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The Beauty of Make-Ahead Meals
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Even with all the recipe books, cooking classes, how-to manuals, and television programs devoted to the subject of meal preparation, many of us still find ourselves hungry and disorganized by the time the dinner hour rolls around. There is no end to the excellent resources available, but our busy lives get the better of us, and all our good intentions can come to naught. We want to feed our families healthful, economical meals that taste great and do not require hours of work. How can we accomplish this when time is short and the demands of work and family are ever increasing?


This cookbook shows you how to fix several meals at one time. No doubt you’re used to preparing a recipe from start to finish and then presenting a hot meal to your family. But our method is different: We scale the recipe using large quantities and then divide it into multiple meals. The meals are prepared right up to the final cooking stage. You then package and freeze them, and all you have to do is thaw one and cook it for dinner!


The purpose of this book is to make feeding your family easier. Following are just a few of the benefits you will enjoy when you use our recipes.




	
Economy: Every time you eat from your freezer you save money, especially if it takes the place of frequently eating out.


	
Time management: If you normally shop daily and cook one meal at a time, we estimate our method will save you an hour or more every day.


	
Convenience: Things come up: There are evenings when everyone in the family is busy; late or unplanned meetings cut into cooking time; children’s school friends or other unexpected company stops by; a friend is in need. It is ­wonderful to have a few meals on hand, for every day or just in case.


	
Adaptability: If you watch what you eat — for whatever ­reason — make-ahead meals will help you stay on track.


	
Variety: An interesting selection of freezer meals integrated with fresh meals and the occasional restaurant treat will prevent food boredom.


	
Fun: Work through your recipes with a friend or two. Sharing stories and laughter makes the time seem less like work and more like play.


	
Accomplishment: It’s a wonderful feeling to have nourishing food in the freezer and an organized and efficient approach to daily dinners.







As former owners of meal-preparation businesses, we bring you our best of the best in this book. Yes, these recipes are straight from our stash — tried, tested, and true. Our past customers have made many of these recipes countless times and rave about the delicious results. We are passionate about what we do and uncompromising in our commitment to using fresh, from-scratch ingredients wherever possible. We give you only dishes that meet the same standard we use to feed our own families.


Whether you’re a novice or an advanced cook, a bargain shopper or someone with money to spare, a time-starved or a leisurely from-scratch cook, you’ll find plenty of wonderful recipes and tips here!







About Our Fix and Freeze Recipes





Our recipes are presented in a different way than in a conventional cookbook. We’ve designed and tested the recipes to yield large quantities that are divided into several meals. This way, you are maximizing your use of time and the economy of scale. Preparing food intended to be frozen is different from preparing and cooking a meal fresh. Some foods freeze better cooked, while others freeze better raw; some foods don’t freeze well at all and are best added fresh at dinnertime. As such, some of our recipes are a hybrid of cooked and raw components. All our recipes have been tested and written for maximum quality at mealtime.


If you’re new to make-ahead meals, we suggest you start with one or two recipes at first. Consider choosing a recipe for a simple marinade poured over meat — a quick and delicious way to acquaint yourself with our method. Tequila-Lime Chicken, Honey-Glazed Chicken Thighs, An’s Pork Chops, and Basil-Balsamic Chops are simple meals for beginners. Or you may want to look for recipes that are similar to dinner dishes you currently prepare. It never hurts to go with the tried and true.


If you already “batch cook,” belong to a dinner co-op, or practice other forms of advance meal preparation, our recipes will work nicely with your current practices. Even if you have experience, we still recommend you start off with a few different recipes and gradually increase the number you do at one time.


Many of the recipes in this book are for entrées, but don’t miss the other gems! We have included an assortment of brunch items, side dishes, snacks, sweets, and sauces. We offer a selection of meatless recipes and even some homemade spice mixes sprinkled throughout the chapters. Fill your freezer with main dishes or the extras — either way, you’ll enjoy all the benefits of make-ahead meals.







