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INTRODUCTION
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How many of us really make the most of our freezer? Many of us buy things that are on special offer, freeze them and then forget about them, or make a dish for another day but neglect to label it before we freeze it. Most people store a loaf of bread, a pack of frozen peas and the all-important tub of ice-cream in the freezer. But it can do so much more. In this book you’ll find recipes and tips to make your freezer really work for you, saving you time and money.

Cook two, freeze one

Having a big cook-up can really save time in the kitchen. You may need to allow an extra 15 minutes or so to chop veggies and prepare meat or fish, but the cooking time will be the same whether you are making one meal or two. Freeze in portion sizes that will be most useful to you, whether that’s four portions, two portions or individual servings (useful if your family eats at different times).

Give yourself a break

During the week, take out as many portions as you need and leave in the fridge to thaw overnight. Next day you’ve got a healthy ‘ready meal’ – freeing you up to get on with your life.

Brilliant for baby food

Freeze smooth baby dinners in an ice-cube tray, then, once frozen, pop the cubes into a freezer bag, and microwave when needed. As your baby’s appetite grows, simply thaw more ice-cubes at a time. When he or she moves on to more roughly chopped food, pack mini-dinners in plastic containers. A word of warning: some microwaves heat unevenly, so stir the food once during reheating and once again before serving.

Fab for faddy kids

Batch-cook and freeze your children’s favourites and you’ll always have a healthy supper at the ready.

Get ahead

If you have invited friends over, prepare some or all of the meal in advance and freeze it, so you can enjoy their company rather than being tied to the kitchen. The freezer really comes into its own at Christmas and on other special occasions, when there are so many things to prepare.








How to use your freezer efficiently
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	A freezer needs to run at -18°C/0°F or lower. Some freezers have a digital indicator for easy checking; if yours doesn’t, it is worth buying a small freezer thermometer.

	Don’t site the freezer next to the cooker or a sunny window. Freestanding models need a little space at the back for air to circulate so that they work efficiently. Once a month – or, in real life, every three months – remove fluff and dust from the coils at the back to improve the efficiency of the freezer and reduce energy consumption.

	Wrap and label food before you freeze it.

	Never put warm or hot foods in the freezer. Cool cooked foods quickly by putting the container into a bowl of cold water with a large ice block.

	Sort through the freezer from time to time to check what’s in there. You can freeze most cooked food for up to 2 months. Use up older items before newer ones that may be at the front or on top.

	Add no more than 10 per cent of the freezer capacity of previously unfrozen food at one time. If you are planning on adding lots of veggies from the garden or cooking for a party, think about doing it in a couple of batches. Set the freezer to fast-freeze so that it is extra-cold. Allow a little space between packages so that cold air can circulate freely. When the food is frozen, restack items close together.

	Most homegrown vegetables must be blanched before freezing. Freeze as soon as possible after picking them.

	Freezers run more efficiently when full. If yours looks a bit empty, fill the gaps with a few loaves of bread, tubs of ice-cream or frozen veg.

	Open the door for as short a time as possible. It takes 30 minutes for the temperature to chill down again each time you open it. If there are young children in the house you might want to use a plastic freezer lock so the door doesn’t get left open accidentally.

	Thaw the freezer every 6 months, or as soon as there is a build-up of ice.










Save money
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Make the most of supermarket offers

Buy-one-get-one-free offers can be a genuine money-saver if you put the ‘free one’ straight into the freezer (assuming it is freezable). But check on the pack that the item hasn’t been previously frozen.

Benefit from vegetables and fruit in season

A bumper crop in your garden or a visit to a pick-your-own farm can result in healthy and thrifty meals. Blanch vegetables and freeze in portions, make into soups and sauces, or use in casseroles and baked dishes. Even lettuce makes a delicious soup that can be frozen. Open-freeze berries (see here) before packing and labelling, or purée them with sugar and a squeeze of lemon juice to make a sauce for ice-creams and desserts, or to drizzle over yogurt for breakfast. Cook large batches of fruit with sugar and a little water or wine and flavour with finely grated lemon or orange zest, cinnamon or ginger to make a compote, pie filling or crumble base.

