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			To our husbands and families: You’re our biggest cheerleaders and the most honest recipe testers we’ll ever find. We love you. So much.

			To our dear friends: You keep us upright. We are grateful for you in our lives.

			To our Thriving Home readers: What a faithful tribe you are. You got us to this point, and you keep us going.
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			Introduction

			RACHEL’S STORY

			It was 2007 and I was floundering. I had just had my first baby, a sweet little boy, and I’d made the decision to stay home full-time with him. So our one-income budget was tight. My time was tight. And to be honest, my post-pregnancy jeans were tight. It seemed like the only thing that had room to grow was my cooking repertoire. I just could not get dinner figured out.

			Before kids, I had this lovely vision of providing healthy, homemade meals at the dinner table each evening as my husband walked through the door. As you can probably guess, that never happened. Not even close. I couldn’t wrap my mind around how I was supposed to cook with a fussy baby in tow. Plus, how could we possibly afford fresh, whole foods on our now shrunken, one-income grocery budget? And where was I supposed to find recipes that my family would actually like, much less ones that were also easy and nutritious? So, most nights, I would throw my hands up, open the freezer, and pull out a processed frozen pizza or boxed lasagna. We weren’t eating well, and I didn’t have a clue what to do about it.

			That is, until my friend Darcie invited me to join her Freezer Club in the spring of that same year. I remember our first meeting well: At a cluster of tables at our favorite coffee shop with printouts of recipes in hand, some of my girlfriends and I excitedly hashed out our first monthly menu of freezer meals (ones that can be easily frozen for later use). We were ready to conquer the great dinner hour divide!

			At our second meeting, about a month later, we all swapped the frozen meals we had worked so hard making for each other the previous month on our own time. I came home that night, filled my freezer with 12 ready-to-go, homemade dinners, and was hooked! This new concept of freezer cooking with friends was a huge breakthrough for our family.
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			POLLY’S STORY

			A few years down the road, I would find myself facing a similar dinnertime struggle as Rachel did before she started her freezer club. As my husband spent many evenings in night classes, I quickly learned that juggling tired kids alone didn’t allow much time for cooking and put a damper on this extrovert’s social life.

			After dabbling in freezer cooking on my own, a big turning point came when I participated in a Freezer Cooking Party. For the first time I had a freezer full of easy-to-prepare and wholesome meals for the nights when I didn’t have the time or energy to cook. It was ah-maz-ing! That one-time event was the motivation I needed to fully embrace the benefits of this lifestyle. I began to double and freeze meals regularly and even rallied friends to have more Freezer Cooking Parties.

			Then, this past year, my friends and I finally began our own ongoing Freezer Club. With these changes, we now eat out less, I have lowered our grocery bill, and I have also benefited from the much-needed time with friends. Similar to Rachel, I have lost weight as my diet has changed, and I’ve grown to love cooking from scratch using whole food ingredients. Freezer cooking is now a foundational way I feed my family.
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			OUR NEW LIFESTYLE

			For both of us, freezer cooking was no passing fad or newfangled diet. Rather, it became a lifestyle that continues to be a time-saver, money-saver, waistline-saver, and sanity-saver during some intensely busy years. One of the most surprising benefits we’ve found along the way was the formation of lasting friendships with the people we partnered to cook with. Having a reason to regularly gather together with our girlfriends ended up being a source of refreshment and companionship that was much needed in those “little years” of staying home with our young children. Who knew stocking our freezers could be so much fun and foster deep friendships at the same time?

			Our blog, Thriving Home, which we began together in 2012, aims to equip readers to create flourishing homes. When we began sharing freezer cooking tips and recipes there years ago, they quickly rose to the top as our most popular posts. As Thriving Home became a go-to site for healthy freezer cooking, readers began requesting that we write a freezer meal cookbook. It was at this point that we decided to create this ultimate resource to help anyone—no matter their age or stage—experience the breakthrough at home that we did.

