cooks illustrated macaroni and cheese

Cooks Illustrated macaroni and cheese is a pursuit many home cooks embark on,
seeking that perfect balance of creamy, cheesy, and satisfying pasta. This
article delves deep into what makes the Cooks Illustrated approach to mac and
cheese so revered, exploring their tested techniques, ingredient
recommendations, and variations. We'll uncover the secrets behind their
consistently delicious results, from the roux to the perfect bake, and
discuss how you can replicate that signature flavor and texture in your own
kitchen. Get ready to elevate your homemade macaroni and cheese game with
insights straight from the esteemed test kitchen.

Unpacking the Cooks Illustrated Macaroni and
Cheese Philosophy

The name Cooks Illustrated is synonymous with rigorous testing and meticulous
attention to detail, and their approach to a beloved comfort food like
macaroni and cheese is no exception. They don't just offer a recipe; they
provide a blueprint for achieving culinary perfection, dissecting every
element to ensure optimal flavor and texture. Their philosophy centers on
understanding the "why" behind each step, empowering home cooks to not only
follow instructions but to truly master the dish. This means scrutinizing
everything from the type of cheese and pasta to the cooking methods and
baking techniques, all in the pursuit of the ultimate mac and cheese
experience.

At its core, the Cooks Illustrated method emphasizes building layers of
flavor and achieving a luxurious, creamy sauce that clings perfectly to every
noodle. They prioritize quality ingredients and precise ratios, believing
that even small adjustments can significantly impact the final outcome.
Whether you're a novice in the kitchen or an experienced baker, their
detailed explanations and scientific approach to cooking make complex
techniques accessible. This commitment to demystifying the cooking process is
what has earned Cooks Illustrated its loyal following and made their macaroni
and cheese recipes a benchmark for home cooks everywhere.

The Cornerstone: Crafting the Perfect Cheese
Sauce

The heart of any great macaroni and cheese is its sauce, and Cooks
Illustrated dedicates considerable effort to perfecting this crucial
component. Their approach typically involves a foundational béchamel sauce,
built upon a carefully executed roux. Understanding the science behind the



roux is key; it’s the thickening agent that provides the smooth, velvety
texture so desired in a classic mac and cheese. Cooks Illustrated often
emphasizes the importance of cooking the flour and butter mixture
sufficiently to eliminate any raw flour taste, achieving a nutty depth of
flavor.

Mastering the Roux: The Foundation of Creaminess

The roux, a simple mixture of equal parts fat (usually butter) and flour, is
where the magic begins. Cooks Illustrated is known for specifying the ideal
cooking time for the roux, often advocating for a "white" or "blond" roux for
mac and cheese. This means cooking it just until it’'s pale yellow and smells
slightly toasty, without allowing it to brown too much, which would impart a
darker color and different flavor profile. The fat coats the flour particles,
preventing them from clumping when liquid is added, ensuring a lump-free
sauce. The precise ratio of butter to flour is also critical; too much flour
can result in a gummy sauce, while too little will leave it too thin.

Selecting the Ideal Cheeses for Optimal Melt and
Flavor

Cooks Illustrated’s cheese recommendations are always carefully considered,
focusing on both meltability and flavor. They often steer clear of pre-
shredded cheeses, which can contain anti-caking agents that hinder smooth
melting, leading to a grainy sauce. Instead, they advocate for block cheeses
that you shred yourself. A good macaroni and cheese often benefits from a
blend of cheeses. A sharp cheddar is a classic for its robust flavor, but it
might not melt as smoothly on its own. Therefore, pairing it with a cheese
known for its excellent melting properties, such as Gruyere, fontina, or
Monterey Jack, is a common strategy. They meticulously test different
combinations to find the perfect balance of sharp, nutty, and creamy notes,
ensuring each bite is a harmonious blend of cheesy goodness.

Building Flavor Beyond Cheese: Seasoning and
Enhancements

While cheese is the star, Cooks Illustrated understands that a truly
exceptional mac and cheese requires thoughtful seasoning. Beyond salt and
pepper, they often incorporate subtle yet impactful enhancers. A touch of
Dijon mustard can add a welcome tang and emulsifying properties, while a
pinch of nutmeg can subtly complement the richness of the cheese sauce
without overpowering it. Some recipes might even suggest a hint of smoked
paprika for a smoky undertone or a dash of hot sauce for a gentle warmth. The



goal is to elevate the cheesy flavor, not mask it, creating a complex and
satisfying taste experience.

