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THE ULTIMATE
GUIDE TO THE
CLASSIC
AMERICAN MAC
AND CHEESE
RECIPE

There  are  few  dishes
that  evoke  the  same
leve l  o f  comfo r t ,
nostalgia,  and  pure
satisfaction as a classic
American  mac  and
c h e e s e  r e c i p e .
Whether  it  is  the star
of  a  holiday  dinner
table, a side dish at a
backyard barbecue, or
a  quick  weeknight
m e a l  o n  a  c o l d
evening, macaroni and
cheese holds a special

place in the hearts  of
millions.  It  is  a  dish
that  transcends  age,
g e o g r a p h y ,  a n d
occasion.  But  what
exact ly  makes  the
perfect  American  mac
and  cheese?  Is  it  the
creamy cheese  sauce,
the  perfectly  cooked
pasta,  or  the  golden,
crunchy  topping?  The
answer  is  all  of  the
a b o v e .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,
w e  w i l l  e x p l o r e
everything you need to
know  to  create  the
most  delicious,  soul-
warming  American
mac and cheese recipe
from scratch.
We  will  walk  through
the  history  of  th is
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beloved  dish,  break
down  the  essential
ingredients,  explain
the  science  behind  a
smooth  cheese  sauce,
and provide you with a
foolproof  method  that
w i l l  impress  your
family  and  friends.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  cook  or  a
complete  beginner  in
the kitchen, this guide
is designed to help you
mas te r  t he  a r t  o f
homemade  mac  and
cheese.  Let  us  dive
into  the  rich,  creamy,
and utterly  comforting
world of American mac
and cheese.

A Brief
History of
Macaroni

and
Cheese in
America
Before  we  get  to  the
s tove ,  i t  i s  wo r th
understanding  how
macaroni  and  cheese
became such an iconic
American  dish.  While
pasta  and  cheese
combinations  have
existed  in  European
cuisine  for  centuries,
the  modern  American
version  has  a  unique
s t o r y .  M a n y  f o o d
historians  trace  the
roots of this dish back
to  Thomas  Jefferson,
who  encountered
macaroni  in  Italy  and
France during his time
as a U.S. minister.  He
was so taken with the
dish that he imported a
pasta  machine  to  his
Monticello  estate,  and
his  enslaved  chef,
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James  Hemings,  is
credited  with  creating
an  early  version  of
baked  macaroni  and
cheese  for  a  state
dinner  in  1802.
For  much of  the 19th
century, macaroni and
cheese  remained  a
dish for the wealthy, as
both pasta and cheese
were  expensive  and
time-consuming  to
produce.  Everything
changed in 1937, when
t h e  K r a f t  F o o d s
company  introduced
the now-famous boxed
macaroni  and  cheese
dinner.  During  the
Great  Depression  and
Wor ld  War  I I ,  th i s
affordable,  shelf-stable
product  became  a
househo ld  s tap le
across  the  nation.  It
was  cheap,  easy  to
prepare,  and  filling.
The  boxed  version
introduced generations
of  Americans  to  the
concept  of  macaroni

and  cheese.  However,
t h e  h o m e m a d e
versions  made  with
real  cheese,  butter,
a n d  m i l k  n e v e r
disappeared.  Today,
the American mac and
cheese recipe exists in
countless  variations,
from stovetop versions
to  elaborate  baked
creations with gourmet
cheeses and toppings.

THE ESSENTIAL
INGREDIENTS FOR
THE BEST
AMERICAN MAC
AND CHEESE
RECIPE

The beauty of a great
American  mac  and
cheese recipe lies in its
simplicity.  You  do  not
need exotic ingredients
o r  c o m p l i c a t e d
techniques  to  achieve
exceptional  results.
What you do need are
high-quality,  fresh
ingredients and a little
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bit of patience. Let us
b r e a k  d o w n  e a c h
component.

The Pasta
W h i l e  y o u  c a n
technically  use  any
short pasta shape, the
classic choice is elbow
macaroni.  The  small,
cu rved  tubes  a re
perfect for trapping the
cheese sauce in every
bite.  However,  many
home cooks and chefs
also  favor  cavatappi,
shells,  rotini,  or  even
penne.  The  key  is  to
choose  a  pasta  with
nooks,  crannies,  or
ridges  that  can  hold
onto  the  sauce.  Be
sure to cook the pasta
al dente, which means
it should be firm to the
bite.  Overcooking  the
pasta  will  result  in  a
mushy  final  dish,
especially  if  you  are
baking it in the oven.

