas. Chillies were a regular part of the diet for a lot of kids. 
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Coffee was considered to be a favourite food of children. All sorts of 
vegetables. Every vegetable you could name; the most bitter 
vegetables, broccoli raab and kale and absolutely anything. Kids were 
thought to be vegetable lovers. Fruit was widely considered children’s 
favourite food. Just absolutely anything that we could think of today 
and often things that wouldn’t even occur to us.

Jeremy: And the idea that children ... I mean, there’s still, I think 
today, there’s an idea that children’s digestive systems are a little weak, 
undeveloped ... didn’t apply then?

Helen: Well, that’s actually a complicated question. So ideas about 
children having different bodies were definitely in circulation in the 
19th century. And some people were quite concerned about 
children’s digestion, but also their relationship to food in general, not 
having to do with their taste or their enjoyment of food, but how 
their bodies processed it. And in fact, I see the origins of ideas about 
children’s pickiness in these 19th century ideas that some foods made 
children sick.

Of course, children’s mortality rates were very high in the 19th 
century. It’s hard to get exact figures, but somewhere between 1 in 4 
or 1 in 5 American children died during childhood. And the leading 
cause of death was epidemic diseases, contagious diseases. But of 
course, these were occurring before people understood germ theory 
or bacteriology. They just didn’t know how diseases were transmitted 
or how food poisoning worked. And in the absence of that 
knowledge, they developed alternative theories. Many of them had to 
do with children’s diets. And so you get this minority, but but an 
increasingly vocal group of people saying rich foods make kids sick, or 
raw fruits or raw vegetables or meat — they had all these special 
ideas — make children sick. This is what’s causing these diseases. And 
this, of course, spurred parental fear. And we can see this transitioning 
into broader ideas by the 20th century, that children have to have 
special diets.

Jeremy: Did parents in the early days of, say, the mid 19th century, 
were parents paying any attention to these experts and their ideas 
about children’s diets, making them sick?

Helen: Some were. Most were not. Most people probably would 
never have heard these messages. For one thing, many Americans 
weren’t even literate. You know, they weren’t necessarily exposed to 
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what we would think of as mass media. Even those who were, were 
not necessarily deeply influenced by what might have seemed like 
crank theories about children’s diets. What we do know is that the 
model of child feeding was to feed children just like adults, to give 
children generally the same foods that adults were getting. And this 
was rooted in logistics, because for most families who didn’t have 
refrigerators, much less microwaves or all the modern kitchen 
appliances and also processed food, pre-cooked food that makes food 
so easy for most people. You would just prepare one meal. That was 
what you had to do. And if a child didn’t want to eat that particular 
meal at first, there wouldn’t have been alternatives. There wouldn’t 
have been instantly edible alternative foods in most households. 
Maybe there was sometimes bread, but there was no, oh, let me just 
get you a can of soup or boxed cereal or a yogurt or even a banana. 
For most people, there just wasn’t such a thing as children’s food 
once a child hit about 12 months of age.

Jeremy: And this is just to get this absolutely clear, this is kind of 
middle class bourgeois families as well as people on farmsteads and 
what have you.

Helen: Yes, this is and I’m glad you asked, because when people today 
think about why children in the past ate more broadly, and most 
people today kind of have a sense like, oh, people, you know, kids 
weren’t eating Lunchables back in the 19th century, they assume it 
was because of scarcity. They assume that there just wasn’t enough 
food to go around. So children were forcing down foods they hated 
as the only alternative to starvation. And of course, there were some 
desperately poor people in the 19th century, and those children ate 
unfussily. But amazingly, so did children in middle class and wealthy 
households, even when there was plenty of food and plenty of choice. 
You see kids eating the same diverse foods and enjoying them as their 
parents.