Feast Tonight Recipes


You will notice that several recipes in this book are labeled “Feast Tonight.” These meals are intended to be eaten without being frozen first and are the offspring of a few of our favorite recipes. (And, of course, you can always save one freezer meal from any of our other recipes and cook it that same night for dinner.)


For example, Dave’s Swamp Blues Barbecued Chicken is a typical recipe that yields three freezer meals. The Feast Tonight recipes that follow it show you how to take one of those freezer meals and prepare it for use in either of these two fresh recipes: Dave’s Skillet Hash or Dave’s Barbecued Chicken Pizza. Feast Tonight recipes are a great way to add more mealtime variety while extending the economy and convenience of our make-ahead meals.


Also, check out Quick Reference Guides for a list of recipes that can go directly from the freezer to the oven, skillet, or slow cooker — no thawing required.







Fix


1. Buy in bulk and make multiple portions of one recipe.
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Freeze


2. Divide food into meals & label, then stack in the freezer.
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Feast


3. Thaw & cook one meal for dinner and enjoy!
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Farmers’ Market Soup







Planning for Success




We’ve found that it helps to start with a plan, even if it’s just a mental list of steps we’ll take. Thinking through what we want to accomplish helps keep us organized and efficient. We have broken our method into some simple steps, though these are by no means mandatory. Have fun and experiment with what works best for you. We encourage you to adapt our recipes to fit your lifestyle.






Scalable Recipes


We’ve found it’s most convenient to scale each recipe to yield large quantities that can be packaged into smaller portions. Most of our recipes are written to feed a family of four, but they can easily be divided further and packaged into smaller meals, or frozen in larger quantities for bigger families or appetites.








Step 1. Make Your Shopping List & Go Shopping




Make a shopping list of the ingredients used in each recipe you intend to prepare. We suggest recording every ingredient, even if you know you have it on hand. Once your list is complete, go through the kitchen and mark off the items you already have. Now you know exactly what to buy at the store, and you also have a complete list from which to work when you make your chosen recipes.


We find it helpful to divide shopping lists according to food type: meat, dairy, vegetables, seasonings, dry goods, canned goods, and so on. Being organized will help you move more efficiently through crowded aisles on weekends or online grocery product lists.


If you’re buying the main ingredient for a recipe in bulk, try to begin with total weights close to the amount called for in the recipe, but don’t worry if you’re a bit over or under. The recipes are flexible enough to accommodate small differences.


You can find ingredients in various states of preparation to make things easier on the cook. You can buy shredded cheese instead of bricks of cheese, peeled garlic cloves instead of whole heads of garlic, and chopped onion instead of whole onions. Before you choose an item, you’ll want to consider the quantity you need, the preparation time you’ll save, and how much money you’ll pay for the convenience. Choose what will work best for you and your budget without compromising quality.






[image: A tote full of fresh veggies from a farmers' market, including potatoes, celery, carrots, onions, and garlic.]








Common Ingredients


Some common ingredients are available in several forms. We have chosen to list them one way throughout the book. Following is a list of common items with our preferred form and possible substitutions.




Chicken or beef base: There are several ways to buy base or bouillon; we prefer products without monosodium glutamate (MSG). Our recipes call for 1 teaspoon of base to equal 1 cup of reconstituted broth. Some brands of bouillon and base are more or less concentrated, so read labels carefully to determine the correct amount to use depending on the form you’ve selected.


Garlic: We prefer the freshness and flavor of mincing fresh garlic cloves. Use a chopper, food processor, knife, or garlic press. Bottled minced garlic is an acceptable substitute and is easy to measure out in large quantities.


Ginger: Peel and chop fresh gingerroot before mincing it in a food processor or mini chopper. It’s well worth the effort of using fresh ginger for the superior flavor it imparts to the recipes.


Onion: In our recipes, “onion” refers to fresh onion, peeled and chopped, or minced in a food processor or mini chopper. If the recipe requires any other form — dried onion flakes, for example — the recipe will so indicate. Our recipes call for fresh onion to be chopped, diced, or minced. Chop and dice onion with a knife or food processor. Chopped pieces are roughly double the size of diced. Mincing is best done in a food processor, as it cuts the onion very fine, just short of a purée.


