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chapter 1

how to freeze

Start with a New Mindset

Cool It

Portions, Portions, Portions

Air Is Not Your Friend

But Labels Definitely Are Your Friend

Freezer Doesn’t Mean Forever

Don’t Be Afraid to Cook Straight from Frozen

Single Freezer Items


Do This If You Do Nothing Else

Here’s the cheat sheet for anyone who doesn’t want to take the time to read the following chapter. Please, please just do these things if you do nothing else:

• Let your food fully cool down before freezing it.

• Freeze in single servings, not in giant blocks.

• Make sure no air is touching your food and it is sealed as tightly as possible.

Read on to learn more—but just these simple rules will make your frozen food worlds better.
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start with a new mindset

We are, thankfully, living in an era of freshness. We’ve discarded the cloak of canned foods and oversalted TV dinners and now we relish in our ability to find the most local and unique products to turn into our evening meals and weekend projects. But here’s the problem: there’s still just not enough time in the day.

It’s the modern cooking rub. We want to cook better and eat better than our parents did, but we don’t actually have the consistent time to devote to it. The number of nights that I’ve looked around in my fridge to make a salad out of sad leftover ingredients are too innumerable to count. And yet we’ve all gotten into the mindset that if it comes out of the freezer then it must be the worst kind of leftover. It’s a necessary failure. But why can’t both things be true—why can’t we love our fresh, seasonal foods and also sometimes need to pull something out of the freezer?

I wasn’t always a freezer convert. In fact, I was the kind of person who was surprised when anyone used them for something other than ice cream and gin. Who didn’t have time to throw a piece of fish in the oven for twelve minutes with a bit of lemon and some fresh herbs? But then life happened. I had a kid and suddenly the time it took to actually get to the grocery store to buy the fish was sometimes more than what I had capacity for. My mom went through chemo, and suddenly freezing food was the only way to be there for her on the days I couldn’t physically be. The freezer started looking like the nice boy from high school who asked you out but (at the time), wasn’t exciting enough to say yes to. The freezer wasn’t sexy or cool, but it was there when I wanted to visit friends with new babies and give them meals to parcel out over the coming weeks. I no longer minded taking a meal out of the freezer when I was working late and barely had five minutes to heat something up.

My life as a person obsessed with peak summer tomatoes didn’t have to impinge on my growing love for the freezer. It could enhance it. I started to make more and more food with the freezer in mind. At first it started out with the typical freezer fare—a lasagna here, a soup there—but soon I started to branch out. I was putting skewered shrimp and soy sauce glazed snap peas in the freezer just to see how they would eventually thaw. I was testing whether crab cakes actually cooked better from frozen (they do, by the way). I was making so many batches of cookies in various forms that I became a pretty popular neighbor to have around.
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To my surprise and delight, a lot more food could handle the freezer than what I’d been conditioned to believe. And it was so much easier than my image of hours of batch cooking. Most of the time it just meant making a few extra portions of what I was already doing. It barely added any time and in return I always had something on hand to eat. My days of ordering in just because I was tired were over. Every time I wanted to eat something a quick trip to the freezer held delights I’d forgotten about from days or weeks earlier. And it actually saved seasonality for later: the flavors of summer corn and berries could all be kept frozen in time until some cold winter day needed a bit of brightness to be summoned.

We have reembraced so many of our grandparents’ traditions—canning, pickling, fermenting—so what is the holdup on the freezer?

Because of this dated mindset, truly the most important place to begin when thinking about freezer food is to eliminate your previous notions about what can and cannot be frozen. There are certainly indulgences here, but the freezer doesn’t have to mean unhealthy and it certainly doesn’t have to mean you can’t pair it with something fresh. The easiest dinner for me is to pull something flavorful out of the freezer and pair it with a quick salad of veggies and greens from the fridge.

So, get comfortable with it. There is a range when it comes to freezer food. Some things work better (baked goods like scones and cheese puffs, anyone?) and some feel the same (hello, braised meats). Others, like pastas and rice, are never quite as good, but if stored properly they can really surprise you. Some things will never translate and that’s okay. This is about making your life easier, not eating every single thing out of your freezer.