Save time and money with ready-frozen vegetables

Frozen veg can be cheaper than their fresh counterparts, especially in winter, and are just as high in vitamins and minerals – in fact they often have a higher vitamin content because they haven’t been hanging around in storage. It is better to use some frozen veg than to buy fresh ones and not have time to use them so they end up going to waste.
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Freeze leftovers from a roast
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Popping something into a freezer bag can save both money and time. But don’t be tempted to freeze a pack of chicken breasts or minced (ground) beef that has been lurking in the fridge for a few days because you didn’t get round to cooking it – by the time it’s thawed it will be past its best.
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Freeze a leftover roast chicken carcass to make stock when you have time.
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If you have made too much gravy when cooking a roast, freeze the leftovers in a freezer bag; great for serving with sausages, or to use as the base for a savoury sauce.








Money-saving freezer tips
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That half-glass of wine left in the bottle can be frozen in an ice-cube tray and used to transform a gravy or sauce.
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Cut half a lemon into thin slices and freeze with water in an ice-cube tray for a stylish addition to drinks.
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Raw pancake or Yorkshire pudding batter freezes well.
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Blitz slightly stale bread in a food processor, then freeze the crumbs in a freezer bag. Use to coat homemade fish cakes or sprinkle over gratins before grilling.
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Grate Cheddar, Parmesan or Gruyère cheese that has got a little dry around the edges, pack in a freezer bag and use straight from the freezer.
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Freeze leftover egg whites in a small plastic container and use to make meringues or a pavlova at a later date. Yolks or beaten egg can be frozen in an ice-cube tray. Don’t freeze an egg in its shell or it will explode.








Freezer times
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The low temperature of a freezer prevents potentially harmful bacteria from multiplying, but the flavour and appearance of food will gradually deteriorate, especially if it is not well packed. This can result in freezer burn, which is dehydration, resulting in greyish-white patches on the surface of food, especially meat and poultry. The patches are not harmful, just unsightly, and they can be cut off the food once thawed.

We’ve all come across packages at the back of the freezer that have been in there a little too long. Thaw the item slowly in the fridge and then inspect it carefully when fully thawed. If in doubt, throw it out.

Cooked or prepared dishes

1–2 months


	Cooked ham, pâté

	Pancakes

	Sandwiches



2–3 months


	Enriched bread dough, such as brioche

	Raw biscuit (cookie) dough, uncooked pastry, crumble mix

	Creamy mousses, homemade ice-cream or sorbet



3–4 months


	Tarts, quiches, pies

	Cooked casseroles, gravy

	Stock

	Bread, breadcrumbs

	Cakes



8–12 months


	Fruit compotes, cooked fruit fillings for pies and crumbles



Uncooked food

1–2 months


	Bacon, sausages, hotdogs

	Smoked fish



2–3 months


	Herring, mackerel, sardines, salmon, shellfish



3–4 months


	Minced (ground) beef, pork or lamb; meatballs and burgers

	Unsalted butter, full-fat soft cheese or double (heavy) cream

	Grated hard cheese

	Chopped fresh herbs

	White fish

	Duck (joints or whole)



6–8 months


	Full-fat hard cheese, such as Cheddar or Gruyère

	Salted butter

	Jointed chicken and whole game birds

	Beef, lamb or pork steaks; chops or diced meat

	Green vegetables, blanched

	Tomatoes (open-freeze, then pack)

	Whole Seville oranges

	Halved stoned (pitted) fruits, such as peaches and plums



12 months


	Whole chicken

	Leg of lamb, joint of beef or pork

	Summer berries (open-freeze, then pack, purée or cook as compote)

	Raw egg whites or yolks (add a little salt or sugar to yolks), frozen separately or as beaten eggs










Thawing and reheating
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Many of the recipes in this book can be reheated straight from the freezer. Some can be thawed in the microwave, others overnight in the fridge.

