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			Welcome to America’s Test Kitchen

			This book has been tested, written, and edited by the folks at America’s Test Kitchen, where curious cooks become confident cooks. Located in Boston’s Seaport District in the historic Innovation and Design Building, it features 15,000 square feet of kitchen space including multiple photography and video studios. It is the home of Cook’s Illustrated magazine and Cook’s Country magazine and is the workday destination for more than 60 test cooks, editors, and cookware specialists. Our mission is to empower and inspire confidence, community, and creativity in the kitchen.

			We start the process of testing a recipe with a complete lack of preconceptions, which means that we accept no claim, no technique, and no recipe at face value. We simply assemble as many variations as possible, test a half-dozen of the most promising, and taste the results blind. We then construct our own recipe and continue to test it, varying ingredients, techniques, and cooking times until we reach a consensus. As we like to say in the test kitchen, “We make the mistakes so you don’t have to.” The result, we hope, is the best version of a particular recipe, but we realize that only you can be the final judge of our success (or failure). We use the same rigorous approach when we test equipment and taste ingredients.

			All of this would not be possible without a belief that good cooking, much like good music, is based on a foundation of objective technique. Some people like spicy foods and others don’t, but there is a right way to sauté, there is a best way to cook a pot roast, and there are measurable scientific principles involved in producing perfectly beaten, stable egg whites. Our ultimate goal is to investigate the fundamental principles of cooking to give you the techniques, tools, and ingredients you need to become a better cook. It is as simple as that.

			To see what goes on behind the scenes at America’s Test Kitchen, check out our social media channels for kitchen snapshots, exclusive content, video tips, and much more. You can watch us work (in our actual test kitchen) by tuning in to America’s Test Kitchen or Cook’s Country on public television or on our websites. Listen to Proof (AmericasTestKitchen.com/podcasts) to hear engaging, complex stories about people and food. Want to hone your cooking skills or finally learn how to bake—with an America’s Test Kitchen test cook? Enroll in one of our online cooking classes.

			However you choose to visit us, we welcome you into our kitchen, where you can stand by our side as we test our way to the best recipes in America.

			
				[image: ] facebook.com/AmericasTestKitchen

				[image: ] instagram.com/TestKitchen

				[image: ] youtube.com/AmericasTestKitchen

				[image: ] tiktok.com/@TestKitchen

				[image: ] x.com/TestKitchen

				[image: ] pinterest.com/TestKitchen

			

			
				AmericasTestKitchen.com

				CooksIllustrated.com

				CooksCountry.com

				OnlineCookingSchool.com

			

			
				Join Our Community of Recipe Testers

				Our recipe testers provide valuable feedback on recipes under development by ensuring that they are foolproof in home kitchens. Help the America’s Test Kitchen book team investigate the how and why behind successful recipes from your home kitchen.
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			Introduction

			The skillet is the unicorn of the kitchen, a pan that is often underestimated but should be highly valued. We believe that once you start cooking from this book you will look at skillets with new eyes and admiration for all they can do. Just for starters, a skillet can serve as a pasta pot, a Dutch oven, a casserole dish, a griddle, and a cake pan; plus, it does all the things you probably normally use it for masterfully, like making eggs of every sort, cooking pancakes, searing meat and chicken, stir-frying, sautéing, and more.

			Well-made skillets are a valuable commodity in your kitchen, and the best ones, the brands and types we value most in the test kitchen, are beautiful, feel good in your hands, do what they are crafted to do, and many of them will last a lifetime. How far you go in the skillet world is up to you. Every recipe in this book includes a Sizing Up Your Skillet feature that highlights the skillets that will work with that particular recipe, indicates which skillet we prefer and why, and lists alternates we find acceptable along with anything you must do differently when using them.

			Every recipe had to earn its place in this book, and many reveal surprising and innovative techniques. Like sautéed chicken breasts, where a few tricks ensure evenly cooked and moist chicken, and pan-seared steaks and thick-cut pork chops, which are among several recipes that use a cold sear method for perfectly cooked meat (and fish too). The Skillet is organized largely in chapters built around cooking techniques. In each chapter, core recipes, marked Technique 101, lay out visually how to pan-roast chicken, butter-braise steak, simmer pasta, and other skillet fundamentals. Oftentimes recipes that follow use the technique, so you can see how mastering it will make you a better cook. Vegetables get this treatment, too, and we suspect these recipes will change how you make some favorites, like our braised asparagus that delivers spears with more complex flavor than high-heat roasting. Also, consider sautéed mushrooms: Our recipe steams the mushrooms in water in a skillet first, a counterintuitive method that yields an indulgent but easy side dish even on a weeknight.

			There are many advantages to skillet cooking. It is often easier and more efficient because you use just one pan, sometimes rotating ingredients in and out of the pan, as with our simple stovetop macaroni and cheese (no béchamel, no custard, no boiling the pasta separately). And our steak Caesar salad takes the classic to a new level by using the skillet for both the croutons and the steak. Delicious! And if you need a quick back-pocket pasta recipe, check out our easy method for cooking pasta right in the skillet after building a simple sauce and adding water. The master recipe is for pasta with a simple tomato sauce and includes variations to jazz it up if you want. It’s a pantry recipe and a great one to memorize. For a classic comfort food that usually requires a lot of work, see our two novel approaches to chicken pot pie: Both boast a creamy rich sauce infused with aromatics and herbs and packed with moist chunks of chicken; one has a topping made with torn store-bought croissants and the other a fancy, but easy-to-make, lattice top.

