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! Read this first — when in doubt, throw it out

Here is the one rule that keeps your family safe when the power goes out: when in

doubt, throw it out. Keep the refrigerator and freezer doors shut, and know the clock —

a closed refrigerator keeps food safe for about 4 hours, and a full freezer holds its cold

for about 48 hours (about 24 hours if it is only half full). Any perishable food — meat,

poultry, fish, eggs, milk, soft cheese, cut fruit, and leftovers — that has been above 40

degrees Fahrenheit for 2 hours or more should be thrown out. Never taste food to

decide whether it is safe; many of the germs that cause food poisoning leave no smell,

taste, or change you can see. How you pack a cooler decides whether it holds cold for

hours or for days.

Let's pack a cooler that actually lasts
The difference between a cooler that quits by dinner and one that's still holding cold

three days later isn't the cooler. It's how you pack it.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. I get calls from folks who

bought a good cooler, filled it with ice, and were still disappointed by lunchtime. The cooler

wasn't the problem — the packing was.

The good news is that packing a cooler right takes maybe ten extra minutes, and none of it is

complicated. This guide walks you through the order of operations, step by step, so your next

cooler holds cold for days instead of hours.

★ Already packing one in a hurry?

If you're standing over a cooler right now trying to figure out what goes where, call or

text me at (330) 200-8042. I can talk you through it in a couple of minutes.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you already know most of what matters.

❑ Pre-chill the cooler with a bag of ice before you pack it for real.

❑ Ice goes on the bottom and on top — cold sinks down.

❑ Pack it tight. Fewer gaps means slower warming.

❑ Block ice on the bottom to last, cubes to fill in the gaps.

❑ Keep a thermometer inside and hold it at 40 degrees or below.

❑ Bag raw meat and set it low, away from other food.

❑ Keep the cooler shaded, not sitting in the sun.

✔ Practice once before you need it

The best time to try packing a cooler this way is on a calm afternoon, not in the middle

of an outage. Do it once and you'll know exactly what to do when it counts.



PRE-CHILL FIRST BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 4 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Pre-chill the cooler before you pack it
A warm cooler steals your ice before your food ever gets the benefit of it.

Any cooler that's been sitting in a closet or garage starts out at room temperature, plastic and

all. The first round of ice you put in doesn't cool your food — it spends its energy just cooling

down the cooler itself.

Give it a head start instead. Fill the empty cooler with a bag of ice, or ice water, and let it sit

closed for a while before you pack it for real. Then dump out that first round and pack fresh ice

and food together.

✔ Ten minutes now saves hours later

Pre-chilling takes a few extra minutes, but it means every bit of ice you pack after that

is working to keep food cold, not fighting a warm cooler.
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Build it in layers: ice, food, ice
Order matters as much as amount. Cold sinks, so where you put the ice changes

how well it works.

Start with a layer of ice on the bottom of the cooler. That's your cold base, and it's the layer

that keeps working longest, shielded from the sun and the open lid.

Pack your food in the middle, then finish with another layer of ice on top. Cold air sinks down

through the cooler, so ice on top chills everything underneath it the whole time the lid stays

closed.

✔ Don't skip the top layer

It's tempting to dump all your ice on the bottom and call it done. The top layer is doing

real work — don't leave it out.
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Pack it tight — gaps are the enemy
Every empty pocket of air in a cooler is space that warms up fast and drags the rest

down with it.

A full, snugly packed cooler holds cold longer than a half-empty one, the same way a full

freezer outlasts a half-full one. Air has almost no cold mass of its own, so the fewer gaps you

leave, the slower everything warms.

If you don't have quite enough food or ice to fill every space, use what you've got on hand.

Frozen water jugs, freezer packs, or even a rolled-up towel take up the empty room and help

hold the cold in.

✔ Frozen jugs do double duty

The same water jugs you freeze for the freezer work just as well tucked into a cooler.