Thawing time depends on the size and type of container and the depth of the frozen food. Meat, poultry and dairy foods are best thawed in the fridge. However, for larger quantities this can take up to 2 days. To speed up the process, you can immerse food in a well-sealed plastic bag in cold water and change the water frequently. Never thaw poultry, meat or fish by immersing in hot water.

Bacteria are not destroyed through freezing. Once a dish is taken out of the freezer to thaw, any bacteria present can multiply. Food should be brought up to 70°C/158°F for 2 minutes; test it with a meat thermometer, or check that sauces are bubbling all over the surface. This is especially important when reheating baby food (obviously you should allow this to cool before serving it). Stir food at least once during reheating so that it reheats evenly; it must be hot throughout.

Do not reheat cooked food more than once. Once food has thawed, do not refreeze it.

HELP – THE FREEZER HAS BEEN TURNED OFF!

In the case of a power cut, do not open the freezer door – and warn the rest of the family not to open it. A packed freezer should stay cold for up to 12 hours, or best-case scenario up to 36 hours.

When the power comes back on, or if the freezer has been off for longer than 12 hours, take everything out and sort through it. Set the freezer to fast-freeze. Anything that is still frozen hard can go back into the freezer, after you have wiped off any moisture. Frozen vegetables, bread and puff pastry can be put back if partly frozen, but aim to use them up within a few weeks. Use partly thawed frozen fruit to make jam, adding an extra 10 per cent of fruit to your recipe. Cooked food or shellfish that has defrosted cannot go back in the freezer. Anything else that is raw and has begun to thaw will need to be thawed fully, cooked, cooled and refrozen. Ice-cream that is partly thawed must be discarded.








Storage tips
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Choose freezer containers that suit your lifestyle: single servings if you live on your own or your family often eats at different times; four- or six-portion containers for meals you plan to share.

When reusing plastic containers such as ice-cream tubs, check that the lids fit well. For family suppers that can be cooked straight from the freezer, you can buy 23cm/9in square foil containers with lids, or smaller versions for individual servings. A selection of freezer-to-microwave dishes can be a good investment. Identical containers use space efficiently.

Ovenproof china dishes can be used in the freezer, but avoid glass, as it may shatter. However, rather than ‘losing’ a dish in the freezer you can line it with foil before adding the food; freeze until solid, then lift out and wrap well. To thaw and serve, peel away the foil and replace the food in the dish.

‘Boil in the bags’ are useful for rice or vegetables as they can go straight from the freezer to a pan of boiling water. Plastic bags with a gusset are more stable when filling with soup. Store grated cheese, breadcrumbs or crumble topping in ziplock bags that you can dip into and reseal.

Freeze soups and sauces in stackable brick shapes to make best use of freezer space. Put a plastic bag into a loaf tin, then fill and freeze; remove the tin once the food is frozen solid. If using metal ties, remove them before thawing the food in the microwave.

Leave a 2cm/¾in space when filling dishes, especially for liquids such as soup, as water expands during freezing.

Wrap meat and poultry closely with clingfilm (plastic wrap) or foil so that it won’t dry out and get freezer burn.

Use freezerproof labels and label foods clearly with their recipe title, the date you froze them and the ‘use-by’ date. You always think you will remember what’s in the box – but a few months later it can be hard to tell the difference between a frozen casserole and a fruit compote. Coloured labels or coloured pens can help you locate different foods: perhaps red labels for meat, blue for fish and so on.








MEAT
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Dinner ready and waiting sounds almost too good to be true, especially after a manic day at work or ferrying kids here and there. How about spicy slow-cooked beef with sweet potatoes or sausage and lentil stew with garlic and herb bread that can be reheated from frozen in the microwave? If you can plan a day ahead and leave a meal to thaw in the fridge overnight, why not look forward to beef and mustard hotpot, slow-cooked belly pork with richly flavoured beans, or lamb rogan josh? For a family get-together you can pull a complete roast dinner out of the freezer as if by magic: roast leg of lamb, a summer vegetable medley of peas, broad beans (fava beans) and green beans, and goose-fat-roasted potatoes.