Breadcrumbs: Our recipes using breadcrumbs all call for dry breadcrumbs. If not otherwise specified, choose either seasoned or plain.


Black pepper: Unless otherwise indicated, use any form you like — cracked, crushed, or ground.


Red pepper flakes: In some stores, the container may say “crushed red pepper.”


Scallions: In some stores, scallions are called green onions.


Vegetable cooking spray: The cooking directions in each relevant recipe indicate whether a baking dish is greased or ungreased. Please note that “greased” does not necessarily refer to the use of butter or oil but can also mean using a vegetable cooking spray










Step 2. Prep Your Kitchen
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A clean and tidy kitchen is helpful for organized and successful cooking. Before you begin, empty the sink and dishwasher, clear the countertops, and have a large, empty trash can handy. Set the nonperishables on the counter. It’s more efficient to do this ahead rather than locating one thing at a time while you are cooking. If you’re planning to prepare several recipes at once, try to have some space cleared in your freezer so you don’t have to stop and shuffle things around to make room for your packages.


Keep in mind that when cooking recipes with large yields, the bowls, skillets, and pots need to be large enough to accommodate the ingredients. The following is a list of items we suggest you have on hand:




	Extra measuring cups and spoons


	Large liquid measuring cup with a spout


	Large stainless steel bowls


	Very large stockpot (8-quart capacity or larger)


	Boxes, containers, or cans for holding your bags open and steady for easy filling (Refer to the packaging and freezing tips in Step 4 and Step 6.)








Step 3. Prep Your Ingredients
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Our recipes list most ingredients in a “ready-to-go” state. This means the ingredient list includes brief instructions for readying the items to be added to the dish. In the Teriyaki Chicken recipe, for example, the phrase “skin removed” is in the ingredient list, directly after the chicken thigh listing. Further down, the recipe calls for minced garlic and minced ginger. These recipe-­ready cues indicate that you should remove the skin and mince both the garlic and ginger before you begin making the recipe.


If you are making more than one recipe at a time, it can be helpful to make a list of preparation steps for each recipe on the back of the shopping list. One consolidated list helps to readily identify opportunities to combine tasks wherever possible. For instance, if two recipes call for chopped onion, combine the quantities and chop enough onion for both recipes at once. Having one sheet of paper with both shopping and prep lists is also convenient. It’s available for quick reference out at the store and then again back in the kitchen.





Step 4. Label Your Containers
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You’re almost ready to begin with the first recipe you selected. We recommend you also create labels for the food you will be preparing. After completing your preparation tasks, get out the number of freezer containers you’ll need and label them before moving through each recipe. It’s much easier to label flat bags than filled ones. Labels for baking dishes can be affixed to or written directly on the wrap. Labeling your meals is the only way to avoid “freezer surprise” — frozen food without a name or date to indicate how long it has been in there. There are different labeling options available to you; some are listed below.




	If you know you’ll be keeping all the meals for yourself, use a permanent marker to write the date, recipe name, and page number on the bag. This allows you to refer to the book for the cooking instructions.


	Go to www.storey.com/freezer-labels and print PDFs of the labels on large Avery stickers. The online templates work with Avery labels (types 5265, 5165, 8165, 8665, 8465, 8255), available wherever office supplies are sold.









Best Containers for Freezing


We suggest using packaging designed specifically for freezer use. Home cooks will sometimes try to reuse packaging like cottage cheese or yogurt containers, for example, but those will not protect food as well as containers tested for freezing temperatures. Our favorite packaging for freezing includes the following:




	Zip-top freezer bags in ­several sizes, especially 1-gallon and 1-quart


	Freezable plastic containers, 8-cup (64-ounce) size


	Aluminum pans


	Aluminum foil


	Parchment paper


	Plastic wrap


	Tempered glass pans and other bakeware


	Tempered glass jars, such as those suitable for canning







We always try to avoid waste, so we will wash and reuse foil pans when we can. Freezable round containers in the 64-ounce size are perfect for soups and stews — pop frozen food out and place it directly in the slow cooker or pressure cooker.
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Step 5. Prepare Your Meals





Now it’s time to put it all together! In preparing our recipes, we encourage you to experiment. If you want to use less liquor than what’s called for, do so. Add more garlic. Use more vegetables. Try to incorporate some of your family’s preferences into your preparation. While you do so, make notes so you can remember what you did in order to duplicate your successes.