			You can travel the world with recipes you make in your skillet, too, like India’s beloved celebratory chicken biryani, simplified to be made in a skillet; Shanghai-style scallion oil noodles; and knafeh, a rich pastry popular in the Middle East (our version is modeled after one prevalent in Palestine). And then there is okonomiyaki, a savory filled pancake that is a sought-after griddled street food in Japan that we re-create using a skillet.

			This book will also help you brush up on your cooking skills for many simple things. Take fried eggs. Do you just throw them in a skillet with some butter and call it a day? Our method includes preheating the pan, using two fats, covering the pan after adding the eggs, and finishing them off the heat. Now you can have diner-style eggs at home whenever you want.

			Even breads and desserts can be easier when made in a skillet, as they take on burnished crusts and can often be brought warm to the table while still in the pan, whether it’s cornbread, a fudgy cast-iron brownie, or fruit crisp.

			In the pages that follow, we set the stage for all you need to understand about skillets to get started on your own skillet cooking adventures. Enjoy!

		

	
		
			Skillet Cooking 101

			You don’t need a lot of skillets to cook successfully, but you do need more than just one. To cover your bases, you should have a stainless-steel skillet and a nonstick skillet (of which there are many choices). With these two skillets in hand, you’ll be able to make just about any skillet recipe. That said, in the test kitchen, everyone has their favorites, and our testing gurus disagree about their favorites. One chooses stainless as her “desert island skillet” because it’s never going to wear out or rust, it’s roomy, and it heats evenly. Another chooses carbon steel because it sears beautifully but is lighter than cast iron and can go on the stove, on the grill, or in the oven.

			In this book, the recipes use skillets made from a variety of materials, including stainless steel, carbon steel, nonstick coated, traditional cast iron, and enameled cast iron. Throughout the book we mostly use 12-inch skillets, but there are some times when a 10-inch skillet is needed, both to make one of our recipe variations that serve just two, or for a recipe that just works better in a smaller skillet, like Better Hash Browns (this page). Just a few use an 8-inch skillet. In the pages that follow, you will find detailed information about each of these skillets and information on the test kitchen’s picks for the best options and why.

			 

			What Ovensafe Means and Why You Should Care

			It is important to have skillets that are ovensafe. Why? Because many recipes use the pan-roasting technique, which means that you start cooking on the stovetop and finish in the oven, like our Pan-Roasted Fish Fillets (this page). If you have a flimsy skillet or one with a plastic handle, it is a nonstarter for such recipes because the handle may burn and the skillet itself may not be safe at higher oven temperatures. For instance, there are recipes where we are braising or baking in the oven, like Buffalo Chicken Dip with Spicy Monkey Bread (this page) and Peach–Cornmeal Upside-Down Cake (this page). Not to mention those like Cast-Iron Pan Pizza (this page), where the skillet goes into a very hot oven, and Weeknight Roast Chicken (this page), where you preheat the skillet in the oven before adding a whole chicken. Being ovensafe is particularly important for traditional nonstick skillets, as the coating is the biggest limiting factor, followed by the material used to construct the handle. Seek out a nonstick skillet that is rated to at least 400 degrees. Note that nonstick skillets are not broiler safe.

			 

			What’s the Difference Between a Skillet and a Sauté Pan?

			Skillets and sauté pans have similar-size flat, broad cooking surfaces. But a sauté pan has straight high sides instead of the low sloped sides that are the hallmark of a skillet. They can be used for many of the same tasks, but there are specific times we reach for one or the other. We use a skillet when frying eggs, sautéing vegetables, searing meat, and making a pan sauce. A skillet’s low walls encourage evaporation and make it easier to slide out delicate foods. The walls of sauté pans are high enough to make them useful for frying and help to corral splatters, contain food, and prevent spills, but low enough that it’s easy to reach in with tongs. And their larger capacity makes them good when making larger braises.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Sauté Pan

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Skillet

				
			
			 

			Wash by Hand

			Straight talk: Don’t put your good cookware in the dishwasher. Its high heat and harsh detergents can corrode metal and dry out the surface of your pans—even stainless-steel ones. Dishwasher detergent will also break down the seasoning on your cast-iron and carbon-steel pans. We know no one loves washing dishes by hand, but when it comes to the longevity and performance of your skillets, it really is worth it to roll up your sleeves and do it yourself.

			To get burnt-on food off your pans, just fill the pan with water and set it to a simmer. Soon the hot water will rehydrate the burnt food and most of it will begin to lift right off. Any remaining residue should come off with a few passes of a soft sponge. For more specific information on cleaning cast iron, see this page.

			
				MANAGING HEAT LEVELS ON AN ELECTRIC STOVE

				Electric stoves can be slow to respond to a cook’s commands. This can pose a problem both with our cold-searing method, which requires an initial blast of high heat followed by a quick turndown to medium heat, as well as other recipes where the heat needs to be quickly lowered. If using an electric stovetop, preheat a second burner to medium heat while the food cooks on high heat. After the initial sear, transfer the pan to the medium-heat burner and continue cooking.
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			Skillet Accessories

			There are a few items that will come in especially handy when using a skillet. First, there are spatulas to consider. A single spatula can cover all your turning and flipping needs, but it might not be the kind you think: It’s a fish spatula. While the name makes it sound like it does only one thing, we think these spatulas are actually the best all-purpose turners out there and prefer them to conventional turners for many reasons. Their long, moderately flexible heads securely support large food items and can scoot under foods easily; and their narrow heads are easier to maneuver in tight spaces. Our favorite is the Wüsthof Gourmet 7″ Slotted Fish Spatula. For nonstick surfaces, we like the Matfer Bourgeat Exoglass Pelton Spatula. We recommend that you buy two of each because there are many instances when you need two, such as for flipping salmon and other fish fillets. Tongs are also an essential tool, and we prefer the precision and control of tongs with uncoated metal pincers because coated pincers tend to be thicker and a little less precise. That said, coated pincers are safe to use with nonstick cookware, so if you often cook with nonstick pots and pans they might be the right choice for you. OXO Good Grips makes these tongs in both sizes, both with and without coated pincers.