Choosing the Right Pasta for Your Cooks
ITlustrated Mac and Cheese

The pasta is more than just a vessel for the cheese sauce; it plays a vital
role in the overall texture and mouthfeel of the dish. Cooks Illustrated pays
close attention to pasta shape and composition when developing their recipes,
ensuring it perfectly captures and holds the luscious sauce.

Shape Matters: Maximizing Sauce Adhesion

Certain pasta shapes are inherently better at holding onto sauces, and Cooks
Illustrated often selects these for their macaroni and cheese recipes. Shapes
with nooks, crannies, and ridges are ideal. Elbow macaroni is a classic for a
reason, its curved shape and hollow center trapping generous amounts of
sauce. Other excellent choices include shells (conchiglie), rotini, fusilli,
and cavatappi. These shapes provide ample surface area and crevices for the
creamy cheese sauce to adhere to, ensuring that every mouthful is packed with
flavor. The test kitchen often conducts side-by-side comparisons to determine
which shapes provide the optimal sauce-to-pasta ratio.

The Importance of Pasta Texture and Cooking

Beyond shape, the texture of the cooked pasta is crucial. Cooks Illustrated
emphasizes cooking the pasta to al dente, meaning it should still have a
slight bite to it. Overcooked pasta can become mushy and lose its structure,
leading to a less appealing final dish. They also consider the type of pasta,
often recommending semolina durum wheat pasta for its ability to hold its
shape and texture during cooking and baking. Properly cooking the pasta in
well-salted water is a fundamental step that cannot be overlooked for
achieving the desired results.

The Baking Process: Achieving the Perfect Crust
and Creamy Interior

While many mac and cheese recipes can be enjoyed straight from the stovetop,
the Cooks Illustrated approach often includes a baking step to achieve a
desirable crust and a perfectly unified dish. This stage is where the sauce



truly melds with the pasta, and a golden topping adds an extra dimension of
texture and flavor.

The Art of the Topping: Crumb Coatings and Beyond

A hallmark of many baked macaroni and cheese recipes is a delightful crunchy
topping. Cooks Illustrated is renowned for its experimentation with various
topping options. Common choices include buttered breadcrumbs, panko
breadcrumbs for extra crispiness, or even a sprinkle of extra cheese. The key
is to ensure the topping is applied evenly and allowed to bake until golden
brown and crispy, providing a textural contrast to the creamy interior. Some
variations might even incorporate finely grated Parmesan cheese into the
breadcrumb mixture for an added savory element.

Temperature and Timing: The Science of the Bake

Achieving the perfect bake requires careful attention to oven temperature and
timing. Cooks Illustrated typically specifies a moderate oven temperature,
allowing the mac and cheese to heat through evenly and the topping to crisp
up without burning. The goal is to reach a point where the sauce is bubbling
around the edges and the topping is a beautiful golden brown. They conduct
numerous tests to determine the optimal baking duration for different dish
sizes and oven types, ensuring consistent results. This precision prevents
the dreaded scenario of a burnt top and a lukewarm interior, or vice versa.

Variations and Enhancements: Beyond the Classic

While the classic baked macaroni and cheese is a beloved staple, Cooks
Illustrated’s extensive testing also leads to creative variations that cater
to different tastes and dietary needs. These enhancements can transform a
simple comfort food into something truly extraordinary.

Incorporating Premium Ingredients for Elevated
Flavor

Beyond the standard cheddar and Gruyere, Cooks Illustrated may explore the
use of more artisanal cheeses to add unique flavor profiles. Think aged Gouda
for its caramel notes, smoked cheddar for a deeper smoky essence, or even a
touch of blue cheese for a pungent kick. These premium ingredients can
elevate the complexity and sophistication of the mac and cheese, appealing to
more adventurous palates. Their research often uncovers unexpected cheese



pairings that create truly memorable dishes.

Adding Protein and Vegetable Mix-ins

To create a more substantial meal, Cooks Illustrated often includes
suggestions for incorporating protein and vegetables. Pulled pork, grilled
chicken, bacon bits, or even lump crab meat can add savory depth and
heartiness. For a healthier twist or a burst of freshness, finely chopped
broccoli, roasted butternut squash, caramelized onions, or sautéed mushrooms
can be folded into the sauce. These additions not only add nutritional value
but also introduce new textures and complementary flavors, making the mac and
cheese a more complete dish.