In all likelihood you are already practicing good food safety — washing your hands frequently, keeping raw meat separate from vegetables and condiments, and cleaning up spills promptly. Use hot, soapy water to clean equipment and cooking surfaces. Keep cold foods in the refrigerator or a cooler with ice until you’re ready to use them in the recipe. Cook your foods to the appropriate temperatures, and be sure to never pour a hot sauce over raw meat.


To avoid food-borne illness, keep hot food above 140°F (60°C) and cold food below 40°F (4°C). Anywhere in between is considered a danger zone, conducive to bacterial growth. You will need to cool all hot sauces before they can be added to raw meats. To be safe, do this as quickly as possible.


When a recipe indicates you should cool a sauce, this is the proper way to do it: Pour the hot sauce into a large shallow pan. Use more than one pan if necessary, as the sauce should not be more than 4 inches deep. Leave the pan uncovered. Place the pan in the sink and carefully fill the sink with cold water and ice until the water reaches the outside rim of the pan. Stir the sauce in the pan frequently. When the sauce reaches 70°F (21°C), you can transfer it to the refrigerator to keep it cool until it’s used in the recipe.





Step 6. Freeze




Unless a power outage or some other event has compromised food safety, you can freeze food as long as you like. The food’s texture and taste may suffer over the long term, but it will be safe to eat indefinitely. On each recipe, we have recommended freezer times for optimal results, though you needn’t worry if you don’t get to a particular entrée within the specified time frame — it will still be safe to consume.


Take extra care when working with glass. Choose pans marked freezer-safe. To select jars, look for a wide-mouth style suitable for canning. Leave 2 inches of headspace when filling the jars and chill food in the refrigerator before freezing with the lids off. Once frozen, gently secure the lids. Handle frozen glass carefully and avoid sudden temperature changes; it’s best to thaw a meal in a glass pan before baking.


If you have a vacuum sealer, feel free to use it on your freezer meals but don’t go to the expense just for this use — it will extend the length of time you can freeze your food without loss of quality, but we find we eat the meals well within the normal time frame specified in the recipe. Our recommended freezing times are based on the packaging we recommend using in each recipe. Wrap food tightly in packaging and remove as much air as you can. Carefully packaging and freezing your freezer meals will ensure the best quality when dinnertime comes around.
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Best and worst Candidates for Freezing


When it comes to ingredients that do and do not freeze well, we’ve done years of testing.




	
Fresh foods with a high water ­content, such as lettuces and cucumbers, do not freeze well at all. Others, like cabbage, kale, celery, and leafy herbs, freeze fine with the right treatment — either parcooked or raw in a sauce or a soup.


	
Dairy products, such as milk, cream, sour cream, cottage cheese, and half-and-half, do not freeze well on their own. However, we find they do well in our recipes, especially when full-fat dairy is used. Dairy-based sauces may separate but will come back together with gentle mixing after thawing and heating.


	
Cheese freezes best when shredded.


	
Cooked rice and pasta freeze best when they are prepared until just done or slightly underdone. Good packaging practices are important because these ingredients can easily take on off-flavors.


	
Fried foods do not freeze well; they become soggy.


	
Raw Potato does not freeze well. Cook it first to keep it from turning black.











Step 7. Thaw, Cook, and Enjoy!



We specify in every recipe that you should completely thaw your frozen items in the refrigerator — not on the counter and never in hot water. Correctly thawing meat and cooking it to appropriate temperatures are the best way to avoid food-borne illness. We have found, however, that many of our recipes can go successfully from the freezer to the oven, grill, or slow cooker. For a list of the recipes that you can confidently cook from frozen, see Quick Reference Guides.