However, hunger was quite important and one of the important 
things that emerged for me as as a researcher was this realisation 
that pre-meal hunger — so in other words, bringing a good appetite 
to a meal — was not mutually exclusive with having plenty of food 
overall. So even in relatively abundant households where kids had, 
where there was enough food to go around and extra, kids were 
often still coming to their meals hungry for a variety of reasons, 
especially because there was much more physical exercise. Kids were 
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playing outdoors more, they were walking more, they were often 
doing physical chores, and there was much less snacking. Snacking was 
harder if there was not refrigeration or highly processed foods or 
packaging that makes it portable. But it was also a bit frowned upon 
in culture. So often kids ate very little between meals, and everybody 
was coming to meals with a good appetite. And I came to think that 
phrases like bon appetit, which essentially mean I hope you’re hungry, 
is really an ancient kind of wisdom, because a little hunger makes food 
so much easier to learn to like.

Jeremy: It makes it taste better, too.

So when do you start seeing the emergence of pickiness? Which 
comes first? Because you mentioned snacking. You mentioned 
alternatives. So when do you start seeing the picky child emerge?

Helen: So besides snacking and alternatives, another really important 
factor that emerges in the early 20th century is milk drinking. So 
because of a variety of changes — pasteurisation, refrigeration, farm 
inspections — milk becomes so much safer to drink and so much 
more widely available because of transportation than it’s ever been 
before in the early 20th century. And government nutritionists — and 
nutrition is just emerging as this new science, they have this all this 
new language about vitamins and nutrients to draw upon — 
nutritionists start recommending milk as the perfect food for 
children, and the U.S. government at least starts recommending that 
parents feed children as young as two a quart of whole milk every 
day, which is a lot of milk. That’s a lot of stomach real estate if you 
have a toddler-sized stomach. And between that and increased 
snacking and more highly processed foods, all of this happening in the 
early 20th century, children start coming to their meals, much less 
hungry. And this is very, very important.

Right away, starting in the early 1900s, we see parents start to say, 
huh, kids are being more finicky about their food. It’s a bit harder to 
feed them. By the 1930s, this has emerged into a mass phenomenon 
where people start to use the word picky, and middle class parents 
start to say in large numbers, my kid isn’t eating like I used to eat back 
when I was a kid. Something has changed, kids are refusing their 
vegetables. And this is really when we see mass childhood pickiness 
emerged. The 1930s, really.
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Jeremy: And what kind of expert explanations are there for this? 
You just said, hey, they’re drinking a lot of milk. They’re not hungry. But 
was that an accepted explanation then?

Helen: So one of the fascinating things is that the explanation for 
why children reject food is constantly changing. In the 1930s, it 
actually was hunger. So people did see that hunger was a really 
important phenomenon. And some brands like Ovaltine and some 
other food brands started saying, ah, our food will stimulate your 
child’s appetite. It’s a fascinating irony because of course, this is 
happening in the middle of the Great Depression, when many 
American parents are desperate to feed their children. But they did 
see hunger as an important phenomenon.

By the 1940s and 50s especially, the explanation really moves to 
psychology, that this food rejection is a child’s way of asserting their 
independence, of marking themselves as an individual, of separating 
themselves from their parents, and that good parents, psychologically 
savvy parents, recognise this and do not push too hard when it comes 
to food. It’s only later in the 20th century that people really start 
talking about taste, and it’s only really quite recently, in recent 
decades, that people have talked so much about texture. So, one of 
the fascinating things to me was that even as we see it as some sort 
of a hardwired biological phenomenon, the origin, what is this 
biological explanation, it’s constantly changing.

Jeremy: Well, I mean, to labour an obvious point, if kids in the 19th 
century weren’t picky, even those who had access to food, it’s not 
biological. But we’ll come back to that. We’ll come back to that. 
Because I want to talk about the depression a little bit. One of the 
things you say in the book is you say “pickiness was a privilege before 
it was a problem”. Can you can you just unpack that for me?