The
Cheese
Cheese  is,  without
question,  the  star  of
any American mac and
cheese  recipe.  The
choice  of  cheese  will
dramatically  affect  the
flavor,  texture,  and
creaminess  of  your
dish.  The most classic
a n d  w i d e l y  u s e d
c h e e s e  i s  s h a r p
cheddar .  I ts  bo ld,
tangy  flavor  provides
the  unmistakable  mac
and  cheese  taste.
However,  using  only
c h e d d a r  c a n
sometimes  lead  to  a
g r a i n y  s a u c e ,  a s
cheddar does not melt
as  smoothly  as  some
other  varieties.  The
solution  is  to  use  a
blend  of  cheeses.  A
combination  of  sharp
cheddar  for  flavor,
mozzarella or Monterey
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Jack  for  stretch  and
creaminess,  and  a
s m a l l  a m o u n t  o f
Gruyere  or  Parmesan
for depth is a winning
formula.  For  an  ultra-
creamy sauce, you can
also  incorporate  a
processed  cheese  like
Velveeta  or  American
cheese,  which  melts
b e a u t i f u l l y  a n d
prevents separation.

The Dairy
Base
A  r ich  and  creamy
cheese  sauce  starts
with  a  proper  dairy
base.  Most  traditional
American  mac  and
cheese  recipes  begin
with a béchamel sauce,
which  is  a  mixture  of
butter,  flour,  and  milk.
Who le  m i l k  i s  the
s t a n d a r d  c h o i c e
because its  higher  fat
content  contributes  to
a richer sauce. For an

even  more  decadent
r e s u l t ,  y o u  c a n
substitute half and half
or  heavy  cream for  a
portion  of  the  milk.
Some recipes also call
for a small  amount of
cream cheese or  sour
cream to add tanginess
and extra creaminess.

The
Binder
and
Topping
For  a  baked mac and
cheese, you will need a
binder  to  help  the
sauce  c l ing  to  the
pasta and a topping to
create  that  irresistible
go lden  crust .  The
binder is the butter and
flour  mixture  that
thickens the milk into a
béchamel. The topping
is usually a mixture of



6

6 American Mac And Cheese
Recipe

2026-03-18

breadcrumbs  and
m e l t e d  b u t t e r ,
sometimes  combined
wi th  ext ra  grated
cheese  or  crushed
crackers  like  Ritz  or
s a l t i n e s .  P a n k o
breadcrumbs  are  an
e x c e l l e n t  c h o i c e
because they provide a
light,  airy,  and  extra
crispy texture.

STEP-BY-STEP
STOVETOP
AMERICAN MAC
AND CHEESE
RECIPE

This stovetop version is
quick,  creamy,  and
perfect for a weeknight
d i n n e r .  I t  c o m e s
together  in  about  20
minutes and delivers a
consistently  smooth
sauce.

Ingredien

ts for the
Stovetop
Version

1 pound (16
ounces) elbow
macaroni or your
preferred short
pasta
4 tablespoons
unsalted butter
4 tablespoons
all-purpose flour
3 cups whole
milk, warmed
2 cups shredded
sharp cheddar
cheese
1 cup shredded
mozzarella
cheese
1 teaspoon salt
1/2 teaspoon
black pepper
1/4 teaspoon
garlic powder
(optional)
1/4 teaspoon
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paprika
(optional)

Instructio
ns

Cook the1.
pasta: Bring a
large pot of
salted water to a
rolling boil. Add
the macaroni and
cook according
to package
directions until al
dente. Reserve
about 1/2 cup of
pasta water
before draining.
Drain the pasta
and set it aside.
Make the roux:2.
In a large, heavy-
bottomed pot or
Dutch oven, melt
the butter over
medium heat.
Once melted,
whisk in the flour
and cook for

about 1 to 2
minutes, stirring
constantly. The
mixture should
be smooth and
lightly golden.
This is called a
roux, and it is the
foundation of
your sauce.
Add the milk:3.
Slowly pour the
warm milk into
the roux while
whisking
continuously.
This helps
prevent lumps
from forming.
Continue to
whisk until the
mixture thickens
and comes to a
gentle simmer.
This usually
takes about 3 to
5 minutes. The
sauce should be
smooth and thick
enough to coat
the back of a
spoon.
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Melt the4.
cheese: Reduce
the heat to low.
Add the
shredded
cheddar and
mozzarella
cheese to the
sauce. Stir gently
and continuously
until all the
cheese is fully
melted and the
sauce is smooth
and creamy. Do
not let the sauce
boil after adding
the cheese, as
this can cause it
to become
grainy.
Season the5.
sauce: Stir in
the salt, black
pepper, garlic
powder, and
paprika. Taste
the sauce and
adjust the
seasoning as
needed.
Combine the6.

pasta and
sauce: Add the
drained pasta to
the pot with the
cheese sauce.
Stir gently until
every piece of
macaroni is
evenly coated. If
the sauce is too
thick, add a
splash of the
reserved pasta
water to thin it
out.
Serve7.
immediately:
Spoon the
creamy mac and
cheese into
bowls and serve
while hot. This
stovetop version
is best enjoyed
right away.