			A large spatula is one of the busiest tools in any kitchen and certainly comes in handy when skillet cooking, so we recommend that you have at least two, and we prefer silicone. Our winner is Di Oro Living Seamless Silicone Spatula-Large. It is firm enough to handle both scraping and scooping and fits neatly into tight corners.

			A chain-mail scrubber can be used when cleaning a superdirty traditional cast-iron pan with stuck-on food. Its linked steel rings effortlessly lift away stuck-on bits without damaging the pan’s finish. That said, it can be a bit too harsh for routine cleaning. We like the Knapp Made Small Ring CM Scrubber. Don’t use this on enamel or stainless steel. Skillet handles come in handy for cast-iron skillets, whose handles can get very, very hot. Our winner is the Nokona Leather Handle Mitt. We do not advise using it—or any other handle cover—continuously while cooking, as it will become hot.

			And finally, don’t overlook the humble wooden spoon. This will be your ally when scraping up that valuable fond off the bottom of your skillet after searing meat or chicken and it has so many other uses as well, so stock up. The Jonathan’s Spoons Spootle is our favorite.

			
				MY SKILLET DIDN’T COME WITH A LID, NOW WHAT?

				It still baffles us that so many skillets are sold without a matching lid. They come in handy for steaming, containing splatters, and keeping food warm. We recommend the Lodge 12-inch Tempered Glass Cover for all 12-inch skillets. For smaller skillets we recommend that you try using lids you already have at home to fit the skillets you have before spending money on a separate lid.

			

		

	
		
			Skillet by Skillet

			What You Need to Know

			
				Stainless-Steel Skillets

				THE CHAMPION OF FOND
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					Braised Chicken Thighs with Fennel, Chickpeas, and Apricots

				
			
			Perfect searing, flavorful sauces, and stove-to-oven versatility make stainless-steel skillets essential to home kitchens. They are, without a doubt, the unflashy workhorses of the skillet world. If you want those flavorful browned bits to form on the bottom of your skillet to either be used to develop a pan sauce or to be stirred back into the dish, a stainless steel skillet is the one to use. For instance, we call for a 12-inch stainless-steel skillet when making Smothered Pork Chops (this page), as it provides enough space for braising four bone-in pork chops and allows for good fond development, ensuring that the trademark sauce is flavorful. In fact, it is a go-to choice for many of the recipes in this book.

			 

			How to Clean Stainless Steel

			When oil gets too hot, it breaks down into its components (glycerol and free fatty acids), which then scorch and form really sticky residues on a stainless skillet especially. The residue itself forms a barrier that prevents soap from getting to the surface of the skillet and dislodging the mess. As a result, dish soap is pretty much rendered powerless. Bar Keepers Friend, which contains surfactant, oxalic acid, and a mineral abrasive, can break down and physically scrape away grease and will render your skillet spotless with just a little effort.

			 

			Why Does My Food Always Stick?

			Some sticking is actually desirable when you’re cooking with stainless steel or copper. If you are cooking especially delicate foods, such as eggs or fish, opt for nonstick or well-seasoned standard cast iron or carbon steel. Otherwise, accept that a little bit of sticking is a normal part of the process, although you can minimize it by fully preheating the pan and using plenty of fat.
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					Once food has browned, it should release fairly easily.

				
			
			If you preheat your pan and cook with fat and your food is still sticking more than you want, you may need just a little patience. When meat is first added to a pan, sulfur atoms in the protein react with metal atoms in the pan, forming a strong chemical bond that fuses the meat to the pan. Once the meat has formed a brown crispy crust, the links between the protein and metal loosen, allowing the protein to release much more cleanly than if you force it before it is ready.

			 

			The Anatomy of a Stainless-Steel Skillet
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				The Best Stainless-Steel Skillets

				Our favorite stainless-steel skillet is the All-Clad D3 Stainless 12" Fry Pan with Lid and has been for several decades. Its fully clad construction helps it heat responsively and brown evenly. Its broad cooking surface provides ample room for searing and sautéing, and gently flaring sides allow moisture to evaporate quickly and let you pour from the pan easily. On the whole, the skillet is relatively lightweight and sturdy but well-balanced. It has a well-designed stay-cool handle, so it’s especially easy to lift and maneuver. And while it’s not cheap, it’s durable—a worthy investment for home cooks.

				If you’d like a smaller version of our favorite, we also recommend All-Clad’s 10-inch and 8-inch models. The 10-inch skillet comes in handy when cooking for two in scaled-down versions of our recipes as well as some full-scale recipes, and the 8-inch skillet can be used for toasting spices or a small quantity of nuts and more.