Cook all meat to the temperature indicated in the directions. The temperature of some meats will continue to rise after you remove the meat from the oven or grill, so you may remove the meat from the heat source when it is a few degrees below the indicated temperature as long as you are sure it will reach the required temperature before it is eaten.


Once an entrée has been thawed, you must cook it. Never thaw raw meat and then refreeze it.


As for the cooking methods, we have listed what we find works best for each recipe. It’s up to you if you want to alter the method. You may choose to bake a dish for which the recipe calls for grilling, or use the slow cooker instead of the oven. In many cases, an alternative cooking method will work well.


Once you enjoy make-ahead meals a time or two, you will quickly realize how much time, energy, and money you save cooking this way!




What Is the Best Way To ...


Make the most of my limited freezer space?


This method will work even for cooks with limited freezer space. You may be surprised at how much food can fit in a standard freezer. Following are tips for conserving freezer space:




	Choose recipes for dishes that will be stored in plastic freezer bags rather than in baking dishes. Freeze these meals flat; once frozen, line them up vertically (as you would books on a shelf).


	Make only one or two recipes at a time.


	Pick recipes with lower yields. Stick to those recipes that make two or three freezer meals each rather than those that yield larger numbers.


	Consider trading freezer meals with a friend to maximize variety while conserving freezer space (see our Community Cooking Options).







Package meals to give away?


If the recipe calls for a baking dish, you can use your own glass or metal pans. But if you decide to give a meal away, it can be a bother for both you and the recipient to worry about the container’s return. In that case, you may wish to use a disposable foil pan. Think about the intended use of the meals you choose and plan to package them accordingly.


Mix marinades?


Many of the marinades can be made in a large, clear liquid measuring cup instead of a bowl. This will help take the guesswork out when dividing the sauce among the bags.


Prevent ice crystals?


Remove as much air as possible from each bag before sealing and placing it in the freezer. This will increase the freezer life of the food and keep ice crystals from forming.


Avoid leaks?




If you’re packaging meat with bones, such as pork chops or ribs, double-bag the freezer meal to help avoid leaks. Simply fill the first freezer bag and seal it. Then place the sealed bag inside a second bag. Label the outer bag.


Keep track of what’s in the freezer?


Keep a freezer inventory. Maintain it so you know at a glance what you have and where it is in the freezer. To keep track of the contents of your freezer, you may want to use the Freezer Inventory form.


Pour sauce into freezer bags?


This can be a messy procedure. Here’s what we’ve found works best: Save cracker boxes, large plastic sour cream or cottage cheese tubs, or the enormous #10 cans (such as those used in the Basic Red Sauce recipe), being careful to leave a smooth edge when removing the lid. Put the freezer bag inside one of these containers and fold the top of the bag over the rim of the container. This will hold your bag open and prevent spills while you measure or pour in ingredients.








[image: Using a container to fill a bag with sauce.]



When filling freezer bags with sauce, it helps to place your bag in a large tub to keep it stable and avoid spills.








Correcting Mistakes





Every once in a while you’ll discover you’ve made a mistake while preparing a recipe. Don’t panic! In all our years of cooking for our families and with groups in our businesses, we’ve encountered only a few mistakes that couldn’t be fixed. The rest we were able to repair — and in some cases, we preferred the “wrong” version!


We’ve designed our method to help you avoid mistakes in the first place. We’ve tested for how intense the seasonings taste, how reliably an entrée comes together in your kitchen, and how well it retains its quality in the freezer. Nevertheless, mistakes still happen, and to avoid having to throw away food, here are some suggestions in case you face a kitchen quandary. (See more.)




How Can I Fix My Recipe If I ...


Measure an ingredient incorrectly?


If you add too much of one ingredient, often you can simply increase the whole recipe proportionately. See our tips on adapting recipes for some rules of thumb.


If you put too much of a dry ingredient into a mix and it’s sitting on top of other ingredients or floating on top of a marinade, try to scoop off the excess. Chances are, you’ll be able to approximate the original amount.


Forget to include an ingredient?


