
Hi there! You’re listening to episode #4 of the Cook Smarts podcast. I’m Jess Dang the Founder 
of Cook Smarts and I’m here to help you become a more confident and organized cook in the 
kitchen. 
 
Today, I’m answering your questions about pots and pans!  
 
So I’ve been to kitchens without a sharp knife or a can opener or prep bowls, but I’ve never 
been to one without at least a few pots and pans. No matter how minimal your kitchen is, you 
have definitely have some pots and pans. Now maybe you don’t feel like you have the right 
ones but that’s what we’re going to get to today. I’m answering the 7 most common questions I 
receive regarding these essential kitchen tools from how to pick them to how to care for them. 
 
But before we dive in a little housekeeping. Everything we talk about today will be available in 
the show notes, which you can get to by going to cooksmarts.com/podcast/4 (the number 4). 
And today’s episode is sponsored not by All-Clad, Le Creuset, or Lodge, but our humble little 
meal plan service. 
 
If your pots and pans are suffering from loneliness and neglect, Cook Smarts meal plan service 
might just be the answer you’re looking for. We send you a new menu of meals every single 
week so you don’t have to waste time searching for recipes or waste money buying groceries 
that end up spoiling. Each meal has a gluten-free, paleo, and vegetarian option so you can mix 
and match as you like. And after you make your selections, we magically make a grocery list for 
you! It’s super easy, and you can try it for free by going to cooksmarts.com today! 
 
Alright, now onto your burning questions about pots and pans.  
 
Q1: Now, this is one of my favorites and definitely something I have a strong opinions about. Do 
you recommend buying pots and pans in sets? 

 
No! My issue is you get pots and pans you either don’t need or it’s very unlikely you’ll be getting 
the right size for each pot or pan’s usage. Macy’s, Bed, Bath and Beyond, all the stores make it 
really hard to resist. They show you all these matching pans, the price it would be if you bought 
them all separately, and then the set price, and then there’s an amazing deal on top of that. 
They’re all tapping into that infomercial strategy but just don’t fall for it. Resist because you will 
buy the whole set and end up using like 3 of them and the rest will sit neglected. Now if you do 
happen to have bought your pots and pans in a set at some point in the past, since I’m a bit of a 
minimalist, I encourage you to let go of the ones that are not working for you. You know your 
cooking best -- if there’s a pot or a pan that you’ve owned for a year and never use, I’m telling 
you and giving you permission to get rid of it. The set will not know if one of its members goes to 
Goodwill and hopefully it’ll find a home where it does get used. 
 
Q2: How do I know which pots and pans I need? 
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So most cookware guides tell you these are the pots and pans you need and that’s totally fine if 
you want a top down approach. I however, am going to offer you a bottom’s up approach, which 
is to start by understanding the meals you cook most frequently or the methods of cooking you 
do most frequently. So I’m actually going to have you make a list with 5 columns. So right now 
you might be thinking Jess, this seems like a lot of work just for some pots and pans, but these 
are some of your most important tools in the kitchen, and if you buy the right ones, they can last 
you a lifetime, so I think doing just a bit of homework into these purchases is totally worth it. 
 
In the first column, jot down all the types of meals you cook in the kitchen for breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner. You clearly don’t have to think of everything but just start with the meals you make 
most regularly. Then in the second column, I’d write down the pots and pans that they would 
require. Here’s what my list would look like if I were to do this exercise.  
 

Scrambled eggs A good non-stick pan 

Fried eggs Cast iron skillet or a griddle 

Frittatas Cast iron skillet 

Pancakes Griddle 

Stir-fries Wok 

Soups and stews Dutch oven or soup / stock pot 

Grilled or seared chicken, steak, pork 
chops 

Grill pan or cast iron skillet 

Grains, like farro or barley Soup / stock pot or saucepan 

Risottos Saute pan or cast iron skillet 

Pasta dishes Saute pan, wok, soup / stock pot 

Blanching and sauteing vegetables Saute pan, wok, soup / stock pot 

 
Your list clearly might look different than mine. If you have something on your list but unsure of 
the best pot or pan for that particular dish, just Google it. Best pot or pan for “braising meat”, for 
example, and let the internet point you to the right direction! 
 