Before freezing raw meat, it makes sense to repackage the meat into usable portions: a large pack of chicken thighs will be impossible to separate into 4 or 8 pieces once frozen as a block.

The freezer really comes into its own in preparation for large gatherings such as Christmas or Thanksgiving. Stuffing, bacon rolls, and sauces can all be made in advance to save you time on the day (see here).

When reheating food, make sure meat is piping hot right through to the centre. To test, put the blade of a small, sharp knife into the meat, leave for 10 seconds, then take out and briefly touch the blade: it should be hot. Pork and chicken should show no signs of pink juices. If you are unsure, cook the dish for a little longer and then retest. Stir sauced dishes to even out the heat.










Roast Lamb Ready and Waiting

Family and friends love to share a traditional roast dinner, and here’s a way to prepare everything – meat, potatoes and vegetables – so that it is ready to go straight into the oven from the freezer. What could be easier?

SERVES 6–8

PREP: 30 minutes

COOK: 15 minutes

COOK FROM FROZEN: 2½–3 hours

ROSEMARY ROAST POTATOES

1.5kg/3lb 5oz baking potatoes, cut into chunks

115g/4oz/½ cup goose fat

3 sprigs of fresh rosemary

6 garlic cloves, finely chopped

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

SUMMER VEGETABLE MEDLEY

500g/1lb 2oz broad beans (fava beans) in pods, shelled

200g/7oz green beans, tops trimmed

500g/1lb 2oz peas in pods, shelled

2 small leeks, cut into 1cm/½in slices

40g/1½oz/3 tbsp butter

Finely grated zest of 1 unwaxed lemon

Small handful of fresh parsley, roughly chopped

4 tsp capers, drained and chopped (optional)

ROAST LAMB

1.8kg/4lb frozen part-boned leg of lamb

2 tbsp olive oil

3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

½ tsp smoked hot paprika

1 tsp black peppercorns, roughly crushed

Leaves from 3 sprigs of fresh rosemary, roughly chopped

GRAVY

450ml/16fl oz/2 cups lamb stock

4 tbsp dry sherry or port

1 tbsp redcurrant jelly

1. Put the potatoes in a saucepan of lightly salted boiling water, bring back to the boil and cook for about 10 minutes, until almost tender. Drain in a colander, shaking it to roughen the edges. Melt the goose fat in the drained saucepan and use a little to brush a large foil roasting dish. Add the potatoes, rosemary, garlic, salt and pepper to the roasting dish, then pour the remaining goose fat over. Leave to cool, then cover with the lid. Freeze.

2. For the vegetables, put the broad beans and green beans in a large saucepan of boiling water and cook for 2 minutes. Add the peas and leeks and cook for another minute. Drain well, then transfer to a large freezer bag. Add the butter, lemon zest, parsley and capers, if using, plus a little salt and pepper. Leave to cool completely, then seal the bag, pressing out as much air as possible. Freeze.

3. Put the frozen lamb on a large piece of foil. Mix the oil, garlic and paprika with salt and the crushed peppercorns, then brush over the lamb and sprinkle with the chopped rosemary. Wrap the foil around the lamb to enclose tightly. Freeze.

TO FREEZE

At the end of step 3, label all containers and freeze for up to 2 months.

TO SERVE FROM FROZEN

Preheat the oven to 140°C/275°C/Gas Mark 1. Take the lamb, potatoes and veg out of the freezer. Unwrap the lamb, place in a roasting pan and loosely cover with the same foil. Roast on the middle shelf of the oven for 1 hour. Remove the foil, baste with the pan juices and increase the temperature to 190°C/375°F/Gas Mark 5. Remove the lid from the frozen potatoes and put them on the shelf below the lamb. Roast for 1½ hours for pink lamb or 1 hour 50 minutes for well done, basting once or twice and turning the potatoes once or twice until golden brown. After 45 minutes, tip the potatoes out into a large roasting pan for the remaining cooking.