Exploring Regional and International Influences

The versatility of macaroni and cheese allows for influences from various
culinary traditions. Cooks Illustrated might explore variations that
incorporate ingredients like jalapefios for a spicy kick, a drizzle of truffle
0oil for an earthy aroma, or even a touch of soy sauce or Worcestershire sauce
for umami depth. These global influences demonstrate the boundless
possibilities within this seemingly simple dish, showcasing how creative
ingredient choices can lead to exciting new flavor experiences.

Troubleshooting Common Macaroni and Cheese
Issues

Even with precise instructions, home cooks can sometimes encounter
challenges. Cooks Illustrated’s thorough testing also helps anticipate and
address common pitfalls, providing solutions for a consistently perfect
outcome.

Addressing a Grainy Cheese Sauce

A grainy cheese sauce is often the result of overheating the cheese or using
pre-shredded cheese. Cooks Illustrated advises adding cheese off the heat or
at a very low temperature, stirring gently until just melted. Using block
cheese and shredding it yourself also helps prevent this issue, as the anti-
caking agents in pre-shredded cheese can cause the sauce to separate and
become grainy. Allowing the sauce to cool slightly before incorporating the
cheese can also be a helpful step.



Preventing a Runny or Separated Sauce

A sauce that is too thin can be due to an insufficient roux, or adding too
much liquid too quickly. Cooks Illustrated emphasizes the correct ratio of
flour to fat in the roux and gradually whisking in the milk or other liquids
to ensure a smooth, emulsified sauce. If a sauce is too runny after adding
the cheese, it can sometimes be remedied by gently simmering it for a few
more minutes to allow it to thicken, or by creating a quick slurry of
cornstarch and water to stir in. If the sauce has separated, it often
indicates the cheese was overheated or the dairy content was too high,
leading to the fat splitting from the proteins.

The journey of mastering Cooks Illustrated macaroni and cheese is one of
understanding fundamental cooking principles and applying them with
precision. From the foundational roux to the final golden crust, each step is
a building block for a truly exceptional dish. By embracing the meticulous
approach and the wealth of knowledge shared by the Cooks Illustrated test
kitchen, home cooks can consistently produce creamy, cheesy, and utterly
satisfying macaroni and cheese that rivals any restaurant or store-bought
version. It’'s a testament to the fact that with the right guidance and a
little bit of care, a classic comfort food can be elevated to culinary art.

Frequently Asked Questions

What makes the Cooks Illustrated macaroni and cheese
recipe so popular?

The Cooks Illustrated recipe is renowned for its meticulous testing and focus
on achieving a perfect balance of creamy, cheesy flavor and a satisfyingly
tender pasta texture, often employing techniques like a béchamel sauce and
specific cheese blends for optimal results.

What type of cheese is best for the Cooks
Illustrated macaroni and cheese?

Cooks Illustrated often recommends a blend of sharp cheddar for its robust
flavor and Gruyere for its nutty, melting qualities. Some variations might
also include a touch of Parmesan for added depth.

What is the secret to the creamy sauce in the Cooks
IlTlustrated recipe?

The creaminess typically comes from a well-made béchamel sauce, which
involves a roux (butter and flour cooked together) thickened with milk. This
creates a smooth, stable base for the cheese.



Do I need to grate my own cheese for the Cooks
Illustrated macaroni and cheese?

Yes, Cooks Illustrated strongly advises against using pre-shredded cheese.
The anti-caking agents in pre-shredded cheese can prevent it from melting
smoothly into the sauce, resulting in a less creamy texture.

What kind of pasta does Cooks Illustrated suggest
for their mac and cheese?

They often suggest a pasta shape with nooks and crannies that can hold the
sauce well, such as elbow macaroni, cavatappi, or shells. The key is a shape
that doesn't become mushy when cooked.

How do you prevent the sauce from breaking in the
Cooks Illustrated recipe?

Proper technique is crucial. Adding the cheese to the béchamel off the heat,
stirring gently until melted, and avoiding overheating the sauce are key
steps to prevent the fat and solids from separating.

Can I add a topping to the Cooks Illustrated
macaroni and cheese?

Absolutely! While the classic recipe focuses on the sauce, many home cooks
and even Cooks Illustrated themselves suggest a topping for added texture and
flavor, such as panko breadcrumbs mixed with melted butter and cheese, or
even crispy fried onions.

What are some common variations of the Cooks
IlTlustrated macaroni and cheese?