				So what does fully clad really mean? In fully clad pans the entire body of the pan, rather than just the bottom, is composed of three or more layers of different metals bonded together. In the case of stainless-steel pans, aluminum is typically sandwiched between layers of stainless steel to give you the best of both metals: aluminum’s relatively speedy heat conduction modulated by slower transmitting, heat-retaining steel for a pan that heats evenly and holds on to that heat. It’s these layers that are known as “ply.” We prefer pans with three layers (referred to as “tri-ply”) over those with more layers. We’ve found that pans with more layers are heavier and, depending on the materials of the additional metal, can heat more slowly. And stay away from disk-bottom pans, which have layers of more conductive metal only on the bottom. These are prone to heating unevenly and scorching food near the edges.

			

			
				COPPER SKILLETS

				Copper pans are the bright and dazzling cousins of stainless-steel pans and, like them, excel at cooking evenly and responding quickly to changes in heat, making them a great choice for many everyday cooking tasks. Copper conducts heat 1.5 times faster than aluminum—another benefit of using them. But copper pans can cost a pretty penny and, honestly, their extra agility won’t make that much difference in the quality of your cooking—and a good-quality stainless-steel skillet is almost as responsive and requires less care. But what should you know if you are set on having copper pans in your arsenal? They are made in one of two ways, either by sandwiching a highly conductive copper core between layers of nonreactive metal such as stainless steel, or by lining the interior of a solid copper pan with nonreactive stainless steel or tin. Tin-lined pans are easily damaged at temperatures above approximately 450 degrees Fahrenheit. Exposed copper will tarnish if not polished regularly. Our picks? The best 12-inch steel-lined: Mauviel M’Heritage M’2000Ci Round Frying Pan. The best 12-inch copper core: All-Clad Copper Core 5-ply Bonded Fry Pan.

			

			
				Nonstick Skillets

				RELIABLE OPTION FOR A CLEAN RELEASE
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					Rustic Bread Stuffing

				
			
			Seventy percent of the skillets sold in the US are traditional nonstick skillets. There are multiple pans that qualify as nonstick because of their coatings, including seasoned carbon-steel skillets (see this page), seasoned traditional cast-iron skillets (this page), and ceramic skillets (opposite). For some recipes, there is just no other option other than a skillet with a nonstick coating. For instance, for the recipes where we use the cold-sear method (this page), the key to the technique is to avoid using oil, so the nonstick surface is critical.

			Traditional nonstick skillets have coatings made with PTFE. Best known by the brand name Teflon, PTFE (polytetrafluoroethylene) belongs to a larger category of chemical compounds called PFAS (per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances), which are responsible for making surfaces slippery and resistant to water and oils. When PTFE coatings are heated above 500 degrees, the coatings begin to break down and release fumes that can be harmful. All PTFE coatings will eventually wear out with use and stop being nonstick, so you will need to replace your nonstick skillet periodically. If you’re looking for longevity, you may prefer to purchase a cast-iron or carbon-steel skillet instead.

			That said, there are a few things you can and should do to use your nonstick cookware safely, minimizing the risk that the PFAS in their coatings will affect you.

			Don’t Use Metal Utensils on Them Metal spatulas and spoons can scratch the nonstick coating, potentially making it easier for PFAS to migrate out.

			Don’t Broil or Use Nonstick Skillets at Temperatures Above 500 Degrees Studies have shown that high temperatures can cause nonstick coatings to degrade and emit toxic fumes.

			Don’t Heat an Empty Skillet An empty skillet gets hotter than one with food in it, increasing your risk of toxic fumes. As a result, we always recommend heating any nonstick skillet with oil or butter in it, as these fats smoke at lower temperatures (usually around 350 or 400 degrees, depending on the type of fat), and provide a visual cue that the pan is getting too hot.

			
				The Best Nonstick Skillets

				Our best buy nonstick skillet is the T-fal Professional Non-Stick Frypan. This pan has a spacious and slippery surface, is lightweight and easy to handle, and induction compatible. It is ovensafe to 400 degrees. Our favorite high-end induction-compatible model is the All-Clad Stainless 12" Nonstick Fry Pan. It is more expensive because it is fully clad. It is heavier and a bit less comfortable to maneuver, but it is ovensafe to 500 degrees. Given that nonstick skillets have to be periodically replaced, you may want to really consider whether you should invest in an expensive one.

			

			
				Ceramic Skillets

				ECO-FRIENDLY ALTERNATIVE TO NONSTICK
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					Seared Scallops with Broccolini and Browned-Butter Pepper Relish

				
			
			A good ceramic nonstick skillet is an alternative to a traditional nonstick skillet, so whenever we call for nonstick in this book, you can always use a ceramic skillet. Slick and easy to clean, the best ceramic nonstick skillets are ideal for cooking delicate foods such as fish and eggs. And unlike traditional nonstick skillets, ceramic nonstick skillets don’t rely on polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE), commonly known as Teflon, to ensure that their surfaces are slippery—a plus for cooks who are concerned about the health and environmental consequences of this chemical.

			There are some trade-offs, though. In general, we’ve found that ceramic nonstick isn’t quite as nonstick or as durable as traditional nonstick and gets even less nonstick and durable over time. Ceramic surfaces are brittle by nature and thus more likely to develop microscopic surface cracks during everyday use than PTFE nonstick coatings are. It’s a problem that quickly goes from bad to worse: The rougher a cooking surface becomes, the more likely food is to stick to it, and scrubbing off that stuck-on food can cause further degradation. Another thing to know is that ceramic nonstick skillets typically run hotter than traditional nonstick skillets, so they often brown foods faster. Food may stick slightly and the pan may take a little more effort to clean. For a fairly confident and experienced cook who wants to avoid PTFE, these aren’t difficult adjustments to make.