Helen: Yeah. You see pickiness emerging so clearly in the 1930s and 
to the extent that you see food rejection in the 20s or the teens, you 
see it in middle class and upper class homes. So it’s in the homes 
where there’s enough food, there’s abundant food. And that makes 
sense to us. But there are also these new technologies of 
refrigeration and food processing. You’re getting, by the 1930s, a lot of 
suburban middle class homes have cupboards that have things like 
Skippy peanut butter and Wonder Bread and Campbell’s Soup and all 
sorts of Nabisco crackers, boxed cereals, things that children can be 
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fed right away. And this is very important. One, it promotes snacking, 
so kids are able to snack much more between meals in addition to 
drinking milk. So they’re less hungry. But it also means that really, for 
the first time in human history, it becomes quite easy for a large 
population to instantly offer their children an alternative meal. So if a 
child doesn’t like the food that they’re offered, it becomes possible 
for a parent to say, well, okay, you can have a bowl of cereal or you 
can have a can of canned pasta. Let me just heat it up for you on the 
stove. This, it becomes so quick to have an alternative food in a way 
that simply was never possible before. And that’s a very powerful 
force, that change in ways that Americans at the time were not aware 
of, that removes what had been this ancient structure that you will 
get used to the food of our family, that you can get used to the food 
through repeated positive exposures and a lack of alternatives, that 
starts to go away.

But that doesn’t go away in poorer homes. So by the 1930s, people 
who were poor, who had lost their jobs, but also people who’d been 
poor long before the depression, they don’t have this luxury of ... 
They often do not have ice boxes or refrigerators. They don’t have 
cabinets filled with any extra food, much less fancy food from a 
supermarket. And you see this real bifurcation in the 30s, a class-
based divide of who’s picky and who’s not.

So again, it’s pretty clear to the people in the 1930s that it’s not 
deeply biological. Again, they think it’s hunger. They think it’s 
something you can change and manipulate. And this idea that poor 
kids are the least likely to be hungry, this lasts up until about the 
1960s in the United States. Ironically, today, it’s often children in 
homes where there’s not enough money and sometimes not enough 
food, where there’s food insecurity, those kids are often at least as 
likely to be picky as other kids, and sometimes more so, sometimes 
because their parents are scared to take a risk on a food that their 
child might not like. They don’t have what they see as the luxury of 
offering something and throwing it away. So they stick with the safe 
choices. And of course, in America, as well as in other some other 
parts of the world, the cheapest food today is often the most highly 
processed, the most highly palatable, often the worst for us, but also 
the easiest to like right away.

Jeremy: But what about the idea that if the child says, I’m not going 
to eat my broccoli, I want cereal, that they’re somehow expressing 
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not merely individuality or distinction from their parents, but the 
children actually know what they want. The child who says — doesn’t 
say — but the child who somehow knows that they’re lacking 
carbohydrates or that they’re somehow lacking vitamin A, and so 
they’re desperate for a carrot. You know, I mean, this idea that 
children are actually the best guardians of their own nutrition.

Helen: Yes. That has, that idea, which has some roots in science, has 
been very influential in our culture. And even paediatricians today are 
sort of taught some version of this. The idea that our bodies have 
innate wisdom about the nutrients that we need, and that wisdom 
will be expressed in our desires, our tastes, our preferences. In other 
words, that our cravings are reliable guides to our nutrition needs.

There was a paediatrician in the 1920s and 1930s in America named 
doctor Clara Davis, who did a series of experiments where she took 
a group of children who were entirely under her care. Ethically, we 
wouldn’t permit this kind of study today. They were poor kids or 
orphans, and she just kept them in hospitals for a couple of years. And 
at every single meal, she fed them a buffet, a large buffet of about ten 
different items that were completely unseasoned. So no salt or spices. 
They were whole foods, meaning they were not processed in any way. 
They were things like ground up turkey or cooked lamb or, boiled 
corn or barley or cooked rutabaga or carrots. And she said, she just 
neutrally offered this buffet of foods with some salt on the side to 
young children to see what they would do with it. And fascinatingly, 
over time, she found that the children made remarkably balanced 
choices. This does not mean that every meal was nutritionally 
balanced as we would see it, but over time. This raises fascinating 
questions about do we in fact have nutrition instincts?