Leave room at the top of each jug for the water to expand as it freezes.
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Block ice on the bottom, cubes to fill the gaps
These two kinds of ice aren't competing — they're a team.

Block ice melts slowly because it has less surface exposed to warm air, so it lasts the longest.

That makes it the right choice for your bottom layer, the one doing the long, steady work.

Cubes melt faster, but they pack into odd corners and around food in a way a block never

could. Use them to fill in the gaps between food and along the sides, and to top things off.

✔ No block ice on hand? Freeze your own

Fill a clean tub, a large freezer bag, or a jug with water and freeze it solid ahead of

time. Homemade block ice works just like the bagged kind from the store.
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Keep a thermometer inside, not just a guess
The only way to really know your cooler is holding cold is to look at a number, not to

feel the outside of the lid.

Slip an appliance thermometer in among the food and check it whenever you open the cooler.

You're aiming for 40 degrees or below, the same target as your refrigerator.

If the reading starts creeping up, don't wait for it to become a problem — add more ice right

away. It's much easier to keep a cooler cold than to bring a warm one back down.

! 40 degrees is the line

Any perishable food that's been above 40 degrees for 2 hours or more should be

thrown out. A thermometer is what lets you know before that clock even starts.
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Bag the raw meat and set it low
Raw meat is the one item in the cooler that needs its own rules.

Seal raw meat, poultry, or fish in a leakproof bag before it goes anywhere near the rest of your

food. As ice melts and things shift around, you don't want those drips reaching anything else

in the cooler.

Set it near the bottom of the cooler, below the foods you won't be cooking before you eat

them. If a bag does leak, gravity keeps the mess low and away from your bread, fruit, or

anything ready to eat as is.

✔ Double-bag if you're not sure

When in doubt, add a second bag. It costs you nothing, and it's the easiest insurance in

the whole cooler.
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Know your layout so you open it once
Every time the lid comes up, cold air spills out and warm air rushes in — the same

rule as your fridge door.

Before you close the lid for good, take a second to picture where things are. Drinks near the

top, tonight's dinner near the front, tomorrow's food further down.

• Decide what you need before you lift the lid, not while you're standing over it.

• Group items you'll want together so one quick open covers more ground.

• Keep a small separate cooler for drinks and snacks everyone reaches for all day.

• Close the lid firmly every time, even for a quick look.

✔ Fewer opens, longer cold

Treat the cooler lid like the fridge door: open with a plan, grab fast, and close it firmly.

It's free, and it works.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Packing a cooler looks a little different depending on where you live and how long

your outages tend to run.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, outages are usually shorter, and a store with ice is rarely far away.

One well-packed cooler is often all it takes to bridge the gap until the power's back or the

fridge is restocked.

• A single cooler, packed right, comfortably covers a short outage.

• You can usually restock ice from a nearby store if the outage runs long.

• A separate small cooler for drinks keeps the food cooler from getting opened all day.

• A closed fridge plus a well-packed cooler together cover most short outages with room to

spare.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, outages often run longer and help is farther away, so the plan usually

means more than one cooler. If you're on a private well, remember the pump needs power

too, so packing coolers is one piece of a bigger backup plan.

• Several coolers, packed in stages, stretch your ice supply over a longer outage.

• Buy or freeze extra ice ahead of a forecasted storm, since restocking may mean a long

drive.

• A chest freezer's frozen food can double as ice for a cooler in a pinch.

• If a generator runs your well pump, it can also refreeze ice packs between uses.

★ Somewhere in between?

Tell me how many people you're feeding and how long your outages usually run, and

I'll help you figure out how many coolers and how much ice makes sense. Call (330)

200-8042.
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A second cooler for drinks and snacks
The food cooler stays coldest when it's not the one everyone's digging through all

day.

Pack a small separate cooler with drinks, ice pops, and snacks for grazing. It can be opened

twenty times a day without putting a single meal at risk.