			
				The Best Ceramic Skillet

				The winner of our testing was the GreenPan Valencia Pro Ceramic Nonstick Frypan, one of only three pans to pass our test of nonstick coating durability. It arrived slick and remained so throughout cooking and abuse tests. It also has a broad cooking surface, gently sloped walls and a comfortable handle. This brand also makes 10- and 8-inch skillets.

			

			
				Traditional Cast-Iron Skillets

				AN AMERICAN CLASSIC WITH UNPARALLELED HEAT RETENTION
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					Cast-Iron Oven-Fried Chicken

				
			
			Traditional cast-iron pans are some of the most versatile pieces of cookware you can buy since they work on the stovetop, in the oven, and even on the grill. With plenty of use, a cast-iron skillet’s surface becomes naturally nonstick, so even eggs will release easily (as long as you use a little butter or oil). We love cooking in these skillets; they’re an essential part of our kitchen. Whether we’re searing, frying, baking, braising, or roasting, these pans are incredibly sturdy; they’re also naturally nonstick. For instance, we use a traditional cast-iron pan for making Sticky Buns (this page). Its superior heat retention makes it the ideal vessel for achieving tall cinnamon buns that develop beautiful browning on the bottom, while its slick surface also ensures that the glaze sticks to the buns, not the pan. As you use this pan, its seasoning keeps improving because heated fat molecules link up to form a polymer (essentially a connected grid). This creates a hard, elastic film that bonds to the iron, protecting it from rust and forming a surface layer that easily releases food—and that is endlessly renewable. You can hand down these pans for generations.

			Cast iron doesn’t heat very evenly because its thermal conductivity, or ability to transfer heat from one part of the metal to another, is very low. What cast iron does do well is hold on to heat: Once a cast-iron pan is hot, it will stay that way much more effectively than a stainless steel (and nonstick) pan will. This makes it ideal for high-heat applications or when you want to get a good char.

			 

			Cast Iron and Acidic Ingredients

			It is best to avoid cooking wine, tomatoes, and other acidic ingredients in a traditional cast-iron pan because if acidic ingredients are cooked for an extended period of time, trace amounts of molecules from the iron can loosen and leach into the food. Although these minute amounts are not harmful to consume, they may impart unwanted metallic flavors, and the pan’s seasoning can be damaged as well.

			 

			Preheating Cast-Iron Skillets

			In our testing, it became clear that cast iron is a poor conductor of heat and tends to heat unevenly on the stove (and more or less so depending upon the level of heat you use). We found the best way to get relatively even heat without too much work was to preheat the empty pan on the stovetop. For basic sautéing (oil heated until shimmering), you should plan to preheat your skillet over medium heat for 3 minutes. For searing proteins (oil heated until smoking), we recommend preheating the skillet for an additional 2 minutes.

			 

			Caring for Traditional Cast-Iron Skillets

			These days, almost all traditional cast-iron skillets come preseasoned, and unless you have a skillet with significant damage, you’ll almost never need to season one from scratch. Here is how to clean it after every use.
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			1 Wipe interior surface of still-warm skillet with paper towels to remove any excess food and oil. Rinse under hot running water, scrubbing with nonmetal brush or nonabrasive scrub pad to remove any traces of food. (Use small amount of soap if you like; rinse well.)
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			2 Dry skillet thoroughly (do not drip-dry), then heat over medium-low heat until all traces of moisture have evaporated. Add ¼ teaspoon oil to 12-inch pan and use paper towels to lightly coat interior surface with oil. Continue to wipe surface with paper towels until it looks dark and smooth and no oil residue remains. Let pan cool completely.

			 

			First Aid for a Rusty or Crusty Skillet

			If you acquire an old skillet that’s rusty and gunky, or maybe someone left yours to soak and you found it covered in rust—don’t worry, it’s easy to restore. Rust and gunk aren’t harmful; just clean them off so you can reseason the pan. Start by scrubbing with steel wool and plenty of soap, just until its surface feels fairly smooth again (no need to be perfect!), then rinse, dry fully, and re-season. Here are two ways that work:
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			Stovetop Method Add about ½ teaspoon oil, spread with paper towels in very thin coat over pan, inside and out. Heat on medium about two minutes, wiping interior until oil seems gone (excess gets gunky). Traces of rust on towel are normal. Pan may smoke. Turn off heat, cool in place. Repeat if necessary.
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			Oven Method Heat oven to 500 degrees. Add about ½ teaspoon oil to pan, spread with paper towel, inside and out. Wipe off oil until it seems gone (excess gets gunky). Traces of rust on towel are normal. Invert skillet on oven rack; heat 1 hour. Turn off oven and leave pan to cool completely.

			 

			What Oil Should You Use for Seasoning?

			You can actually use any oil when seasoning, but the more polyunsaturated the fat, the more readily it will oxidize and polymerize. We have found that flaxseed oil, which oxidizes and polymerizes faster than other vegetable oils, forms a particularly durable seasoning.

			
				The Best Traditional Cast-Iron Skillets

				We tested 12-inch preseasoned traditional cast-iron skillets, including artisan pans made by small American companies. While we were able to cook successfully in every skillet, our favorite pans shared certain traits: They were among the heaviest, at around 8 pounds, with sides measuring more than 2 inches tall. The Smithey Ironware No. 12 Cast-Iron Skillet is made by a small company in South Carolina. With a smooth, polished interior and a classic shape, it aced all our tests, searing, baking, and browning beautifully and releasing food like a nonstick pan would. But it’s expensive, so we also chose a Best Buy: the Lodge 12-Inch Cast Iron Skillet, which offers equivalent performance at a bargain price. Its surface felt pebbly right out of the box and was a bit sticky in the beginning, but after a few rounds of cooking it released food like a champ. Both brands make skillets in multiple sizes.