As for the third, fourth and fifth columns, we’ll address those in the next few questions.  
 
Q3: How do I know what size pots and pans to buy? 
I wish there was like a perfect little formula I could give you for this one, but unfortunately I 
couldn’t think of one. It also varies a bit because the size you might need may change 
depending on how your household size grows. Clearly you could pots and pans of different size 

2 



but if you know if you’ll be moving in with a partner soon or having kids, you might just want to 
get something bigger now but that’s really up to you. 
 
The best way I could think of to figure out sizing was to just write down the typical amount you 
cook for each type of dish, and that’s what I would put in column 3. I’m going to say this is an 
optional column and you might be able to determine the size of the pot and pan you need 
without it but it really does help.  
 
If you decide to complete column 3, I’ll leave it up to you to decide how specific you want to get 
here or the units you want to use, and this may also vary for each dish. For example scrambled 
eggs, I would put 1 to 3 servings because sometimes I’m only scrambling eggs for myself but 
sometimes I’m scrambling eggs for my kids too. Similarly for grilling chicken, I might put down 2 
to 6 chicken breasts because sometimes I literally will just be meal prepping for my lunches for 
the week but sometimes, I’ll be cooking dinner for the entire family and will also want a little bit 
for lunch leftovers too. 
 
So how does that information inform the size of the pot or pan I use?  
 
Like I said, there’s no perfect formula but most pots or pans come in 2 to 3 sizes. Pans are 
usually measured by width and pots by volume. So frying pans and cast iron skillets usually are 
8”, 10”, 12”. Woks are a bit different but I’ve seen them anywhere from 10 to 14” wide. Dutch 
ovens, saute pans, and soup pots are typically around 3 qt, 5 qt, and 7 qt. And of course for 
soup pots, which I usually use for boiling pasta, you can find those in even larger sizes than a 7 
qt too.  
 
I find the smallest size is designed for people who are single or cooking for a household of 2. 
The second size is usually for the average family so I find it’s best suited for 3 to 6 servings. 
That said, even if you’re cooking for yourself but do a lot of cooking for leftovers you’ll want to 
scale up to the 2nd or middle size, which is why going through the exercise of completing 
column 3 can be helpful. And if you’re in a larger family or do a lot of bulk cooking, than the 
biggest size is probably for you and I find that can typically accommodate up to 10 to 12 
servings but again it may vary depending on the type of pot or pan. 
 
If you’re trying to cook beyond 10 to 12 servings, then you could batch cook meaning, cook 
however much can fit in your pan, wipe it out and cook another batch until you have the amount 
you need. Or you could consider a totally different pan. If you do find yourself frying a lot of 
eggs, like enough to feed more than 4 people, consider a griddle. Or if you’re often grilling up 
more than 5 to 6 chicken breasts at a time, consider one of those large grill pans that sits over 2 
burners. I have one of those and definitely break it out when I’m doing bulk cooking. Or just 
have 2 of the same pot or pan. So if you’re a household of 8 and you want to cook enough 
risotto for everyone plus have some for leftovers, you might need like 2 5 quart saute pans, or a 
5 and 7 quart.  
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I mentioned earlier that I sometimes scramble eggs for myself and sometimes for my kids too, 
and the best pan for scrambling eggs is a nonstick pan. But instead of having 2 sizes of nonstick 
pans, I just have 1 that accommodates the larger servings. It’s one less pan I need and 
scrambling 2 eggs in a larger pan isn’t really different than scrambling it in a smaller pan. So 
again up to you if you want to buy 2 sizes of something or just get the larger size.  
 
The one type of pot I do have 2 very different sizes of is a soup pot that I’ll use mainly for boiling 
pasta or blanching vegetables. I usually only need the medium size when I’m cooking for my 
family, which is a 5 quart, and that works great like 80% of the time. But there are times when 
I’m cooking for company or bulk cooking when I need to pull out the super large soup pot. I 
could have just bought the larger one but I do find since most of time, what I need is the middle 
size, it’s nice to have the choice to use the smaller pot so I’m not having to clean such a big pot 
when I really don’t need that volume. 
 
So take a look at what you filled out in column 3 or if you didn’t do column 3, just use a rough 
estimate to determine if you need the small, medium, or big size of a particular pot or pan, and 
that’s what you’ll put into column 4. 
 