Transfer the lamb to a serving plate, cover with the foil and leave to rest for 10 minutes. Tip the partly thawed vegetables into a saucepan, cover and cook gently for 5–8 minutes, stirring from time to time, until hot.

Meanwhile, pour off most of the fat from the roasting pan to leave just 3 tbsp, then add the stock, sherry and redcurrant jelly and bring to the boil, scraping up the meat juices from the bottom of the pan. Boil for 2 minutes, then strain into a serving jug.

Carve the lamb and serve with the roast potatoes, vegetables and gravy.








Lamb Rogan Josh

In this recipe, lamb shanks are slow-cooked so that the meat is meltingly tender and bathed in a tomato-based curry with a well-rounded flavour. Pilau rice can be prepared in advance and frozen for a quick accompaniment to any curry.

SERVES 4

PREP: 15 minutes

COOK: 2¼ hours

SERVE FROM FROZEN: Thaw overnight, then reheat 25–30 minutes in a saucepan

1 tbsp sunflower oil

4 × 300–350g/10–12oz lamb shanks

2 onions, halved and sliced

4 garlic cloves, finely chopped

4cm/1½in piece fresh ginger, peeled and finely chopped

1 cinnamon stick, halved

8 green cardamom pods, crushed

4 tbsp medium-hot curry paste

2 tbsp plain (all-purpose) flour

2 tbsp tomato purée (tomato paste)

2 tsp caster (superfine) sugar

500g/1lb 2oz tomatoes (peeled if you like), roughly chopped

600ml/1 pint/2½ cups lamb or chicken stock

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Pilau rice, to serve

Fresh coriander (cilantro), to garnish (optional)

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas Mark 4. Heat the oil in a frying pan, add the lamb shanks and cook for 10 minutes, turning until browned all over. Transfer the browned lamb shanks to a casserole dish in which they fit snugly.

2. Add the onions to the frying pan and cook for 5 minutes until just beginning to turn golden. Stir in the garlic, ginger, cinnamon and cardamom. Mix in the curry paste and cook for 1 minute.

3. Mix in the flour, tomato purée and sugar, then add the tomatoes and stock. Season well with salt and pepper, bring to the boil, then pour over the lamb. Cover the dish and cook in the oven for 2 hours until tender.

4. Serve hot, with the pilau rice, garnished with torn coriander leaves if liked.

PILAU RICE

Rinse 250g/9oz/generous 1¼ cups basmati rice in cold water, then soak for 15 minutes. Heat 25g/1oz/2 tbsp butter and 1 tbsp sunflower oil in a saucepan, add 1 finely chopped onion and cook gently for 5 minutes until softened. Add 6 crushed cardamom pods, 1 halved cinnamon stick, 4 cloves, ¼ tsp ground turmeric and 2 bay leaves and cook for 1 minute. Drain the rice and stir into the spices. Pour in 500ml/17fl oz/2¼ cups boiling water, add salt and pepper, cover and simmer for 10 minutes. Take off the heat and leave to stand for 8–10 minutes. Serve immediately or freeze.

TO FREEZE

At the end of step 3, leave to cool completely. Pack in a large freezer bag or container, seal and label. Freeze for up to 2 months.

TO SERVE FROM FROZEN

Thaw completely overnight in the fridge. Transfer to a saucepan, bring to the boil, cover and cook over a medium heat for 25–30 minutes until the lamb is piping hot right through.

TO FREEZE THE PILAU RICE

Leave to cool. Pack into a freezer bag, seal and label. Freeze for up to 2 months.

TO SERVE THE PILAU RICE FROM FROZEN

Microwave on full power, in the bag (minus any metal ties) for 3 minutes. Tip into a shallow bowl, break up with a fork, cover and cook for 6–8 minutes, until hot.


Also try this

MOROCCAN-STYLE LAMB SHANKS

Brown 4 lamb shanks in 1 tbsp olive oil and transfer
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