			

			
				Enameled Cast-Iron Skillets

				A REAL LOOKER WITH GREAT HEAT RETENTION
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					Warm Marinated Olives

				
			
			Colorful, sturdy, and virtually maintenance-free, enameled cast-iron skillets offer an inviting alternative to traditional cast iron.

			They often get lumped in with traditional cast iron. We’ve been guilty of that ourselves. Sure, both are cast iron, but enameled versions offer a different range of features and cooking options. Like traditional cast iron, these pans have excellent heat retention, so they sear, fry, and braise well, maintaining the heat you want without undesirable temperature dips as food is added or flipped. But unlike traditional cast iron, the enamel coating makes them virtually maintenance-free. You never have to season them, and you can soak, use soap, and scrub as much as you like. Best of all, you can cook almost anything—even acidic foods that need to simmer for a long time—because the enamel seals the cast iron, making the pan rust-proof and nonreactive (unlike traditional cast iron). While both traditional and enameled cast-iron pans are induction-compatible, the smoother enameled bottoms can be a little gentler on glass cooktops (though you should still lift and place heavy pans carefully, rather than dropping or dragging). Finally, their colorful appearance is pretty enough to bring to the table for serving.

			The downside? Don’t expect enameled cast-iron skillets to be—or become—nonstick. Enamel is a glasslike coating heated to very high temperatures and bonded to the pan’s surface. It will not become seasoned as you use it, the way plain cast iron does. While some manufacturers claim their pans will become nonstick with use, in our hands-on testing experience, we have found it not to be the case. Seasoning is oil that has been heated until it polymerizes, meaning that its molecules link, bonding together and to the metal cooking surface of a pan to create a natural, renewable nonstick coating. Enamel prevents the oil from bonding to the surface as successfully as it does to plain metal. As a result, food sticks, and this won’t change over time as it does with traditional cast iron.

			
				The Best Enameled Cast-Iron Skillets

				Our ATK recommended favorite is Le Creuset Signature Skillet, 11¾″. With low, flaring sides; an oversize helper handle; wide pour spouts; a broad, satiny interior; and balanced, moderate weight, this expensive but beautifully made skillet (available in a variety of colors), is a pleasure to cook in. At half its price, the Viking Enameled Cast Iron 12-Inch Fry Pan is our Best Buy. Shaped like a traditional cast-iron skillet with straighter, less flared sides, it has small but adequate pour spouts, a broad cooking surface, and a heavier weight—well balanced by large main and helper handles. Unlike most enameled cast iron, it has a glossy enamel finish inside, making it a bit easier to clean, and a matte finish outside, which adds welcome grippiness to its handles. A sturdy, handsome pan, it comes in only charcoal gray.

			

			
				Carbon-Steel Skillets

				THE DARLING OF PROFESSIONAL CHEFS
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					Pork Potstickers

				
			
			A carbon-steel skillet is truly a jack of all trades and master of many. And assuming it’s well seasoned, it’s as slick as nonstick—but naturally so—boasting a supersmooth patina that improves with use. The price is right too. Throughout this book you will see it as an alternate for other skillets, and sometimes the first choice, as with our recipe for Singapore Noodles (this page), where it stands in for a wok because its relative light weight allows for ease while tossing, and its superior heat retention provides for rapid high-heat cooking.

			Carbon steel is an alloy made up of about 1 percent carbon and 99 percent iron. Despite its name, it actually contains a bit less carbon than cast iron. This slightly lower carbon content makes carbon steel less brittle than cast iron. So pans made with it can be thinner and more lightweight. The smooth surface of carbon steel makes it easy to acquire a slick patina of polymerized oil during seasoning. All of this adds up to a pan that is maneuverable, is excellent at searing (like stainless steel), and becomes naturally nonstick over time (like cast iron). Carbon-steel skillets are reactive, so it is best not to use them when wine, tomatoes, or other acidic ingredients are involved.

			 

			Seasoning Carbon-Steel Skillets

			Carbon-steel skillets often arrive unseasoned. Because they have such a smooth surface, it takes just a single application of oil for a new pan to be slick enough for cooking, but be aware that a new carbon-steel pan may look brown, blotchy, and streaky for months before it builds up a solid patina. The method below is by far the easiest route to proper seasoning. After this, you can start cooking. Further cooking will build on this seasoning. Repeat these steps once if your food sticks the first time you try to cook in the pan.

			1 Remove the pan’s wax or grease coating, if any, using very hot water, dish soap, and vigorous scrubbing with a bristly brush. Dry the pan, then put it over low heat to finish drying. Add ⅓ cup oil, ⅔ cup salt, and peels from two potatoes (or substitute one sliced onion).

			2 Cook over medium heat, occasionally moving peels around pan and up sides to rim, for 8 to 10 minutes. (If using onion, cook for 15 minutes or until onion turns very dark brown and almost burnt.) Discard contents, allow pan to cool, and rinse thoroughly. Dry pan and return it to medium heat to finish drying.

			
				The Best Carbon-Steel Skillets

				The best carbon-steel skillets have thick, solid construction and smooth interiors; minimal handle rivets (or none) to trap food; sides that are neither too high or too low; and an ergonomically angled handle. We recommend Mauviel pans as well as pricier options made by Northwest, Smithey, and Blu.

