How to Freeze Summer Produce

We froze freshly picked summer fruits and vegetables last summer, then thawed them
in the middle of winter to find out which methods of freezing work best. By Keith Dresser
Our testing began last summer when we froze a variety of freshly picked fruits and vegetables to see which ones could be frozen
and which method for preserving their freshness was the most effective. Follow our suggestions and you should be able to freeze
produce for about six months—long enough to satisfy midwinter cravings for summer fruits and vegetables.

Science of Freezing

When fruits and vegetables freeze,
the water that is contained in each cell
turns into ice crystals. The size of these
ice crystals depends on how rapidly
the produce is frozen: Quick freezing
yields smaller crystals; slow freezing
creates larger crystals. As these ice
crystals form, they rupture cell walls
and internal cell organelles, which
release enzymes from their locked
compartments. When thawed, these
enzymes cause produce to develop
off-flavors and turn brown and soggy.
In vegetables, these enzymes can
be deactivated by blanching. Because
fruits are too delicate to blanch, sugar
or sugar syrup is used to reduce the
formation of ice crystals during freezing. In high concentrations, sugar acts
as a barrier between fruit and oxygen.
We also found it necessary to add
ascorbic acid to peaches and nectarines
when freezing, which deactivates the
molecules that cause browning.

F r e e z e r b as i cs

Some basic freezer knowledge will help you better preserve food.
AirFlow: To help cold

air circulate, keep food away
from freezer vents. For more
efficiency and to maintain
colder temps, vacuum filters
and coils of your refrigerator/
freezer periodically (unplug
your fridge before doing so).
Shelf Space: The more

quickly fruits and vegetables
are frozen, the less they suffer
when defrosted. Clearing
shelf space will maximize
airflow for a quicker freeze.
Increase shelf space with portable wire cabinet shelving.

Te mp e r at u r e : A survey of test kitchen staff’s
home freezers showed temps ranged from 5 degrees
to -10 degrees (0 degrees or below is optimal). Make
sure your freezer is at the coldest possible setting
(unlike your fridge, where the coldest setting is normally too cold).

T h e Co l d e st S p ot: The rear

center is the coldest spot in most
freezers, so place produce there.

h ow to f r e e z e f r u i t

fruit prep

Fruits are best frozen in individual bags
containing no more than 2 cups of fruit.
The chart below gives the amount of
syrup or sugar that should be added to
every 2 cups of fruit. To avoid lowering
freezer’s temperature by overcrowding,

freeze no more than 8 cups of fruit
at a time. Wash and dry fruits before
freezing.

Master Steps for Freezing Fruit

Sy r u p pack : For every 2 cups of

fruit, cover with the listed amount of
syrup. To make 6 cups of syrup, heat 3
cups of sugar and 4 cups of water in a
medium saucepan over medium-high
heat, stirring occasionally, until sugar
has dissolved, about 5 minutes. Cool to
room temperature.

1. FILL BAG Fit labeled and dated
quart-sized zipper-lock freezer bag
into 2-cup liquid measuring cup. Spoon
2 cups prepared fruit into bag.

S u g a r pack : Toss 2 cups of fruit

with the listed amount of sugar before
bagging and freezing. For peaches and
nectarines, add 11⁄ 2 teaspoons of Fruit
Fresh (or similar ascorbic acid–based
product) to the sugar.

Fruit

a mount

preparation

Strawberries
Raspberries
Blueberries
Peaches or
Nectarines

2 cups
2 cups
2 cups
2 cups

hulled and halved
picked over
picked over
pitted and cut into
1 ⁄ 2 -inch-thick slices

2. ADD SYRUP If using sugar syrup,
pour syrup over fruit to cover.

f reezing Amount of
m ethod Sugar or Syrup

Syrup
Syrup
Sugar
Sugar

11⁄ 4 cups
11⁄ 4 cups
1 ⁄ 3 cup
1 ⁄ 2 cup

3. SEAL Remove as much air as possible
from bag before sealing. Place bag into
second zipper-lock bag.
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4. FREEZE Lay bags flat in single layer on
baking sheet. Freeze until solid, at least
24 hours, then store anywhere in freezer.

