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Show you
really care
at family
mealtime
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E VEN my best friends will tell
you that I’m not a great cook. If
you come to our house, and the
smell of burning food is hanging

in the air, chances are that I’m at it
again.

The truth is that I mightn’t be much
good, but I love it. There’s nothing
more therapeutic for me than to start
working on a curry or a gooey dessert.

But when I take possession of the kit-
chen it’s mine. I concentrate hard on
what I’m doing, and I don’t like inter-
ference. When they were growing up,
my kids always knew that it was prob-
ably wiser to stay out of the kitchen
when Dad was messing around.

It’s only recently I discovered how
much I’ve missed out on by adopting
that attitude. Sharing the kitchen with
your kids, and helping them to develop
an interest in cooking, can be a critic-
ally formative influence in their lives.
Kids who grow up with no interest in
food and nutrition can be kids at seri-
ous risk.

Take this, for example. Kids, espe-
cially teenagers, who don’t eat prop-
erly are at significantly greater risk of
feeling low and depressed. Both boys
and girls who don’t eat properly are
significantly less likely to report them-
selves as being in good health.

These findings come from a recent
and disturbing study of food poverty
among Irish schoolchildren, conducted
by the National University of Ireland
in Galway among others.

Now, I have to tell you that food
poverty is not a concept I’ve heard an
awful lot about, but I would have as-
sumed that it is more prevalent among
poorer families. It turns out, especially
where teenagers are concerned, that’s
not necessarily so. There is no doubt
that more children in poorer families
go to bed hungry. But as children get
older, they can experience food poverty
for a whole lot of reasons that have
nothing to do with family income.

Food poverty is defined in the aca-
demic literature as the inability to
access a nutritionally adequate diet
and the consequences that can have on
our general well-being. About one in
six Irish teenagers suffer from food
poverty, and they’re not all poor kids.
They tend to be kids who live on a diet
of crisps and burgers, and especially

teenagers who miss a main meal every
day, usually breakfast.

There are dozens of reasons for this.
Some people have reported that it’s a
consequence of the “time-poor” era we
live. Families where both parents are
working, commuting long hours, rely-
ing on convenience foods. Families
where current economic and social
conditions have widened the gap
between parents and children, so that
teenagers in particular are relied on
more and more to look after them-
selves. I don’t know too many teen-
agers, if they’re given money to buy
their own food, who would head
straight for the fruit and veg counter
in the supermarket, or who would take
the time to prepare a properly nutri-
tious meal.

But the studies indicate that we’re
storing up trouble for our kids. Ireland
is well up the league table where diet
poverty is concerned, just as we are
high on the obesity league tables on
the other end of the scale. It might be
exaggerating a bit to draw a relation-
ship between food poverty and poor
nutrition, on the one hand, and the in-
creasing incidence of depression and
mental health problems among young
people on the other. But there is a
link.

There are several links, in fact. And
one of the most important is time.
When we were youngerwe shared the
setting of the table and the wash-up af-
terwards. Everyone got involved in
preparing the dinner and we ate to-
gether. And we talked – not always
about important stuff, but there was
always room for the important stuff to
come up.

When you think about it, a lot of
those rituals are gone. And one of the
consequences is that there’s not as
much time to listen as there used to be.
That may be part of what lies at the
heart of what we call food poverty
now. It mightn’t just be about nutrition
(important as that is). It might be
about having more time for each
o t he r.

Sometime soon, you’ll start to see a
public awareness campaign designed
by the people in the HSE who have re-
sponsibility for vulnerable children.
It’s a brilliant campaign.

People who have time for each other
look out for each other. And one of the
best ways to do that is around the
dinner table.

Cheetahs at Fota Wildlife Park taking food from a new feeding system which is attached to a moving
device which the animals chase after.

Cheating on cheetahs
with a new food run
THERE have been numerous
readers enquiring after the
health of my dog.

Jeez, even the merest hint that
a dog may be mistreated is
enough to get you letters with
razor blades under the envelope
seal these days.

Anyway, my dog is fine after
his recent sickness and turned
up with his tail wagging at my
front door after his most recent
“getting lost” episode, suffering
only a broken jaw on his travels.

Thinking about it, we humans
are probably a bit over-con-
cerned about the welfare of an-
imal s.

Don’t believe me?
In Britain, first-aid courses are

now being run at veterinary col-
leges for pet owners.

All well and good, may even
save a few quid on vet bills, but
you do realise that one of the
courses included is
’mouth-to-snout’ resuscitation.

As close as I am to my dog, I
draw the line in terms of intim-
acy at rubbing his underbelly (al-
ways maintaining a two-inch
buffer zone away from his genit-
als). Even if his life is on the line,
I don’t see myself blowing down
his nostrils.

Human interference in the an-
imal kingdom doesn’t stop at
dogs.

Fota Wildlife Park last week
unveiled a new feeding device
for its cheetah population. Food
is attached to a moving device
and the cheetahs chase after it —
replicating the circumstances
under which they hunt for food
in the wild.

OK, some effort is being made
to inject some fun in the poor
buggers’ caged lives, but
something about the idea of hurl-
ing sirloin steaks across their
run strikes me as cheating.

So on the one hand we have
sick dogs probably made worse
by owners treating them.

On the other, we have large
cats looking for live prey. See
what direction I’m heading in?

Well, you’re wrong, because
we’re off to Thailand, where they
have started showing porno-
graphy to pandas to stimulate
them to reproduce.

Notoriously sex-shy pandas
reach adulthood around the age
of six and are routinely given
ringside seats to panda porn as
part of their initiation rites, zo-
ologists claiming the animals
need “pointers” about what to
do.

So far, Chuang Chuang, who of-
ficials at Bangkok Zoo want to
mate with Lin Hui, has reacted
with indifference to the DVD.

He is, however, getting a better
sex education than I received
after 13 years in Irish schools.

Amid a glut of animal-related
stories last week we also heard
that gorillas in London Zoo have
had what the British media
called “their very own love is-
land” built to encourage them to
mat e.

The sad thing is, the single
story on the newswires involving
actual animal sex in the past
week was one that reported a
man in Wisconsin in the US be-
ing convicted of having sexual
contact with a dead deer.

Swiftly moving on from the ta-
boo subject of necrophile bestial-
ity, or fawnication, I have a more
charming story of man’s interac-

tion, or rather non-interaction,
with other creatures.

It is a story from the Times 10
years ago concerning a man
named Neil from Devon in Eng-
land, who discovered an owl
nesting in his garden. Each
night, Neil would enter his
garden and hoot to the owl. To
his delight, he’d hear a hoot in
reply; then he’d hoot some more.

This went on night after night,
month after month; he even kept
a log of his conversations with
the owl. Then one day, Neil’s
wife got to talking about this
with a neighbour, who said that
her husband had also been going
out every night to hoot to the
owl.

At this point, the women real-
ised that their husbands had
spent a year hooting at each oth-
er, which in some societies is
considered worse than adultery.

Do we really have to go back 10
years to find a heartwarming
story involving animals?

Of course not.
Debbie Parkhurst, 45, from

Maryland in the US was eating
an apple at her home last week
when a piece lodged in her
throat. After she began beating
on her chest, her two-year-old
golden retriever, Toby, sprung to
action.

“He got his front paws on my
shoulders,” Debbie recalled. “He
pushed me to the ground, and
once I was on my back, he began
jumping up and down on my
che s t .”

That’s when the apple dis-
lodged and Toby started licking
her face to keep her from passing
out, she said.

“I literally have paw-
print-shaped bruises on my
chest. He saved my life.”

Yeah, I don’t care, I’m still not
blowing down his nostrils.