If you’re all finished and find an unused ingredient on the counter, determine where you made the error and whether or not it will be easy to add. In a marinade, for example, you can simply add the correct amount to each bag before freezing. Alternatively, you can add it to the entrée when it comes out of the freezer, but remember to make a note of it on the label.


Buy the wrong meat?


Sometimes you’ll find you end up with a cut of meat you didn’t mean to buy. The package may have been placed in the wrong section of the cooler and picked up inadvertently. One of our customers accidentally bought pork instead of beef for the Beef Barley Soup. She ended up making Pork Barley Soup and it was great. If the recipe can be adapted for the cut of meat, go ahead and use it anyway; otherwise, just pick another recipe to use with the meat that you took home.


Find something too salty?


Salt is an ingredient that intensifies in strength in the freezer. We write our recipes to account for this, but different brands of bouillon or base and other seasonings can vary in saltiness. Individual tastes differ, too. If a sauce or marinade tastes too salty to you before it goes into the freezer, you can make the sauce again, this time omitting all salt or bouillon/base that the recipe calls for. Mix the two sauces together. You can use the same method for a marinade, or you can add plain chicken broth or apple juice a teaspoonful at a time until the saltiness has been diluted. Please don’t taste sauces or marinades that contain raw meat!


Find there’s too much flavor?


Like salt, vinegar and alcohol can impart a strong, pronounced flavor. If you decide there’s too strong a vinegar or alcohol flavor for your taste, adding plain chicken broth, apple juice, or water will help balance the dish.


Find there’s not enough flavor?




If you taste something before it goes into the freezer and think its flavor should be stronger, resist the temptation to doctor the seasonings. Many flavors intensify in the freezer. If you need to, you can adjust the seasoning when you cook the entrée.


Break or tear a freezer bag?


Breakage is rare, and there are simple ways to keep your freezer bags intact. Hot sauces can weaken a freezer bag: That’s another reason we advise you to always cool food before placing it in a bag. Bags full of sauce or soup tend to freeze into very hard packages that can break open, so it’s best to move them very little once they’re frozen.


If you damage a bag before a meal has been frozen, carefully transfer the contents to a new freezer bag. If you discover a tear in a bag after the food has been frozen, put the whole meal, broken bag and all, into a new freezer bag.


Forget to put food into the refrigerator/freezer?


This one can be a heartbreaker. We’ve heard a few stories from cooks who inadvertently left a freezer meal on the counter too long. Perishable food must be stored at a temperature below 40°F (4°C) or it is considered unsafe to consume. Please do not risk your health. Throw away any food that has not been held at a safe temperature.






Preventing Freezer Burn


The result of moisture loss from poorly packaged food, freezer burn creates a fuzzy and grayish white surface on the frozen item. It’s not harmful, but it can result in an undesirable flavor and texture. Prevent freezer burn by following our freezing tips.


Ice crystals are different from freezer burn. Their appearance has to do with how quickly the food has frozen. A freezer that’s too cold will create small ice crystals, and the smaller the crystals, the less they will diminish food quality. The ideal freezer temperature is between –5 and 0°F (–21 and –18°C).












Chapter 1Chicken Main Dishes
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Cherry Skillet Chicken


Makes 3 freezer meals, 2 breast halves each

This chicken is excellent chopped over salad with red grapes, blue cheese or Gorgonzola, and sunflower seeds. Consider dressing the salad with our Raspberry Vinaigrette. — KN




Ingredients




	
6 individual boneless, ­skinless chicken breast halves


	
11⁄2  cups chopped dried sweet cherries (about 9 ounces)


	
3⁄4 cup hot water


	
6 tablespoons white balsamic vinegar


	
1⁄4 cup tart cherry juice


	
1 tablespoon sugar


	
1 teaspoon sea salt







On hand for cooking each freezer meal




	
2 tablespoons vegetable oil


	
1⁄2 cup water









Pack It Up




	Waxed paper


	Three 1-gallon freezer bags, labeled










Instructions




	
1.Trim chicken as desired.


	
2.Lay each piece of chicken, smooth side down, between two sheets of waxed paper. Using a rolling pin or a meat tenderizer, pound each chicken piece to 1 inch thick. Divide chicken evenly among freezer bags.