I ll u st r at io n : J o hn B u r g oy n e

We learned it’s best to freeze fruit
with sugar syrup or sugar to reduce
the formation of damaging ice crystals
(see “Science of Freezing,” above). We
found the bright color of strawberries
and raspberries was best preserved in
syrup. Sugar did a better job of protecting the flavor of blueberries and stone
fruit. We found no good way of preserving fresh cherries.

h ow to f r e e z e v e g e ta b l es
When freezing vegetables, blanching (briefly plunging the
vegetables into boiling water) and shocking (moving them into
cold water to stop the cooking process) is critical (see “Science
of Freezing,” on page 16). Work quickly and keep vegetables
as cold as possible after they have been blanched and shocked.
Freezing warm vegetables takes longer and creates large, damaging ice crystals.

Master Steps for Freezing Vegetables

vegetable prep

Blanch all vegetables in 6 quarts of water seasoned with 1tablespoon of table salt. While we had success freezing corn, green
beans, snow peas, snap peas, shell peas, and greens, we found
tomatoes, cucumbers, zucchini, and eggplant didn’t freeze well,
due to their high water content and delicate cell structure. If
you have an abundance of these vegetables, we suggest cooking them first, such as in a sauce, then freezing them. Go to
www.cooksillustrated.com/august for the following free recipes:
Quick Homemade Pickles, Quick Fresh Tomato Sauce, and Ratatouille.
bl anching
time

vegetable

am ount

preparation

Asparagus

1 pound

tough ends snapped
off and discarded

2 minutes

Corn (Whole)

6 ears

husks and silks
removed

3 ears at a time
for 6 minutes

Corn (Kernels)

6 ears

kernels removed
from cob

4 minutes

Green Beans

1 pound

ends trimmed and cut 2 minutes
into 11⁄ 2-inch pieces

Snow Peas

1 pound

strings removed

1 minute

Snap Peas

1 pound

strings removed

2 minutes

Shell Peas

2 pounds

shelled

2 minutes

Tender Greens
(Spinach,
Chard)

8 cups lightly
packed (about
2 large bunches)

stemmed and washed 1 minute

Tough Greens
(Kale)

8 cups lightly
packed (about
2 large bunches)

stemmed and washed 2 minutes

1. BLANCH Cook prepared
vegetables until color has
brightened but vegetables are
still very crisp (see times in
chart at left).
			

4. FREEZE Place in single
layer on baking sheet lined
with parchment paper and
freeze until solid, 1 to 2
hours.

2. SHOCK Transfer to bowl
filled with ice water and cool
for 1 minute. If needed, add
more ice to water to keep
cold.
		

3. DRY WELL Transfer to
rimmed baking sheet covered
with 3 layers of paper towels.
Cover with another 2 layers
and gently dry.

5. PACKAGE Once frozen,
transfer 2 cups into labeled,
dated zipper-lock freezer
bag, squeezing out as much
air as possible.
			

6. STORE Place bag into
another zipper-lock freezer
bag and store in coldest part
of freezer.

Thawing Vegetables and Fruit

tip s f o r s u cc ess

V e g e ta b l es

When cooking with frozen vegetables, we mostly found it better to use the vegetables without thawing. This was the case with moist-heat cooking methods, such
as steaming and boiling, or when the vegetables were added to soups, stews, and
sauces. However, we did find cooking times for frozen vegetables were half as long
as for their fresh counterparts. With dry-heat cooking methods such as sautéing,
we found it best if the vegetables were partially thawed; again, they were done
in about half the time. To partially thaw vegetables, allow them to slowly thaw in
the refrigerator for about 4 hours. In a pinch, thaw the bag of frozen vegetables in
cold water for 15 to 20 minutes.

1. Keep Air Out. When exposed to a freezer’s arid environment, food
becomes dry and discolored, a condition called freezer burn. We like to freeze
in a double layer of zipper-lock freezer bags, finding this prevents freezer burn
and keeps food from picking up odors and flavors.
2. Use Small Batches. Freezing a lot of fruits and vegetables at once will
overload your freezer and cause its temperature to rise. Freezing no more than
2 pounds (8 cups) of produce at a time will keep the freezer as cold as possible
and yield much better results over the long haul.

Fruit

3. Freeze Quickly. See “Science of Freezing,” on page 16.

After comparing quick thaws under cold water and slow thaws in the refrigerator
overnight, we found slow thaws preserved more of the fruit’s original flavor and
texture. Once the fruit is thawed, transfer it to a colander and gently rinse it to
remove excess syrup and sugar. Because the fruit’s resiliency will have decreased,
we prefer to use frozen fruit in applications where the fruit will be cooked.

4. Two Freezers Are Better Than One. We’ve found produce kept in a
regularly used freezer has a shelf life two to three months shorter than produce
stored in an infrequently used freezer. Normal, everyday use causes fluctuating
temperatures. If you often freeze produce, we recommend a second freezer.
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