The other thing I want to emphasize is that better ingredients still make better food. There is a reason why some of the best summer fruit is made into jam and why frozen vegetables often have the highest vitamin content—using the freezer is just a more modern way of preserving our food, like generations have done before us. And having tomato soup in November is a bonus. The goal here often is to eat a meal and save a meal—you should be eating these items at peak times and without the freezer. But saving the left-overs for later is also the name of the game.

To make sifting through this book a little easier we’ve got a few badges to guide you:
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Look for these when you want something quicker and easier. You’ll be shocked that most of these recipes fall into at least one category.

But beyond the badges, there are still a few rules and tricks to make your life easier. The rest of this chapter is all about how to approach freezing. The best recipes can come undone if you don’t have the basic techniques to use your freezer to the best of its ability. Make your dinners easier by opening your freezer door.
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cool it

There is nothing more you can do for the quality of your frozen food than allowing it to cool down before freezing it. Make sure anything is fully room temperature (or even cold) before it goes near the freezer. Stick it in the fridge overnight if you don’t have time to wait, but whatever you do, do not freeze hot food. Let me say it again because it bears constant repeating: Do not freeze anything that is warmer than room temperature. This might sound a bit hyperbolic, but if you understand just the basics of the science of freezing, you’ll never make this mistake again.

When food is freezing, ice crystals form and lock in the food’s cellular structure to preserve it. It might seem like all ice is the same, but ice crystals can form in different sizes. The smaller the crystals, the less damage to the food because less of its cellular structure is changing. The larger the crystals, the more damage can be to the cell membranes—and that damage is what causes changes in texture that you can taste once you defrost. The faster a food freezes, the smaller and more uniform the crystals.

Every type of food is made up of a mixture of different substances with different freezing points, or the temperature at which a substance fully freezes. We all know that water freezes at 32°F. But think of that bottle of vodka you have in your freezer that never actually freezes—that’s because alcohol has a much lower freezing point, so a conventional freezer would never turn it into a solid block. With food, you are dealing with a multitude of substances within each item or dish that freeze at slightly different points. For example, most fish are 70 to 80 percent water, then mostly fat and protein. Since fat and protein freeze at a much lower temperature, the water is freezing first and has time to expand.1 And that expansion creates those larger crystals that damage our food.

So, cool it down. Portion it out so that it cools faster. Let it sit on the counter for as long as you can before moving it into the fridge (try not to put super-hot food in the fridge either because that could warm up the food around it). Once it is fully cool or even cold, that’s when you can start the freezing process. Give food space in the freezer and try to use a shelf that isn’t too crowded so that everything freezes as quickly as possible. The colder it starts, the faster it will freeze and the better your food will taste. The science certainly isn’t simple. But the concept is: cool it.
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portions, portions, portions

Now that we’ve established that getting food to freeze as quickly as possible is the best way to keep it as fresh as possible, the next aspect that will impact the quality of food is the actual size. A giant block of food takes longer to freeze. Portion that giant block into eight smaller blocks and suddenly everything moves much faster.

But it’s not just the quality on the freezing side that we are looking out for—it’s also the amount of heat we need to get it hot again. Some items you can allow to defrost, but most of the time we just want to stick whatever we are eating right from the freezer into the microwave or oven. And the larger the item is, the longer it takes to heat, eroding freshness once again. Especially for items like pastas and meats—which need a bit more care in the freezer—the less additional cooking you have to do on the back end, the better they will taste.

Beyond that, portions just generally make your life easier by giving you more choice. If you want to make a quick lunch and you’ve stored your soup in a giant eight-serving block, then you’re going to have to eat all of that soup within a few days of unfreezing it. If you stored it in a container that is the perfect individual meal size, all you have to do is grab that one portion and throw it straight into the microwave for a few minutes. Whatever small amount of time you spend dividing your meals on the front end will be handsomely rewarded in the ease of getting a single portion of food onto the table.

For items that can’t easily be thrown into containers without sticking together, like cookie dough balls or pigs in a blanket, you want to spread them out on a sheet pan with parchment paper and freeze them for a few hours first. Once they are completely frozen, then you can put them all into a container and easily grab one piece later without worrying about everything sticking together. You’ll thank yourself later when you can heat up one cookie for an afternoon snack without having to make the entire batch (but no judgement if you want to eat the entire batch just because!). By portioning your food, you give yourself more options—and isn’t that what the freezer is all about?
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air is not your friend

Once your food is frozen, there is only one remaining enemy: air.