	
3.Place cherries in a food processor and cover with hot water. Let stand for 5 minutes.


	
4.Measure vinegar, cherry juice, sugar, and salt into food processor. Combine well with cherry mixture.


	
5.Divide cherry sauce equally into freezer bags with chicken. Seal and gently shake bag to distribute sauce.


	
6.Seal and freeze. Food will stay at optimal quality for up to 3 months in freezer.







To Cook One Freezer Meal




	
1.Completely thaw one freezer meal in refrigerator.


	
2.In a large skillet, heat oil over medium heat. Add chicken and cook until it begins to brown, about 3 minutes on each side.


	
3.As chicken cooks, measure 1⁄2 cup water into bag with remaining cherry sauce. Combine and set aside.


	
4.Reduce heat to medium-low and pour cherry sauce over chicken. Cover and simmer until an instant-read thermometer inserted into ­thickest part of chicken reads 165°F (74°C), 12 to 15 minutes.









NOTE: Consider substituting dry white wine in place of water when cooking this entrée, if desired. It’s a subtle change that brings out different flavors.













Chicken Cordon Bleu





Makes 3 freezer meals, 4 servings each

Chicken, ham, and cheese — what’s not to like? When my oldest three girls were very young, they would split one of these three ways: Ellen ate the chicken, Laura ate the ham, and Natalie ate the cheese! — LA




Ingredients




	
6 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breast halves (about 12 halves)


	
1 cup all-purpose flour


	
4 eggs, lightly beaten


	
2 cups dry breadcrumbs


	
12 slices Swiss cheese


	
12 slices deli ham







On hand for cooking each freezer meal




	
2 teaspoons melted butter per chicken roll









Pack It Up




	Waxed paper


	Plastic wrap


	Three 1-gallon freezer bags, labeled










Instructions




	
1.Trim chicken as desired.


	
2.Lay out three shallow dishes. Measure flour into one, eggs into another, and breadcrumbs into the third.


	
3.Lay each piece of chicken, smooth side down, between two sheets of waxed paper. Using a rolling pin or a meat tenderizer, pound each chicken piece to 1⁄2 inch thick. Take one piece of chicken, coat with flour, dip in egg, and then coat with breadcrumbs. Set aside. Repeat with remaining chicken pieces. Discard remaining flour, egg, and breadcrumbs.


	
4.Fold one piece of cheese into a small bundle and place in the middle of one slice of ham. Fold sides of ham in, enveloping cheese. Place a bundle on the narrow end of a breaded chicken piece, roll chicken into a packet, and secure tightly by wrapping with plastic wrap. Repeat with remaining cheese, ham, and chicken. Divide chicken rolls evenly among freezer bags.


	
5.Seal and freeze. Food will stay at optimal quality for up to 3 months in freezer.







To Cook One Freezer Meal




	
1.Remove desired number of chicken rolls from freezer. Discard plastic wrap while chicken is still frozen and place rolls in a greased baking dish. Place in refrigerator to thaw completely.


	
2.Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C).


	
3.Brush each chicken roll with 2 teaspoons melted butter and bake for 45 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into thickest part of chicken reads 165°F (74°C).









Toothpicks?


I don’t recommend securing the bundles with toothpicks because they don’t seal these up tightly enough to prevent the cheese from leaking out. When secured snugly in plastic wrap, each bundle should stay together on its own when it comes out of the freezer.