Your main food cooler, meanwhile, stays shut except for the handful of times a day you

actually need something out of it — which is exactly how it holds its cold for days instead of

hours.

✔ Label them if it helps

A strip of tape on each lid — 'food' on one, 'drinks' on the other — keeps everyone in

the house opening the right one without having to ask.
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Keep food dry, even as the ice melts
Melted ice still chills — it just shouldn't soak your food while it does.

As ice melts, the cold water pooling in the bottom of the cooler is still doing useful work,

chilling anything it touches. The problem isn't the water — it's food sitting directly in it and

turning soggy or waterlogged.

Keep food in sealed bags or waterproof containers before it goes in. That way the cold water

can do its job against the outside of the bag without ruining what's inside it.

✔ A drain plug is your friend

If your cooler has a drain plug, you can let excess water out without unpacking

everything, then top off with fresh ice.
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Add a blanket, find some shade
Two free moves stretch a well-packed cooler even further.

A blanket, sleeping bag, or towel thrown over a closed cooler adds an extra layer of insulation

between the lid and the sun or warm air. It's the same idea as your winter coat — it slows the

heat down.

Just as important is where you set the cooler down. A shady spot, a garage, or an interior

room keeps it out of direct sun, which can undo a good chunk of your careful packing in an

afternoon.

✔ Off the hot ground helps too

Setting the cooler on a step, a table, or a board instead of directly on hot pavement or

soil keeps one more source of warmth away from it.
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Top up the ice before it runs out
A well-packed cooler still needs attention — it's not a one-and-done job.

Check the thermometer whenever you open the cooler, and add more ice as the old ice melts

down. It's much easier to keep a cooler cold than to chase a temperature that's already

climbed.

Don't let it drift past 40 degrees before you act. If you're low on ice and a store nearby still has

power, that's the time to restock — don't wait until the cooler's already warm.

✔ Keep extra ice frozen if you can

If part of your freezer is still running on backup power, keep a stash of ice there so

you're never caught without a refill.
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Treat the cooler like the fridge
Once it's packed, the best thing you can do for a cooler is leave it alone.

Set it somewhere shaded, close the lid, and let it work. Every rule that applies to your

refrigerator during an outage — doors shut, minimal peeking, a thermometer you trust —

applies to the cooler too.

Resist the urge to check on it every few minutes. A cooler that's opened constantly loses its

cold just as fast as a fridge would, and all that careful packing goes to waste.

! Same clock, same rule

Any perishable food in the cooler that climbs above 40 degrees for 2 hours or more

should be thrown out, exactly like food in the fridge. When in doubt, throw it out.
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When the power comes back on
A well-packed cooler doesn't need to be rushed back into the fridge the second the

lights come on.

Check your fridge thermometer first. Once the refrigerator itself has settled back to 40

degrees or below, it's ready to take food back from the cooler.

Check the cooler's own thermometer too before you move anything. If everything in it stayed

at 40 degrees or below the whole time, it's fine to go back in the fridge or freezer as usual.

✔ Refreeze your ice packs and jugs

Once things are back to normal, refreeze any water jugs or ice packs you used so

they're ready and waiting for next time.



COMMON MISTAKES BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 18 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Common mistakes people make
A handful of avoidable slip-ups explain most coolers that quit early.

• Starting with a warm cooler — skipping the pre-chill step wastes your first round of ice

just cooling the plastic.

• Packing it loose, leaving air gaps that warm up fast and eat away at your ice.

• Putting ice only on the bottom and forgetting that cold sinks, so the top layer matters

too.

• Leaving the cooler in a sunny spot, which undoes half the good packing you just did.

• Letting raw meat drip onto other food instead of bagging it and setting it low.

• Opening the lid constantly to grab a drink or peek, which lets cold out every time.

! The costliest mistake is skipping the prep

Almost every disappointing cooler I hear about started out warm and loosely packed.

Ten minutes of prep at the start is worth more than any amount of ice added later.