Freezer burn is not inevitable. If you’ve pulled something out of the back of your freezer only to find that it looks like a gray mess of icicles, then your issue is probably more to do with storage than time. The dreaded freezer burn is a result of food losing moisture because oxygen has moved in to replace it, leaving behind a dish that has less flavor and is a lot drier and tougher than intended. But if you can keep a tight seal around your food, you block moisture from leaving and air from entering. So, wrap it up as tight and in as many layers as you can.

As to what you should wrap your food in, I’m going to share something perhaps a bit controversial: the actual container you use doesn’t actually make that big of a difference as long as it isn’t porous. Freezer bags, silicone bags, tempered glass containers, heavy-duty foil, and heavy-duty plastic wrap all hold up with pretty much the same consistency. They each have their benefits: bags and wraps can adapt to any size; a tempered glass or other stable container can often mean going straight from the freezer to the microwave or oven. But in general, the amount of air left over is really the culprit of any frozen food’s demise. You can use the heaviest duty bag, but if you don’t press all the air out of it, then the container itself doesn’t matter. Make sure to eliminate air and use materials that are made for the freezer and you’re on your way to frozen food perfection.
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A few things to keep in mind depending on the type of containers you use:

Tempered Glass and Other Containers

If you are using a static container, just remember that liquid expands when frozen. You don’t want to leave a lot of air, but you do want to leave about ½” of headroom, especially for items like soup, otherwise your lids or containers could break. You can cover the surface with plastic wrap, then place the lid on top if you are particularly worried about freezer burn.
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I love these for the convenience of taking them straight from the freezer to the microwave or oven, but just be sure that whatever glass-like or plastic-like container you are using is actually made for these purposes. Freezer-safe, oven-safe, and microwave-safe are all different standards and you should ideally be getting containers that can do all three so that you’re not changing containers every time you heat things up.

Resealable Plastic Bags, Plastic Wrap, and Aluminum Foil

Heavy duty matters with this category, because thinner bags and wraps often are more porous than you might think. Check that whatever you’re storing in is heavy duty (and if it says it is freezer-safe that’s even better), but don’t get hung up on a particular material. The heaviness and freezer-readiness are what matter most.

Another issue that people often have, especially with plastic bags, is that they are not seen as sustainable. The easiest way to replicate these items is to buy the reusable versions—silicone reusable bags or beeswax wrappers are great (but the wrappers are a bit porous, so just make sure to double up). But my favorite trick? Just reuse your regular plastic bags and wrap. You should really think of them as reusable anyway. You can rinse out a plastic bag and use it in the freezer time and again. If you can get into that mindset you don’t need to worry about purchasing new containers.

Vacuum Sealers

The best containers that have come out in recent years are the ones that easily use vacuum sealing to remove any additional air from a container. Particularly if you are storing for longer-term and doing a ton of freezer meals, these can be worth it, especially as costs have gone down so dramatically in recent years. It’s not an essential by any means (and especially if you are using items within a month or two, you may not see much of a difference), but this is definitely one product that does what it says.
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but labels definitely are your friend

It is so much easier to take thirty extra seconds to write on a label than it is to stare at the bottom of a frosted-over container trying to remember what exactly you cooked two months ago. Labels do not have to be fancy or complicated—I usually just use a piece of tape and a Sharpie. I write down one or two words to jog my memory, then, most importantly, the month and year. That little action should be the bare minimum if you are using your freezer on a frequent basis. But there are a few other simple additions that can dramatically improve the ease of your day with just a little forward planning.

The first is that anything needing a specific time and temperature to reheat should have that written on the label. A dish that gets thrown in the microwave and stirred every minute or so doesn’t need extra time reminders, but a pork chop certainly does. Not having to pull up the recipe again to jog your memory is a huge time saver when you’re trying to get dinner on the table with as little effort as possible.