			

		

	
		
			The Maillard Reaction and Fond Power

			The process by which browning or caramelizing food produces flavor is known as the Maillard reaction. Just think about tucking into a nicely browned steak, a piece of poultry with deep-mahogany skin, or bread with a honey-brown exterior; here you are reaping the benefits of this chemical reaction, technically a complex series of reactions responsible for not only changing the color of the food but also adding a vast amount of flavor.

			This reaction occurs almost daily in the kitchen when you cook food that contains protein—which is practically every food. Proteins and natural sugars in a food are transformed by heat to create new complex flavor compounds. The fond, or browned bits, left behind in a cooking vessel, often a skillet, is a gold mine of flavor. The classic way to harvest fond is to add liquid (usually water, wine, or broth) to the pan and scrape. This is true whether your intent is to ultimately make a pan sauce or to simply add more flavor to a braise or stew. The moisture and scraping motion release the stuck-on bits, which then dissolve into the liquid; this process is called deglazing. The darker the fond, the more pronounced that caramelized flavor will be. But your sauce or final dish will taste bitter if the fond has blackened. Fond should be caramel-colored to dark brown; if the fond is getting too dark, add a little water to the pan and reduce the heat slowly. (For more information on building a pan sauce, plus recipes, see this page and this page.)

			 

			Fond Visuals

			To get a visual, skillet-by-skillet picture of the level of fond development with different skillets, we made sauteéd chicken breasts in two skillets—a stainless-steel and a ceramic (nonstick) skillet—and compared the results. The images clearly show that a stainless-steel skillet is the powerhouse of fond development.

			
				Stainless-Steel Skillet
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				Ceramic (Nonstick) Skillet
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			Skillet Basics That Make a Difference

			Preheat Properly

			One mistake many home cooks make is not preheating their skillet and oil properly before adding food. Browning builds flavor—but only when your skillet and oil are good and hot. While developing our skillet recipes, we kept a close eye on the oil; monitoring its appearance as the skillet heats up is the best way to gauge when it’s time to start cooking. Hot oil that creates faint waves in web-like patterns (we call it shimmering) is perfect for sautéing onions and vegetables that would burn at higher temperatures. Just-smoking oil (with small wisps of smoke escaping from the surface) is best for creating well-crusted meat, chicken, and other foods that need more heat to develop browning.
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					Shimmering Oil
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					Just-Smoking Oil

				
			
			 

			Don’t Crowd the Pan

			Allowing space between the food will keep it from steaming. Four chicken breasts or pork chops fit perfectly into a 12-inch skillet with room to spare, but jam more into the same pan and the chicken or pork will steam, not brown. Another strategy is to cook ingredients such as cut-up meat and chicken in batches, which also enhances browning and avoids steaming.
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			Pay Attention to Hot Spots

			If a recipe does not specify how to arrange the food in the pan, keep in mind that generally the inner circle of the skillet will get hotter and the edges will stay cooler, but this will depend on your stove’s burner and the size of the pan. If certain parts of your skillet develop brown spots sooner than others, know to rotate the food so that it is evenly taking advantage of hot and cool spots.

			 

			Bloom Spices

			Blooming spices in a skillet releases their aromatic oils that can suffuse an entire dish. By simply heating spices in oil, butter, or the juices rendered from browned meat or chicken, you can immediately (and effortlessly) elevate their flavors.
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			Build Flavor in Layers

			Working in stages is key to building and preserving flavor and cooking each component to its ideal state. A good example of cooking in stages and rotating ingredients in and out of the skillet to build flavor is Chicken Biryani (this page), which features layers of spiced chicken, rice, and aromatics lavished with butter and studded with dried fruit. Another example is Tinga de Pollo (this page), where we first cook the chicken in two batches and then add the onion and cook until softened, followed by the aromatics until fragrant and then the tomatoes, broth, and other ingredients, thereby building a rich base for this appealing dish.

		

	
		
			Techniques That Make the Most of Your Skillet

			These seven techniques highlight how the skillet can be used as a multi-purpose tool. A skillet can take the place of a traditional Dutch oven used for braising and poaching; it can easily move from stovetop to oven; it can be a roasting pan; it can be used in place of a plancha or griddle; and it can even serve as an alternative to a cake pan or casserole dish.

			
				Pan Roast

				This restaurant technique is a terrific way to cook meat and fish. For our Herbed Roast Pork Loin with Asparagus (this page), we sear the spice-rubbed pork in a skillet and then transfer it to the oven to roast in the oven’s even heat. Then we use the empty skillet to cook the asparagus while the pork rests.

			

			
				Poach

				Poaching often doesn’t live up to its promise to deliver perfectly cooked moist fish, chicken, or vegetables, perhaps because you really need a precise technique. We found the skillet to be a great vehicle for this because you can use a lot less liquid since we employ a modified poach/steam technique, as in our Perfect Poached Fish (this page). Elevating the fish fillets on lemon slices in a stainless-steel skillet keeps the undersides from overcooking while a poaching liquid that includes enough wine lowers its boiling point and produces more steam, surprisingly, even at a low temperature.