			Our genuine hope is that From Freezer to Table will result in a positive lifestyle shift for you, too, and that you become inspired and equipped to make freezer cooking a way of life. Whether you form your own Freezer Club, throw Freezer Cooking Parties, or just learn to do freezer cooking on your own, we believe the concepts and recipes in our book will help you enjoy healthy, delicious, stress-free meals around the table with those you love most.
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			OUR RECIPES

			We get it. You’re hesitant about freezer cooking, right? Maybe you’ve had a bad experience with it in the past, or have a notion that freezer meals are bland, mushy, and beige, or that this book is only full of casseroles (not that there’s anything wrong with a good casserole!). Well, we’re here to shatter all those preconceived ideas.

			We know that freezer meals can taste just as good as a fresh meal when prepared correctly. And we know that they can be full of vibrant color and complex flavors, too. Honestly, From Freezer to Table was written as much for ourselves as for you. That means every recipe in here is one that we are proud of and make again and again in our own homes. In fact, we worked hard to make sure all of our recipes met these four goals:

			[image: ]Delicious: We aren’t here to waste anyone’s time. If a recipe wasn’t one that our own families and our recipe testing team didn’t enjoy, it simply didn’t make the cut. Like you, if we’re going to spend time cooking, we want some yummy food on the table! So deliciousness was our first and most important goal.

			[image: ]Whole Foods: What makes our recipes stand out from freezer meals you might find elsewhere is that they are primarily made with whole food ingredients. Each one reflects our commitment to the “whole foods philosophy,” where cooking at home, carefully selecting all-natural ingredients, and eating a variety of vegetables and fruits, whole grains, healthy fats, and local or organic meats are the foundation of a healthy diet.

			[image: ]Freezer-Friendly: Although every recipe in here was created and tested as a (delicious) fresh meal, it also had to pass the (delicious) freezer-friendly test. That means it must freeze, thaw, and prepare safely and well, with no major textural or taste changes along the way. To make it easy for you, we’ve included simple freezer meal instructions at the bottom of every recipe.

			[image: ]Easy to Prepare: If you’re reading this book, we know you have a packed schedule. As much as you may love cooking (or not), your time is precious. So we’ve intentionally chosen recipes that are simple enough for anyone to make. We tried to find the shortest path to the best result in every single one.

			Throughout the book, we also included icons to guide you to recipes that meet your specific needs and lifestyles:

			[image: ]30 Minutes or Less: Just because you’re cooking in bulk and stocking the freezer doesn’t mean it needs to be a big production. These recipes can be done from start to finish in under 30 minutes, so you can spend more time with the people you love most in your life.

			[image: ]Kid Favorite: Got a picky eater on your hands? Want a meal that you know kids will gobble up with no complaints? We’ve got your back. We’ve gone through and identified the recipes that have proven to be no-fail meals for children.

			[image: ]Sneaky Nutrition: Because we know the struggle of getting the recommended amount of fruits and vegetables on our plates every day, we have found all sorts of ways to include extra nutrition in our recipes. The good news is that our sneaky methods don’t affect the taste or texture. Shhh—don’t tell your kids!

			[image: ]Gluten-Free: Gluten-free doesn’t have to mean taste-free. We’ve flagged many great options that will not only make your gluten-free eater happy but are sure to satisfy everyone else at the dinner table as well.

			[image: ]Grab and Go: When the pace of life is fast, eating healthy is often the first thing kicked to the curb. By keeping a stash of grab-and-go meals in the freezer, you can avoid the drive-thru and have healthy options to grab while running out the door.

			[image: ]Take to Others: One of the best parts of freezer cooking is that you can always have a meal on hand for a friend or neighbor in need. From breakfast favorites and the best comforting casseroles to gluten-free meals, you’ll find many of our top picks for the meals we regularly give to others.
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			HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

			This may be the most versatile cookbook you own, and here’s why. Whether you want to make a healthy, family-friendly dinner for tonight or make a few freezer meals on your own this weekend for future breakfasts, lunches, or dinners, this book is for you. Whether you want to try freezer cooking with friends at a Freezer Cooking Party or form an ongoing Freezer Club, this book is for you. We’re going to provide you with the motivation and tools to cook simple, tasty, whole foods meals anytime and help you implement the freezer cooking lifestyle in whatever way works best for you.