I don’t know the answer to that. I think it’s intriguing, but what I will 
say with confidence is that it’s clear that whatever nutrition instincts 
we may have can be overcome in modern food environments where 
there’s a lot of highly palatable — meaning, really tasty, easily likeable 
— processed food. We see examples of this all the time. You know, 
would an iron deficient child naturally gravitate towards hamburger 
over something with less iron? Maybe. Would they gravitate towards 
spinach if the alternative was like a cookie? Or French fries, which has 
lower iron? Our lived experience suggests that they would not, 
because we see children offered lots of different foods go for this 
more readily, this more easily likeable food. It doesn’t mean that they 
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couldn’t learn to like the spinach or the broccoli or the lamb or 
whatever today we think of as being unlikable by children.

But it’s also … You know, what became clear to me is that, we now 
think of an initial rejection of a food by a child as being a sign of an 
aversion, like, oh, they don’t like it, or perhaps they have some 
nutrition need for rejecting this and going for that. But it just 
becomes so clear when you look in history or also around the world 
today, because there are still cultures where children eat really 
broadly, that children have a remarkable capacity to learn to like 
foods, given enough time and enough exposures and again, a lack of 
alternatives. They have the capacity to learn to genuinely love foods 
that we think of as unlikable.

Jeremy: You mentioned psychology and the idea that you shouldn’t 
push children to eat specific things at specific times. And I guess that’s 
mostly associated with Doctor Spock, Benjamin Spock, I don’t know, 
maybe people don’t know who he is, but he’s kind of the watchword 
for, certainly for people who grew up when I grew up. Maybe for you 
too. How did he come to this idea that a) it was okay for children to 
eat dessert before they ate the the main meal, and b) that you should 
never push a food on a child.

Helen: Yeah. Doctor Spock was, according to him, the best selling 
author of the 20th century. That his book, Common Sense Book of 
Baby and Child Care sold more copies than any other book besides 
the Bible. He was enormously influential in the 20th century. It’s 
actually hard to overstate what a big effect he had on parenting and 
on parenting ideas. And I think he got a lot of things really right. He 
was really compassionate. He wanted children to have more 
individuality, you know? But I think he got a lot about food wrong. 
And he actually came to agree with that. He, by the 1970s, he was 
openly retracting the advice he’d given originally about food, but it 
was too late.

He was a Freudian. He was trained in Freudian psychology. And one of 
the theories that he transmitted in a very folksy and friendly way was 
the danger of too much maternal overbearing presence, that mothers 
could really mess their kids up if they were too overbearing, if they 
nagged their children, if they had any kind of undue influence, 
especially when it came to food. Food for psychologists in the 1940s 
and 50s became this realm that had unique significance in child 
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development. This became sort of common wisdom at the time that 
even while parents might continue urging their kids to go to school 
and put on shoes and practice the piano or whatever else they’re 
urging them to do, that parents should absolutely not do that when it 
came to food, that food was special and different and that parents 
could really mess their kids up if they urged them too hard. That, in 
fact, all of these counter productive things would happen. 

That if you tell your child a food is healthy, the child will learn to hate 
it. That they’ll think that healthy food is bad. If you tell your child they 
can only have dessert if they finish their vegetables, they’ll think of 
vegetables as punitive. They’ll associate dessert with love and rewards. 
They’ll come to overeat dessert later. If you tell a child they have to 
eat a certain amount of something, they’ll never develop a sense of 
authentic fullness. They’ll then go on to overeat later in life. All of this, 
by the way, may sound familiar to people because these myths about 
children’s food still really circulate today. So much so that we don’t 
we don’t even think of them as ideas. We think of them as common 
sense.

None of it was based on evidence. None of it was based on research 
originally. Originally, there were no large comparative studies about, 
for example, the psychological outcomes of children who were raised 
with different feeding models. There have still, by the way, been no 
such large comparative studies. What we do have is the past. We have, 
when we look in earlier times, like the 19th century, we see that that 
parents provided a pretty strong structure when it came to food. 
There were no alternatives. They expected children to eat like them. 
They kept offering the same food, usually for logistical reasons, if that 
was what was in season or what they had. Children grew up to be 
wide-ranging food lovers. Very few people were overweight people. 
Very few people had anything resembling eating disorders or even 
unhealthy relationships with food, all of these things we fear will 
happen today if we impose any kind of structure around food. This 
doesn’t mean that our current parenting is necessarily causing those 
problems, but the fear that we have today as parents that we will 
mess our kids up if we say the wrong thing or push too hard, I think 
we can really revisit those very deeply because they simply don’t hold 
up to scrutiny.