Chicken-Broccoli Bake




Makes 3 freezer meals, 4–6 servings each

This is based on a favorite casserole I used to make with cream of chicken soup. My condensed soup days are over, so I rewrote the recipe to include a sauce from scratch. Serve over brown basmati rice for extra nutrition. — LA
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Ingredients




	
6 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breast halves (about 12 halves)


	
1⁄2 cup (1 stick) butter


	
1 pound fresh white mushrooms, cleaned and sliced


	
3⁄4 cup all-purpose flour


	
1 tablespoon chicken base


	
1 tablespoon curry powder


	
3⁄4 teaspoon black pepper


	
2 cups water


	
4 cups milk


	
2 tablespoons lemon juice


	
6 cups broccoli pieces (about 11⁄4 pounds), washed


	
6 cups shredded cheddar cheese (about 11⁄2 pounds)


	
11⁄2  cups dry breadcrumbs









Pack It Up




	Six 1-gallon freezer bags; label 3


	Three 1-quart freezer bags










Instructions




	
1.Trim chicken as desired and cut into bite-size pieces. In a large skillet, cook chicken over medium heat until no longer pink, about 30 minutes. Remove from heat and cool. Divide cooled chicken evenly among three unlabeled 1-gallon freezer bags.


	
2.While chicken cools, melt butter in a separate large saucepan over medium heat. Add mushrooms and sauté until softened, about 5 minutes. Add flour and stir. The mixture will be lumpy. Cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Add chicken base, curry powder, and pepper; stir. Gradually add water and milk. Cook, stirring constantly, until sauce thickens, about 10 minutes. Whisk to make a smooth sauce. Add lemon juice only after sauce has thickened. Cool sauce.


	
3.Divide cooled sauce evenly over chicken. Measure 2 cups of broccoli pieces into each bag of chicken and sauce. Seal bags.


	
4.Measure 2 cups cheese and 1⁄2 cup breadcrumbs into each 1-quart freezer bag. Seal bags.


	
5.Place one bag of chicken/broccoli and one bag of cheese/breadcrumb mixture into each labeled 1-gallon bag.


	
6.Seal and freeze. Food will stay at optimal quality for up to 2 months in freezer.







To Cook One Freezer Meal




	
1.Completely thaw one freezer meal in refrigerator.


	
2.Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C).


	
3.Place chicken and broccoli mixture in an ungreased baking dish and sprinkle with cheese and breadcrumbs. Bake, uncovered, for 35 to 40 minutes, or until sauce is bubbling and cheese is melted.













Chicken Curry




Makes 3 freezer meals, 4–6 servings each

This mild and creamy curry is a hit with everyone. If you’re not sure whether your family will eat curry, I suggest you start here. Serve over your favorite rice. — LA




Ingredients




	
6 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breast halves (about 12 halves)


	
1 cup (2 sticks) butter


	
2 cups chopped onion (about 2 medium)


	
1⁄4 cup curry powder


	
2 tablespoons chicken base


	
2 tablespoons minced garlic


	
2 tablespoons minced ginger


	
2 tablespoons sugar


	
2 teaspoons salt


	
1 cup all-purpose flour


	
4 cups milk


	
4 cups water


	
2 tablespoons lemon juice









Pack It Up




	Three 1-gallon freezer bags, labeled










Instructions




	
1.Trim chicken as desired and cut into bite-size pieces. In a large skillet, cook chicken over medium heat until no longer pink, about 30 minutes. Remove from heat and cool. Divide cooled chicken evenly among freezer bags.


	
2.While chicken cools, melt butter in a separate large saucepan over medium heat. Add onion and cook, stirring, until soft, about 5 minutes. Add curry powder, chicken base, garlic, ginger, sugar, and salt, and cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Add flour and cook, stirring, 2 minutes longer. Mixture will be like a paste. Gradually add milk and water; cook, stirring constantly, until sauce has thickened. Whisk to make a smooth sauce. Add lemon juice only after sauce has thickened. Cool sauce.


	
3.Divide cooled sauce evenly over chicken.


	
4.Seal and freeze. Food will stay at optimal quality for up to 2 months in freezer.







To Cook One Freezer Meal




	
1.Completely thaw one freezer meal in refrigerator.


	
2.In a large skillet, bring chicken and curry sauce to a simmer over medium heat and cook until heated through. Do not boil.









Accompaniments for Curry



Offer a variety of toppings so everyone can select their favorite flavors to sprinkle over dinner. The platter could include toasted coconut, toasted almonds, fresh apple pieces, pineapple tidbits, raisins, dried cranberries, chopped scallions, mango chutney, hot chili paste, and/or sweet chili sauce.
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