			So read on and take our hands as we walk you through the basics of freezer cooking on your own or with friends. Take a deep breath, because you’ll be enjoying healthy, homemade meals from freezer to table regularly!
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				QUIZ

				HOW MUCH DO YOU KNOW ABOUT FREEZER COOKING?

				Remember those quizzes you took in teen magazines long ago to learn something crucial about yourself? You know, like “What’s your prom dress style?” or “What kind of flirt are you?” Surprise! We have a pop quiz for you, too. Hopefully this one’s a little more useful but still fun!

				Before we help you kick-start your new lifestyle, let’s take note of where you currently are on the freezer cooking spectrum, shall we? Answer the questions below to find out how much you actually know about freezer cooking.

				1.Most frozen food can remain safely frozen for:

				a.3 months

				b.12 months

				c.Like, forever!

				d.Ladies, I have no clue. That’s why I bought this book.

				2.Which of the following food items do not freeze safely? (Answer all that apply.)

				a.Eggs in shell

				b.Tomatoes

				c.Canned food (still in cans)

				d.Mayonnaise

				3.Freezing homemade meals destroys:

				a.All bacteria and parasites that might be in the food (gross, right?)

				b.Nutrients in the food

				c.Everything I like about good food

				d.None of the above

				4.According to food safety experts, what temperature should your freezer register at all times to keep food safe?

				a.32°F

				b.15°F

				c.0°F

				d.Any of the above will freeze food safely.

				5.True or False? It is safe to freeze meat or poultry directly in its original store packaging.

				6.In 15 seconds, can you name three safe methods for thawing frozen food? (Put your phone down—no cheating!) Ready, go!

				7.True or False? Once a food has been frozen and thawed, you cannot freeze it again.

				8.The coldest spot in the freezer is:

				a.Right next to the vent where the cold air comes out. Duh.

				b.Since cold air sinks, it’s the bottom shelf of any freezer. Duh.

				c.The ice box. It’s filled with ice. Duh.

				d.The rear center. It’s the most insulated point. Duh.

				9.Which of these is an advantage of hosting a Freezer Cooking Party or being in a Freezer Club?

				a.You’ll save money. Woo-hoo!

				b.You get to hang out with friends while accomplishing a task. Cheers!

				c.You cut down on time in the kitchen. So grab a glass of wine and put your feet up!

				d.You’ll have a stocked freezer full of healthy meals. It’s like Christmas!

				e.I’m no dummy. All of these are advantages.

				10.What is the ideal number of participants at a Freezer Cooking Party or in a Freezer Club?

				a.12+ (“The more the merrier!”)

				b.8

				c.6

				d.2 (“I’m an introvert. Please let this be the right answer!”)

				That’s it. Now continue reading to see how you did. (Cue the drumroll, please.)

			

			
				QUIZ

				ANSWERS

				1.c. Like, forever! The USDA guidelines state, “Food stored constantly at 0°F will always be safe. Only the quality suffers with lengthy freezer storage.” Pretty great, right? See the Freezer Storage Times chart for freezing length recommendations.

				2.a. Eggs in shell and c. Canned food. You can freeze almost any food safely, with the exception of these two. While mayonnaise does not freeze and thaw well (the texture gets funky), it is safe to freeze it. Tomatoes do fine in the freezer either raw or blanched first, but they are best used in soups, stews, or a sauce later. Go to Chapter 1 to learn more about foods that do not freeze well.

				3.d. None of the above!

				[image: ]The USDA site says, “Freezing to 0°F inactivates any microbes—bacteria, yeasts, and molds—present in food. Once thawed, however, these microbes can again become active, multiplying under the right conditions to levels that can lead to foodborne illness.” Basically, handle all frozen foods just as you would fresh food and cook them thoroughly. For a guide on the safe minimum internal temperatures various foods should reach during cooking, Google the term USDA Safe Minimum Internal Temperature Chart.

				[image: ]There is little change in nutrient value during freezer storage. Score!

				[image: ]If you think freezing food makes it yucky, we can’t wait for you to try our recipes. Sorry to break it to you, but you’ve been misled. All of our recipes work as a fresh meal or after being frozen. Seriously.

				4.c. 0°F. Many freezers are mistakenly kept too warm. Track the temperature in your freezer with an inexpensive refrigerator/freezer thermometer.