Ok, now that we’ve determined the pots and pans you need and their appropriate size, the last 
thing we need to figure out is the material, and that brings me to our next question. 
 
Q4: What materials do you recommend? 
 
So unfortunately I don’t have a straightforward answer to this question because it really 
depends on the use of the specific pot or pan and of course, your budget. And that’s one of the 
reasons I don’t love buying pots and pans in sets is because you might want to select different 
materials for different pots and pans, so instead of buying 6 anodized aluminum pots and pans 
in a set, you might just want to buy 1 or 2 for your soup pots. Or instead of paying a lot of money 
for a bonded stainless steel set, you can just invest in 1 or 2 pots and pans where you need that 
heft.  
 
For those of you who are really into materials and want to dive into the benefits of stainless 
steel, anodized aluminum, copper, etc, I recommend just a Google search of “types of pots and 
pans material.” There are some great articles, and I’ll link to one that I found especially useful on 
the Kitchen Kaper website in our shownotes, which again can be found at 
cooksmarts.com/podcast/4.  
 
However, I do have some recommendations based on my own personal collection of pots and 
pans. Let’s start with the non-stick options first -- the standard non-stick coatings these days 
made of Polytetrafluoroethylene PTFE otherwise known as Teflon or ceramic, which is a newer 
material. So a lot of you have probably heard some really bad stories about Teflon. You can do 
a Google search on that history, but basically a chemical called PFOA is used in the process of 
making Teflon and in the early 2000s it was revealed that PFOA had cancer causing properties, 
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and since then companies have been trying to phase out PFOA out of Teflon. So while it should 
be safe, clearly I would completely understand if you one still had concerns.  
 
Since then ceramic has become more en vogue and basically it’s just a non-stick silicon coating 
on some sort of metal. I feel like they’ve been using the whole Teflon scandal to their advantage 
in marketing saying it’s better for the environment and doesn’t contain the cancer causing 
chemicals of Teflon. I’m not sure if I buy into all of the marketing but a ceramic pan is a very 
good non-stick pan, and I do have a ceramic frying pan. 
 
However, just because the whole non-stick thing has been kinda sketchy, I only use my ceramic 
non-stick pan for scrambling eggs because that’s the one kitchen task where a true non-stick 
coating pan really does the trick. I never use them at high heat, dish wash them and always use 
a silicone or wooden spoon on it to not scratch the surface. So in a way scrambling eggs is a 
perfect thing to do in these pans b/c you’ll do it at low to medium heat and don’t need to use 
anything abrasive to make them. So I think if you use it sparingly and follow those maintenance 
rules, you should be fine. 
 
My other non-stick surfaces are my cast iron skillet and my carbon steel wok. Let’s focus on cast 
iron first. I love, love, love my cast iron skillet. I have it in 2 sizes, a 10” and a 12”, and one of 
them pretty much always stays on my stovetop. I love this pan b/c it’s like the every man or 
every woman’s pan because it’s so affordable. They run about $30 and they’re just super 
versatile. If you keep it seasoned, the surface is naturally non-stick so I’m able to fry eggs in it, 
sear meats in it, make frittatas, without any issue. I also love that they can go from stovetop to 
the oven, so I can sear a thick pork chop in it and get that nice golden, brown exterior and then 
transfer to the oven to finish cooking. Same for frittatas. You can get everything started on the 
stovetop and then finish in the oven. The only downside is it is heavy and takes a bit of care but 
we could all use some strength training in the kitchen, right? Plus, we’ll address care in just a bit 
-- it’s of course, one of the most common questions I get.  
 
The other pan that really needs to be non-stick is a wok. Imagine if you made a tofu stir-fry in a 
stainless steel pan. It would all stick and you would have such a mess to clean up so my 
recommendation here is carbon steel. You can also get a cast iron wok. Lodge makes one that I 
know a lot of our meal plan members use but it is 12 lbs so if you’re looking for the workout, 
that’s definitely an option.  
 
