
Using Your Ice Chest Efficiently 

Pre-chill before Loading Ice Chest 

One of the best things you can do to improve ice chest 
performance is pre-chill items before putting them in the ice 
chest. We put 24 cans of soda in two identical coolers with 
the same amount of ice. One case of soda had been sitting 
on the counter and the other came out of the fridge.  
 
The next morning the non-chilled sodas had no remaining ice 

and were at 49 degrees. The chilled sodas were a very cold 
32 degrees in the morning and were still a refreshing 32 
degrees at noon.  
 
Whenever possible, get all that cooler stuff nice and chilled 
before you load it. One thing I like to do is get some extra ice 

for this very purpose. You can pre-chill the contents right in 
the ice chest the night before your final pack. Then, before 
you leave, drain off the water and top off the ice. The idea is 
to head out the door with everything at optimum 
temperature and the ice fully stocked.  
 
Block or Cubed Ice? 
 
When it comes to ice performance, size matters. The same weight in block ice lasts longer 
than crushed ice. However crushed ice performs better in terms of keeping food cold.  
 
We tested four identical ice chests under the same conditions. Each one contained 7 lbs of 
ice (two with block and two with crushed) and a water bottle. One of the block ice and one 
of the crushed ice chests were drained of ice water periodically. We left the water in the 

other two.  
 
We found that the crushed ice melted much quicker than the block ice as indicated in the 
chart “Ice Type Melt Off”. You'll notice that the crushed ice yielded more water at each 
interval until evening when it simply had no more ice to melt.  
 
However, the crushed ice did a better job of cooling the ice chest contents.  
 
For longevity, the best combination is using block ice and draining the water. For cooling 
items in the ice chest, the best combination is using crushed ice and not draining the water. 
What does this all mean for campers?  
 
For one, buy an ice chest that is large enough to accommodate your food and the ice you 
will need. Coleman recommends 3/4-lbs of ice for every rated quart of the ice chest. For 
example, the 62 quart model we tested should have 46 lbs of ice. That's three blocks plus 
two bags of crushed. Sound like a lot? That's why you've been running out of ice!  
 
Most experienced campers I asked said to use a combination of block and crushed or cubed 
ice. Another option is to freeze your own ice in sizes that are somewhere between blocks 
and cubes. We usually bring two ice chests, one for drinks and another for food. The food 

chest stays closed most of the time while the kids are constantly opening the drink ice 
chest.  

 



 
On trips where you know you cannot re-supply your ice, take one ice chest as near to full as 
possible with ice blocks, which will last a long time. Put the food and enough ice to keep it 
at a safe temperature in another ice chest. As the week progresses, chip up the ice from the 

blocks and add them to the food ice chest. Remember that smaller pieces increase the 
surface area of the ice and does a better job of cooling the contents of the ice chest.  
 
Weather plays a big role in how much ice you will need for any given camping trip. We use 
much less ice in the mountains in the fall than we do at the lake in the middle of summer.  
 
Don't forget that “ice runs” can be a good excuse to send someone out of camp or for 

yourself to get out of camp so be sure to factor this into your planning.  
 
COLEMAN UPDATE  
 
Coleman now has a line of ice chests they call Ultimate Xtreme, which they say provides a 
17% increase in performance over their already efficient Xtreme line-up. Wheeled models 

are available in 50 quart ($60) and 82 quart ($108) sizes.  
 
Sources:  
Coleman: 800/835-3278; coleman.com  
Igloo: 800/324-2653; igloocoolers.com  
Rubbermaid: 888/895-2110; rubbermaid.com  
Thermos: 800/831-9242; thermos.com 

 