				5.True. Sort of. This is a little tricky. While it is safe to freeze items in their original packaging, we wouldn’t recommend it. That’s because most of the time that kind of packaging is permeable to air, which can make your meat taste like lightly roasted cardboard. (Mmmm.) However, you can freeze unopened vacuum-sealed food. No air is getting in those bad boys.

				6.(1) In the refrigerator, (2) in cold water, and (3) in the microwave. Read more about these three safe methods for defrosting foods in Chapter 1.

				7.False. Good news, right? If food is safely thawed in the refrigerator, it is safe to refreeze it without cooking. However, the texture and color may be compromised upon refreezing and thawing.

				8.d.The rear center. Duh.

				9.e. All of the above. Told you, I’m no dummy. Read about all the benefits of freezer cooking with friends in Chapter 1.

				10.c. 6. We’ve found that if you have more than six participants, it’s “too many cooks in the kitchen.” Fewer than six, and you’ll have a hard time stocking your freezer.

				WHAT YOUR SCORE TELLS YOU

				Now, here’s the fun part of any teen quiz. What does your score say about you as a Freezer Cooker (yes, we just made up that term)?

				0 TO 3 CORRECT ANSWERS: Newbie Freezer Cooker. Hey, we’ve been in your shoes. Once upon a time we both thawed meals on the counter (a big no-no!) and let so much food go to waste not knowing it could be frozen. Don’t sweat it. You’re miles ahead of where we were because you have this book in hand. We’ve got your back!

				4 TO 6 CORRECT ANSWERS: Up-and-Coming Freezer Cooker. You have some base knowledge to work from but room to grow. That’s a great place to be in. Maybe you’ve tried freezer cooking by yourself, but we’ll show you how to take it to a whole new level by sharing the load with friends.

				7 TO 9 CORRECT ANSWERS: Experienced Freezer Cooker. Pat yourself on the back. This is a solid score! (Are you sure you didn’t cheat, just a little?) Onward to freezer cooking and filling that freezer to the brim, oh experienced one!

				10 CORRECT ANSWERS: O.A.F.C. (Overachiever Freezer Cooker). “We’re not worthy! We’re not worthy!” Seriously, you should have written this book. Henceforth, you shall be known as O.A.F.C.

			

		

	
		
			Part I

			MAKING FREEZER COOKING A LIFESTYLE
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			Congratulations on taking your first freezer cooking quiz ever! If you’re like we once were, you noticed a few gaps in your freezer cooking knowledge. No prob. As self-proclaimed (and tongue-in-cheek!) “freezer cooking evangelists,” we’re passionate about resourcing you for this lifestyle change that will benefit you and your family over the long haul.

			In this section, we’ll quickly motivate and set you up for success before you dive into filling that cold chest, addressing questions like:

			[image: ]What are the advantages of freezer cooking?

			[image: ]How should you freeze and thaw meals?

			[image: ]What foods should you avoid freezing?

			[image: ]How long can you freeze foods?

			[image: ]Do I need a deep freezer?

			
				FREEZER COOKING PARTY: A one-time event where a group gathers together to cook, assemble, and package a variety of freezer meals.

				FREEZER CLUB: An ongoing small group of friends who commit to regularly cooking freezer-friendly meals for one another. Members prepare recipes at home on their own time and then swap at a meeting.

			

			We’ll also equip you with two ways to share the freezer stocking load with friends, both at one-time Freezer Cooking Parties and in an ongoing Freezer Club. Learning to freezer cook on our own and with friends has positively transformed how we prepare food, shop, eat, and spend our time and money. We think this lifestyle shift will do the same for you, too. Let’s get started on a change you won’t regret!

		

	
		CHAPTER 1

		a deep dive into the cold chest

		Freezer cooking pays off over time, but there is a little bit of a learning curve. That’s why, in this chapter, we’re aiming to motivate you with the big picture of this lifestyle. Then, we’ll walk you through six essential steps to making successful freezer meals, as well as address all your burning questions. From the very basics to the very specific, we are diving in and sharing everything we know.

		WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF FREEZER COOKING?