CHOOSING A COOLER BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 19 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Choosing and storing a cooler that's ready to go
You don't need anything fancy for this guide to work, but a few basics make a real

difference.

Thicker foam walls and a lid that seals tight hold cold longer than a thin, bargain cooler. The

insulation is doing the real work — not the color, the size, or the name on the side.

A cooler with a drain plug and hinges that won't crack in the cold are worth the small extra

cost. Beyond that, bigger isn't always better — a cooler sized to what you'll actually pack

stays fuller and colder than one that's mostly empty air.

✔ Store it ready, not empty

Keep a thermometer sitting inside your cooler in the closet or garage, so it's already

there the moment you need to pack. One less thing to hunt for in the dark.
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! Read this first — carbon monoxide is the real danger

A running gas generator's exhaust contains carbon monoxide — an invisible, odorless

gas that can kill in minutes. Never run a gas generator indoors, in a garage, in a shed,

or on a porch, not even with the door open and a fan going. Run it outside only, well

away from the house — the safety agencies say at least 20 feet — with the exhaust

pointed away from every window, door, and vent. Put battery-backup carbon-monoxide

alarms on each floor and outside the bedrooms. A battery or solar power station is the

safe indoor alternative — it makes no exhaust at all. It's the reason a well-packed

cooler is often the safer choice for a short outage in the first place.

When packing isn't enough on its own
A well-packed cooler comfortably handles a short outage. If yours tend to run long,

backup power is the next step.

A gas generator makes plenty of power, but it has to run outdoors only, well away from the

house, because its exhaust carries deadly carbon monoxide.

✔ A battery power station is safe to use indoors

Unlike a gas generator, a battery or solar power station makes no exhaust and no

carbon monoxide, so it is safe to run inside the house right next to the refrigerator. A

gas generator is the opposite — it must always run outdoors, well away from doors,

windows, and vents.
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Print this page and stick it on the fridge
Keep this where you'll actually see it before you pack — the fridge door isn't a bad

choice.

❑ Pre-chill the cooler with a bag of ice before you pack it for real.

❑ Ice goes on the bottom and on top — cold sinks down.

❑ Pack it tight. Fill gaps with more ice or a frozen jug.

❑ Keep a thermometer inside and watch it.

❑ Keep the cooler shaded, not sitting in the sun.

❑ Hold it at 40 degrees or below.

★ Keep my number nearby too

Tape my number right next to this checklist: (330) 200-8042. If you're ever unsure how

you're doing, a quick call costs you nothing.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most often about packing a cooler that actually holds up.

Q: Should ice go on top of the cooler or on the bottom?

Both. Put a layer on the bottom as a cold base, pack food in the middle, and add another layer

on top. Cold sinks, so the top layer keeps chilling everything underneath it.

Q: Should I use block ice or ice cubes?

Both, if you can. Block ice melts slowly and lasts the longest, so it belongs on the bottom.

Cubes melt faster but pack into gaps around food, so use them to fill in and top off.

Q: How do I keep raw meat from leaking onto my other food?

Seal it in a leakproof bag and set it near the bottom, below food you won't be cooking. If it

does leak as the ice melts, gravity keeps the drips away from everything else.

Q: Do I need to drain the melted ice water out of the cooler?

Not urgently — cold water still chills the food around it. Keep food in sealed bags so it doesn't

sit directly in the water, and drain it through the plug when you top off the ice.

Q: How long can a well-packed cooler actually keep food safe?

It depends on the cooler and the ice, but a pre-chilled, tightly packed cooler with a mix of

block ice and cubes, kept shaded, can hold safe temperatures for days rather than hours.

Keep a thermometer inside and check it rather than guessing.

★ Still have a question?

Cooler packing comes up on a lot of the calls I get, and I'm always glad to talk it

through. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made packing a cooler that keeps your food safe feel a little less daunting

and a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page

whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed electrical or gas work

myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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