The other thing that takes little effort but can save a lot of time is keeping simple notes on what is in your freezer at any given time. I like to keep a running list in the Notes app on my phone, but a whiteboard on your fridge is also an easy way to do it. That way, when you are thinking about what you want to eat, you don’t have to sift through piles of freezer food to come to a decision (or, even worse, leave the freezer door open longer than you should while you stand there considering your options). You can easily add and subtract dishes without a lot of effort and you’ll always be able to plan ahead. So, keep a Sharpie on hand and never get lost in your freezer again.
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freezer doesn’t mean forever

As much as I would like to believe that our freezer truly leaves something frozen in time, it would be much more accurate to call it a delayer than a freezer. All food has a shelf life. When we leave it on the counter, we usually have a few hours or days to taste it at perfection. With a refrigerator, we delay that decay and buy ourselves another few days or weeks. With the freezer, we are extending that time into months and even years. It is hugely beneficial, but it is not forever.

That’s not to say that it will become unsafe. Food that has been frozen longer than its ideal time is still edible and might still taste reasonably good, but it will start to lose flavor and texture as time goes on. If you want an overall rule of thumb, I try to use everything in my freezer within six months. Raw meats tend to last a bit longer, but ground meats and cooked meats don’t stay good as long. Leaner fish like cod or flounder can hang out longer than six months but fattier varieties like salmon or tuna probably should be used a bit earlier.

Is there ever a time when you should throw something out? Not necessarily. If you packed it properly (by cooling it first, then keeping it in a nonporous, airtight container), most frozen foods should last longer than a lot of recommended timelines. Your tolerance for taste and texture is really your guide, and there are no wrong answers, but there are some organizational tips that will help you keep foods from languishing at the back of your freezer for years at a time.

To take a cue from retailers and restaurants, practice FIFO, or First In, First Out. When you put something new into the freezer, try to store it at the back, and move the older items to the front. When something goes out of sight it can go out of mind, so a little placement strategy can go a long way.

Also try to practice good freezer habits that will keep food at as consistent a temperature as possible. Don’t store anything long-term in the freezer door because it can be warmer and is constantly susceptible to fluctuating temperatures. Remember that every time you open the door, you are shifting the temperature slightly, so try and have a plan and get in and out as quickly as you can. If you really want to invest in your freezer, I suggest getting a chest freezer, which tends to get opened less and is better at reducing heat coming in (because warm air rises). But a major word of warning here: the basement freezer that is often used as an excuse not to throw food away (just to have it sit frozen for five years) is not the best usage of extra freezer space!
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don’t be afraid to cook straight from frozen

The beauty of properly portioned meals is that, more often than not, you can cook them straight from frozen. As long as the food cooks evenly, there is no added benefit to planning ahead and defrosting. For the most part, I am a big fan of the speed of the microwave. Almost any recipe that stirs can use the microwave because the stirring allows for even cooking (as opposed to an item that can’t stir, which cooks much faster on the outside than the inside). Soups, pastas, and most one-pot meals and sides can all easily get thrown in the microwave for a minute or two at a time, with stirring in between, and come out faster than and just as even as oven-cooked foods.

The oven works great for items that need crispness, can’t be stirred, or need a longer cooking time. Baked items like cookies and scones, meats, and fish that need specific temperatures and appetizers can be taken straight from the freezer and popped into the oven.

And, of course, for anything fried, the freezer actually often enhances the cooking. Crab cakes, artichoke poppers, and potato pancakes all can achieve a golden exterior and a soft interior when they are cooked from frozen.
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But what about when you want to defrost? Unlike from-frozen cooking there really is no shortcut to a proper defrost. Try to defrost overnight in the fridge if you can—avoid defrosting on the counter or in warm water because you might spoil the food and allow for bacteria to grow. If you want to shave a little time off, you can put a frozen item in a fully sealed plastic bag, then submerge it in cool water. Once defrosted, try to cook everything within one day.

And remember, the longer something has sat in the freezer, the more dulled the flavors will be. If you packed it and froze it properly, the losses will be more minimal, but time will always have an effect. You may need to add a bit more salt or seasoning to bring it back to life if you’ve left something in the freezer for a few months.
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single freezer items

The freezer is great for full meals, but it also merits consideration for time-saving single ingredients. How often have you wished you had already chopped up some garlic or ginger or herbs, but you didn’t have time to do it in that moment? With the freezer, you can have that. Grab an ice cube tray (preferably silicone), add some minced garlic in with olive oil, and freeze. Then, when you need a bit of garlic in a dish, just throw the cube straight into the pan. It is barely any extra effort in the moment—after all, we often have more chives or parsley than our recipe needs, and it can go bad just sitting in the fridge. These kinds of delicate items really do need to be stored in some oil (or even water), but otherwise they take to the freezer perfectly. When it comes time to quickly add it in, you will thank your past self.