		As we mentioned in our own stories in the introduction, freezer cooking can help you and your family in so many ways. Wow, isn’t it motivating to know that it provides all of the following benefits?

		1. Saves money because you’ll be buying in bulk and eating at home.

		It’s no secret that when you buy food in bulk quantities, it is usually cheaper. By planning your meals, especially in a Freezer Club, and cooking in large quantities, you’ll see your grocery bill go down significantly. We’ve found that when we cook this way, a four-serving meal tends to cost around $8 to $12 depending on the ingredients needed. This translates to about $2 to $3 per person for a wholesome, healthy meal. Plus, having ready-to-go meals within reach reduces the temptation to spend cash eating out. Who needs to wait for takeout when you have Turkey Pesto Paninis or Parmesan and Herb Chicken Tenders in the freezer, just a few minutes away from being piping hot?

		2. Cuts down on prep and cooking time, leaving you with more freedom to relax and spend time with loved ones.

		Let’s be honest. Cooking a well-rounded, healthy dinner every night is a daunting task for anyone. Deciding what to make, shopping, prepping, cooking, and cleaning up can sap the last bit of physical and mental energy you have after a long day. Add a few tired, grumpy kids to the mix, and the dinner hour can be quite a challenge. By having meals that you doubled from a previous meal or made with a group of friends (see Chapters 2 and 3) ready to go in the freezer, you’ll cut down on all those extra little trips to the store during the week. Even more importantly, you’ll reduce your prep, cooking, and cleanup time regularly, leaving weeknights freer to relax, spend time with your family, exercise, enjoy hobbies, or whatever else has been crowded out of your life by the daily cooking grind!

		3. Provides a wide variety of wholesome, nutrient-dense meals to help you eat more healthfully.

		Freezer cooking, especially using the recipes in this book, makes homemade food full of real, wholesome ingredients readily available. We believe eating a healthy diet means consuming a variety of whole foods, ones that are closest to their natural state. Through research and our own experience, we’ve learned that when we consume real food—with an emphasis on lots of produce, whole grains, organic or local meats and dairy, wild-caught seafood, and healthy fats—our bodies tend to do what they are supposed to do. We have more energy, sleep better, avoid headaches and stomachaches, and feel comfortably full and stop from overeating more easily. Whole foods are the fuel our bodies are made to run on.

		The good news is that freezer cooking can help you eat more whole foods in two main ways. First, cooking from scratch allows you to control what goes into your food, thus avoiding loads of extra sodium, sugar, unhealthy fats, preservatives, additives, and food dyes that are packed into fast food and other processed, store-bought foods. Second, freezer cooking also means you will have nutritious, easy-to-prepare meals at your fingertips all the time, which results in fewer fast-food runs or prepackaged meal purchases. Once you learn how easy it is to stock your freezer, your family will be well on their way to eating a wide range of nutritious foods every day.

		4. Allows you to always have meals on hand to take to a friend in need.

		With freezer cooking, it’s easy to have meals ready to go to take to new parents or others in need. Over the years, we have given many new moms, people in crisis, grandparents, college students, and even a man recently released from prison some extra freezer meals to bake or warm up at their convenience. With meals in the freezer, you can be that friend who shows up at someone’s doorstep with a healthy dinner and a few words of encouragement. It’s a

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		WHAT ARE THE STEPS TO SUCCESSFULLY FREEZING MEALS?

		
		STEP 1

		Use high-quality fresh ingredients that stand up well to freezing and thawing.

		
		
		
			FOODS THAT TYPICALLY DON’T FREEZE AND THAW WELL

			
			
			
			
			
		

		STEP 2

		Chill cooked dishes before freezing.

		
		
		STEP 3

		Freeze in an airtight, freezable container.

		
		
		
		STEP 4

		Freeze quickly and at the right temperature.

		
		
		
		
		
		
		STEP 5

		Follow recommended storage times for freezing meals.

		
		
		STEP 6

		Thaw frozen food properly.

		
		
			THE THREE SAFE WAYS TO THAW FROZEN FOOD

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			THE FOUR BEST STORAGE METHODS FOR FREEZER FOOD

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
			FREEZER STORAGE TIMES

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		ARMED AND READY
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