Variations often include adding different cheeses (like fontina or Monterey
Jack), incorporating spices like nutmeg or paprika, adding vegetables (like
broccoli or peas), or even making it a baked mac and cheese with a breadcrumb
topping.

What is the recommended cooking time for the pasta
in the Cooks Illustrated mac and cheese?

The pasta is typically cooked slightly less than al dente, often referred to
as 'tender-crisp.' This is because it will continue to cook when mixed with
the hot sauce and potentially baked.



How can I make the Cooks Illustrated macaroni and
cheese even richer?

For an even richer mac and cheese, you can consider adding a touch of heavy
cream to the béchamel instead of just milk, or incorporating a richer cheese
like Fontina or an extra tablespoon of butter into the sauce.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Cooks Illustrated Macaroni and Cheese, with
descriptions:

1. The Ultimate Macaroni & Cheese Handbook: 50+ Recipes from Classic to
Creative. This book delves deep into the art of crafting perfect macaroni and
cheese, offering a comprehensive collection of recipes that cater to every
palate. From foolproof basics to adventurous flavor combinations, you'll find
expert tips and techniques to elevate your mac and cheese game. It's an
essential guide for anyone looking to master this beloved comfort food.

2. Macaroni & Cheese: A Celebration of America's Favorite Pasta. This title
explores the rich history and diverse variations of macaroni and cheese
across the United States. It presents a delightful array of recipes,
showcasing regional specialties and innovative twists on the classic dish.
With beautiful photography and engaging prose, it celebrates the enduring
appeal and comforting nature of mac and cheese.

3. The Science of Delicious Macaroni & Cheese: Unlocking the Secrets to
Creamy, Cheesy Perfection. For those who appreciate the technical aspects of
cooking, this book breaks down the science behind achieving the ideal
macaroni and cheese. It investigates ingredient interactions, cheese melting
properties, and sauce emulsification to guide readers toward consistently
creamy and flavorful results. Understand the 'why' behind every step for
unparalleled success.

4. Cook's Illustrated Best Macaroni and Cheese Recipes: Tried and True
Favorites for Every Craving. This dedicated volume from the trusted Cook's
IlTlustrated team compiles their most beloved and thoroughly tested macaroni
and cheese recipes. It features meticulous instructions, insightful
explanations, and solutions to common cooking challenges, ensuring a perfect
outcome every time. Expect foolproof methods for classic, gourmet, and quick
weeknight versions.

5. Beyond the Bake: Innovative Macaroni and Cheese for Every Occasion. Moving
past traditional baked versions, this book presents a world of creative
macaroni and cheese possibilities. Discover no-bake wonders, stovetop
sensations, and international influences that reimagine this comfort food
staple. It’s perfect for those seeking fresh, exciting ways to enjoy their
favorite pasta dish.



6. The Home Cook's Guide to Macaroni and Cheese: Simple, Satisfying, and
Seriously Delicious. This approachable cookbook focuses on making fantastic
macaroni and cheese accessible to home cooks of all skill levels. It provides
clear, concise recipes with an emphasis on readily available ingredients and
straightforward techniques. Enjoy the satisfaction of creating deeply
flavorful mac and cheese without unnecessary complexity.

7. Mastering Macaroni & Cheese: From Beginner Basics to Gourmet
Gratification. This comprehensive guide aims to take your macaroni and cheese
skills from novice to expert. It systematically covers essential techniques,
ingredient selection, and flavor pairings, building confidence with each
chapter. Whether you prefer a simple cheddar blend or an elaborate truffle-
infused creation, this book has you covered.

8. Cook's Illustrated Best Pasta Dishes: Featuring Their Signature Macaroni &
Cheese. While not solely focused on mac and cheese, this popular title
prominently features Cook's Illustrated's highly regarded macaroni and cheese
recipes. It offers a broader look at pasta perfection, with the creamy,
cheesy classic serving as a cornerstone of its culinary expertise. Explore
other exceptional pasta dishes alongside their renowned mac and cheese.

9. The Comfort Food Cookbook: Featuring Essential Macaroni and Cheese
Recipes. This book celebrates the heartwarming world of comfort foods, with
macaroni and cheese taking center stage. It offers a collection of recipes
designed to evoke feelings of warmth and nostalgia, including expertly
crafted versions of the beloved pasta dish. Savor the simple pleasures and
deeply satisfying flavors that make comfort food so special.
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