THE CLASSIC
BAKED AMERICAN
MAC AND CHEESE
RECIPE

Baked mac and cheese
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is the gold standard for
holidays  and  special
occasions.  The  extra
step of baking creates
a  beauti ful  golden
crust on top and allows
the  flavors  to  meld
together  even  more
deeply.

Ingredien
ts for the
Baked
Version

1 pound (16
ounces) elbow
macaroni
6 tablespoons
unsalted butter
(divided)
4 tablespoons
all-purpose flour
3 cups whole
milk
1 cup heavy
cream
2 cups sharp

cheddar cheese,
shredded
1 cup Gruyere
cheese,
shredded
1 cup Monterey
Jack cheese,
shredded
1 teaspoon salt
1/2 teaspoon
black pepper
1/4 teaspoon
nutmeg
(optional)
1 cup panko
breadcrumbs
2 tablespoons
melted butter
(for the topping)

Instructio
ns

Preheat and1.
prepare:
Preheat your
oven to 375
degrees
Fahrenheit (190
degrees Celsius).
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Grease a 9x13
inch baking dish
with butter or
non-stick spray.
Cook the2.
pasta: Cook the
macaroni in
salted boiling
water until just al
dente. It should
be slightly firmer
than you would
normally eat it,
as it will continue
to cook in the
oven. Drain and
set aside.
Make the3.
cheese sauce:
In a large pot,
melt 4
tablespoons of
butter over
medium heat.
Whisk in the flour
and cook for 1 to
2 minutes to
make a roux.
Slowly pour in
the milk and
heavy cream,
whisking

constantly, until
the mixture
thickens.
Remove from
heat and stir in
the cheddar,
Gruyere, and
Monterey Jack
cheeses. Stir
until smooth.
Season with salt,
pepper, and
nutmeg.
Combine: Add4.
the drained
pasta to the
cheese sauce
and stir until well
coated.
Assemble the5.
dish: Pour the
macaroni and
cheese mixture
into the prepared
baking dish and
spread it evenly.
Prepare the6.
topping: In a
small bowl,
combine the
panko
breadcrumbs
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with 2
tablespoons of
melted butter.
Mix until the
breadcrumbs are
evenly
moistened.
Sprinkle the
topping evenly
over the
macaroni and
cheese.
Bake: Bake for7.
20 to 25
minutes, or until
the sauce is
bubbly and the
topping is golden
brown and
crispy. If you
want an extra
golden top, you
can broil it for
the last 1 to 2
minutes, but
watch it carefully
so it does not
burn.
Rest and serve:8.
Let the baked
mac and cheese
rest for about 5

to 10 minutes
before serving.
This allows the
sauce to set
slightly, making
it easier to serve
and preventing it
from being too
runny.

Pro Tips
for a
Perfect
Baked
Mac and
Cheese

Do not
overcook the
pasta: Since the
pasta will bake in
the oven, cook it
a full minute less
than the package
instructions
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suggest. This
ensures it
remains firm and
does not turn to
mush.
Shred your
own cheese:
Pre-shredded
cheese is coated
with anti-caking
agents that
prevent it from
melting as
smoothly.
Shredding your
own cheese from
a block
guarantees a
silky, lump-free
sauce.
Use room
temperature
dairy: Warm
milk and cream
incorporate into
the roux much
more smoothly
than cold dairy,
reducing the risk
of lumps.
Let it rest:
Allowing the

baked mac and
cheese to rest for
a few minutes
after coming out
of the oven helps
the sauce
thicken and
makes serving
much cleaner.

DELICIOUS
VARIATIONS ON
THE CLASSIC
AMERICAN MAC
AND CHEESE
RECIPE

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
mastered  the  basic
American  mac  and
cheese  recipe,  the
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r
customizat ion  are
endless. Here are a few
popular  variations  to
insp i re  your  next
creation.

Lobster
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Mac and
Cheese
For  a  truly  decadent
and  special  occasion
meal,  add  chunks  of
cooked lobster meat to
your cheese sauce. The
sweet,  delicate  flavor
o f  l o b s t e r  p a i r s
wonderfully with a rich,
creamy  cheddar  and
Gruyere  sauce.  Gently
fold  the  lobster  meat
into  the  sauce  just
before  combining with
the pasta, then bake as
usual. This version is a
showstopper  at  dinner

parties.

Buffalo
Chicken
Mac and
Cheese
If  you  love  the  flavors
of  buffalo  wings,  this
variation is for you. Stir
sh redded  cooked
chicken  and  a  few
tablespoons  of  your
favorite  buffalo  wing
sauce into the cheese
sauce before