Extra amounts of sauces or items like lemon juice that you might otherwise stick in the fridge to be forgotten about can also get the same treatment and go straight in an ice cube tray. You can even freeze cubes of the last dregs of your wine and coffee to be used in your cooking later. If you freeze it, you at least won’t have to use it too quickly.
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Beyond little flavor boosters, you can also freeze your fruits and vegetables at their peak and use them later. Anything that doesn’t have too high of a moisture content will freeze beautifully on its own. Vegetables with very little water like peppers, onions, and corn can go straight into the freezer if you don’t have the time or energy to blanch them. Most green vegetables such as peas, broccoli, green beans, kale, and Brussels sprouts need to be blanched or boiled for a few minutes first.

Why blanch? Because the enzymes that live in most vegetables are also what cause them to deteriorate over time. By quickly blanching, you inactivate those enzymes and help the vegetables maintain their freshness while frozen. That’s why you will often see frozen vegetables advertised as being frozen right after they are harvested. By blanching and freezing them immediately, you can really capture the peak of the season, a quality that can make frozen vegetables taste fresher than if they’ve sat in a truck, then in storage, then in a grocery store for days and days.
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Place your vegetables in boiling water for two to three minutes (the heartier the vegetable, the longer the blanch). Immediately move them into an ice bath, then dry them completely. Don’t skimp on the drying—any moisture will keep your veggies from staying in top shape. You can either cut and prep them or leave them whole. If you have the time, try to freeze on parchment paper on a sheet pan in a single layer, then place the already frozen vegetables into a bag for later.

If you have the desire to compost but you’ve never wanted it to take over your kitchen, freeze your food scraps! They’ll be ready for compost day without anyone noticing. The freezer is truly magic—it can hold a whole meal and so much more.
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1 Murray, J. and Burt, J.R. 2001. The Composition of Fish. Torry Advisory Note No. 38, Ministry of Technology. Torry Research Station, U.K.

Dawson, Paul, Al-Jeddawi, Wesam and Remington, Nanne. 2018. Effect of Freezing on the Shelf Life of Salmon. International Journal of Food Science.
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chapter 2

appetizers

Pigs in a Flavor Blanket

Brie and Apple Puffs

BLT Mini Pizzas

Mashed Potato Meatballs

A Cheese Puff by Any Other Name

Artichoke Poppers

Tomato-Mozzarella Risotto Balls
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pigs in a flavor blanket
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There are few things that a group will eat more rapidly than pigs in a blanket. But I thought it was about time we took the classic version up a notch. While it’s always good to have some mustard or ketchup on hand to dip, this version tries to reduce the need for extra condiments. With a flavorful mixture inside, this might be the perfect bite to serve at a party (or to pop in the oven on a night when you just want a few for yourself).

Serving: 18 pigs in a flavor blanket

Ingredients

2 tablespoons mustard

2 tablespoons soy sauce

3 garlic cloves, minced

2 sheets (approximately 1 pound) puff pastry, thawed

1 (12-ounce) package hot dogs, patted dry

In a small bowl combine the mustard, soy sauce, and garlic. Roll out your pastry sheet and cut it into 3-inch squares. Then, cut each square diagonally in half. Brush the triangles with the mustard mixture. Cut the hot dogs into smaller pieces and wrap the puff pastry around them. Place on a sheet pan lined with parchment paper. Put them in the freezer until frozen, then move them to a freezer-safe container or plastic bag.

When you are ready to cook, preheat the oven to 400°F. Place the pigs on a lined sheet pan and put in the oven. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes or until the tops are golden and the insides are cooked.
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brie and apple puffs
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Brie and apple is a classic combination, but this version takes them over to the savory side with a bit of balsamic vinegar and salt. Don’t worry about freezing blocks of cheese—once they go in the oven, they melt the same as their unfrozen counterparts. This recipe will work with any apple but the more flavor you start with the more flavor you’ll end up with, so try to get sweet apples like Honeycrisp, Braeburn, or Pink Lady. This is a simple appetizer to have on hand in case you need to throw something in the oven that will please a whole crowd.
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