Jeremy: But if you take that on board, what you’ve just said is 
essentially how not to have a picky child. Don’t fill it with snacks or a 
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quart of milk. You don’t offer alternatives. You give it what you’re 
having and you don’t make a fuss about it. And yet. And yet I’m not a 
parent. Straight up, I don’t have the fear that somehow I’m going to be 
harming my child. So what do you say to a parent who’s bombarded 
by industry, by advertising, by experts, by nutritionists, by 
paediatricians? What do you say to a parent who’s got a newborn — 
so it’s not picky yet — how do I end up with a child that will eat 
everything?

Helen: For one thing, I think it’s very important that we see that we 
are living in a culture of pickiness, that simple recognition that you are 
going to be bombarded by messages that will be channeling you to do 
things that may be encouraging, picky eating, just recognising that is so 
important, that you’re going to see dozens or hundreds of children’s 
menus with limited options. Kids are more capable than that. You’re 
going to hear from well-meaning relatives and friends about how you 
should or shouldn’t parent around food. You’re going to hear a lot of 
scary things on the internet. Parents feel so paralysed today around 
food. They’ve been told that children’s food, on the one hand, is 
important, that childhood obesity is exploding, that there are all these 
new diseases in childhood, like type two diabetes and heart disease 
and high blood pressure and things that children didn’t have in the 
past. Parents are very concerned about health. At the same time, they 
have all these scary warnings about not just psychology, but even the 
physical bad effects of pushing food. Because if you push too hard, 
they’ll learn to hate vegetables. You could create a lifetime, a lifelong 
picky eater. Parents feel so stuck. And I think for many parents, food is 
actually the hardest thing that they’re dealing with. I just want to let 
parents know this kind of message from the past, that another way is 
possible, and that it doesn’t have to be like, you eat this or else.

Jeremy: It’s so interesting, because reading the book, it’s kind of a 
succession of what I’m going to candidly call villains. I mean, 
nutritionists, paediatricians, psychologists, industry, industrial foods. 
There are probably others. But in the end, it all comes down to the 
pressure on the parent. So summarising what you’ve said, what’s your 
best single piece of advice for a parent with a newborn?

Helen: I have three children, and I raised them while writing this 
book, and I tried to take the structure of the 19th century and create 
a family culture where kids were pleasantly hungry before meals, 
where I totally allowed them to snack but not too close to the meal, 
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where we ate together as much as we could. Where I involved the 
children in cooking because that was a very normal thing for kids to 
do in the past, and where I encourage children to eat over and over. 
Even if they rejected a food once, I’d keep offering it with humour and 
love during the meal and where I didn’t offer alternatives if they just 
didn’t want to eat. And again, I know this sounds so like harsh and 
terrible for people. It wasn’t like that in my family. It was just like, okay, 
you’re learning to like it. If you don’t want to eat it now, you don’t 
have to. I’m going to put it in the refrigerator for you because you 
can’t have dessert or you can’t have a snack if you haven’t had dinner. 
But if you get hungry in a little while, come back. I’ll heat up the food 
for you.

For me and my family, that always worked. And by the time my 
children were young preschoolers, they were just wildly unpicky, 
joyful eaters. And they still are as they, they’re now older kids. Food 
has always been a source of great joy in my home. And that is, I’d say, 
the biggest thing I want people to take away from the book is that it 
is a book about pleasure, and that we have been denied pleasure as a 
culture because of the dysfunction that picky eating represents in 
many of our family’s lives, and that we can get back to a more joyful 
relationship to food that is less stressful and more happy, and more 
about the pleasures of eating and taste and the pleasures of having a 
wide palate, but also the pleasures of eating together.

Transcripts are possible thanks to the generosity of Eat This Podcast 
supporters. If you find the transcript useful, please consider joining 
them. 
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