			

			
				Griddle and Fry

				If you crave double-stacked Smashed Burgers and wonder if you can make them at home, the answer is yes! Our recipe (this page) uses a traditional cast-iron skillet, which allows for supercrispy browning of the thin burgers without overcooking them. We heat the empty skillet over medium-low heat for 5 minutes to get it hot and ensure even heat before adding the patties. And for crispy fried chicken without all the oil? Our Cast-Iron Oven-Fried Chicken (this page) really delivers. The first step is to preheat a traditional cast-iron skillet in a hot oven until the skillet gets superhot and then add the oil and breaded chicken and return it to the oven to “fry” the chicken. The high sides of a cast-iron skillet also accommodate the frying of our Crispy Vegetable Fritters (this page), a terrific appetizer. For our Roast Beef Panini with Tangy Coleslaw (this page), we place the sandwiches in a cold stainless-steel skillet and weight them with a Dutch oven to re-create a panini press—no need to go to the deli to enjoy this comfort-food classic!

			

			
				Sear

				Searing involves cooking meat at a high temperature to create a browned crust. In this book you will find a few twists on searing; for Butter-Based Rib-Eye Steak (this page), we combine searing, basting, and lots of flipping in a smoking-hot skillet to promote even cooking and prevent a gray band of meat.

				We also discovered a cold-searing technique. We start Pan-Seared Steaks (this page) in a cold (unpreheated) skillet over high heat to burn off moisture and prevent the steaks from steaming, quickly lower the heat to keep the steaks sizzling but cooking evenly, and flip the steaks every 2 minutes. This revolutionary technique is used throughout the book with a few twists on the method.

			

			
				Sauté

				Sautéing is used to cook smaller pieces of food or thinner cuts of meat all the way through, whereas searing is used to produce a brown crust on thicker cuts of protein as well as on vegetables. Sautéing also involves regular movement of food in the pan versus searing, during which we leave the food in place to brown. See Lemon-Thyme Chicken with Garlicky Greens and White Beans (this page).

			

			
				Bake

				Most people don’t think of using a skillet for baking breads or desserts, but there are actually many advantages to doing so. Take our Fluffy Dinner Rolls (this page). Their soft, tender crumb and reflective buttery sheen are enough to make the rolls unique, but on top of these qualities, they’re baked in a cast-iron skillet for a chewy, beautifully burnished crust without additional effort. You can also use a skillet to bake our rustic Peach–Cornmeal Upside-Down Cake (this page). And it is the perfect pan in which to make a Hasselback Potato Casserole (this page).

			

			
				Braise

				Braising is a terrific method to render meat or chicken incredibly tender in the oven while incorporating a variety of rich sauce flavorings—indeed developing layers of flavors. Think braised chicken or braised beef. While this is often done in a Dutch oven, a skillet is actually a great pan for braising. For Braised Steaks with Root Vegetables (this page), the skillet is used in multiple ways: first browning and braising the steak and vegetables and then creating a luscious sauce after transferring the fork-tender meat and vegetables to a serving platter.
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			Pushing the Limits of What a Skillet Can Do

			We left no trick unexplored as we developed these skillet recipes, from appetizers to desserts. And we discovered some unique ways a skillet can deliver superior results and even company-worthy meals. Here are some examples:

			
				Achieving Tall Sticky Buns Is Even Easier in a Skillet

				Sticky Buns, the ultimate morning treat, can be made in a skillet—from the butterscotch glaze through proofing and baking. Our recipe (this page) uses a cooked flour-and-water paste (known as tangzhong) that traps water so that the dough is not sticky, and the increased hydration converts to steam during baking, ensuring that the buns are fluffy and light.

			

			
				Making Stuffed Shells in a Skillet Beats a Casserole Dish in Every Way

				Cheesy Stuffed Shells (this page) are usually a big project involving several pots and a casserole dish. Here we streamline it, first building a bright sauce in the skillet and setting aside some of it for topping, then filling the shells and placing them right in the skillet topped with the reserved sauce. The skillet goes in the oven to bake until cohesive and delightfully cheesy. No pot of boiling water required.

			

			
				Creating Fantastic Pasta Dishes Is Easy in Just One Skillet

				Spaghetti all’Assassina (this page) is one of many dishes in this book where the pasta cooks right in the sauce, but with a twist: The hallmarks of this classic dish are strands of spaghetti that range from soft to al dente to crisp and a spicy, supercomplex sauce that clings to the pasta. A lot of flipping ensures that the pasta makes contact with the pan and then we let it cook without moving until the underside is deeply browned and some strands are charred.

			

			
				Browning Chicken Before Braising Creates a Reduced Sauce for Crispy, Not Flabby, Skin

				For our Braised Chicken Thighs with Lemon, Spices, and Torn Basil (this page), we eliminate flabby skin by first browning the chicken skin side down in a stainless-steel skillet for a full 8 minutes before flipping. We then build a savory sauce in stages in the empty skillet before adding back the chicken and transferring the skillet to the oven. By using a reduced sauce rather than one that totally covers the chicken, the chicken skin keeps its appealing crispness.

			

			
				Preheating Your Skillet in the Oven Ensures the Most Evenly Cooked Roast Chicken Ever

				The problem plaguing most roast chicken is that by the time the chicken thighs are cooked through, the tender breast meat, which takes less time to reach the desired doneness temperature, is overcooked and dry. We discovered an unusual solution to this problem when developing Weeknight Roast Chicken (this page). First we place a 12-inch stainless-steel skillet in the oven as it preheats. Then we place the chicken, breast side up, in the skillet. Because the thighs have contact with hot skillet pan right away, they get a jump-start on cooking. When the breasts register 120 degrees and the thighs 135 degrees, we turn off the heat and let carryover cooking
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