So my wok is carbon steel, which is a super lightweight and thin material. You either buy it 
seasoned or season it yourself to make it ready for cooking, prevent future rusting, and it sort of 
initiates the non-stick surface. If it’s not seasoned, don’t worry -- it’ll come with seasoning 
instructions, and it’s fairly straightforward. And once it’s seasoned, it really is super non-stick, 
and so easy to work with. To prevent it from rusting, I do dry it immediately by putting it back 
onto the stovetop and turning the heat on until all the water evaporates.  
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Now that we’ve covered pans, let’s move to pots. Basically here the only specialty material I 
want to focus on is my enameled Dutch oven. Dutch ovens basically are cast iron pots with a 
glaze applied to them so you don’t have to season them or worry about them rusting but b/c 
they are cast iron pots, that’s why they are so heavy. But again that weight and thickness is 
what makes that pot retain heat so well, so I find that soups, stews, and braises cook really 
evenly and fast in them. And because they’re cast iron, they’re oven safe so another really 
versatile pot. 
 
And now for your other pots -- so your soup pots, saute pans, saucepans. I don’t have specific 
material suggestions for these, and here is where I’d say let your budget guide you or how 
patient you might be with maintenance. Basically it boils down to 4 options: non-clad stainless 
steel, anodized aluminum, clad stainless steel, and copper.  
 
I’ll give you a short description of each of these options and we’ll go from cheapest to most 
expensive. So cheapest option first -- that’s our non-clad stainless steel. I’m sure everyone has 
owned one of these in their life. Maybe it’s something you bought for your first apartment, but it’s 
those super lightweight silver pots. These pots are made of a single stainless steel layer, and if 
you look at the bottom, you’ll often see an aluminum bottom because aluminum conducts heat 
better than stainless steel. They’re not super durable but they definitely do the trick for boiling 
pasta or making a big batch of stock. I have two of these pots just for that purpose -- for when I 
need to boil or blanch something in a lot of water. I don’t necessarily need the quality of even 
heating, and I also want something super light. And even though these pots are less durable, 
I’ve had mine for 10 years and they’re just fine. Also, very low maintenance. You can put them 
into the dishwasher, you can soap them, you can scrub them, so they’re very forgiving in that 
way.  
 
Our next category is anodized aluminum. Now it’s rare for you to find a pure non-anodized 
aluminum pan because aluminum can react with acidic foods and impart a metallic taste to 
them. For that reason, it’s typically anodized for cookware. These are the pots with the dark 
grey material that has a bit of a sheen to it and it’s made by putting aluminum through a 
chemical process to create a more durable surface. The anodizing process also makes the 
surface a bit more non-stick though it’s not as non-stick as Teflon or ceramic. This is a great 
option for those who want a slightly non-stick surface to their pots. Plus, it’s pretty budget 
friendly. However, with time, the anodization layer may wear off and it’s also not dishwasher 
safe.  
 
Your third option is clad or bonded stainless steel. If you were to hold a non-clad stainless steel 
pan and a clad one, the thing you would notice immediately is a weight difference and a 
difference in thickness. The bonded stainless steel usually is 3 layers, with aluminum as the 
middle layer and stainless steel as the outer layers, and it’s just got this satisfying heft to it. Like 
it just feels like quality cookware to me but it is a lot more expensive than its single layer 
counterpart and about double the price of anodized aluminum, maybe even triple depending on 
the brand you’re looking at. However, these are super durable pots that will last you a lifetime 
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and also retain heat quite well due to the aluminum core and the extra layers of material. I am 
partial to clad stainless steel and I absolutely love my 5 quart All-Clad saute pan. I have a few 
other All-Clad pieces, all bought almost 15 years ago from a website called 
cookwarenmore.com, which I’ll link to in the show notes. You can buy All-Clad irregulars there 
for a lot less so that can also help with the cost.  
 
I do find these pots to be pretty forgiving and easy to maintain, and if you want them to return to 
their new shiny state, a little bit of Bar Keeper’s Friend, does the trick. If you’ve never heard of 
Bar Keeper’s friend, get some. It’s a great and very affordable cleaning agent. 
 
Ok, we’ve got one more pot material to go through, and it’s copper. Copper is the best heat 
conductor of all the materials used for cookware, meaning it gets hot fast and cools down fast, 
so it’s great for things where you really need high control of heat. However, copper is pretty 
reactive with certain foods, so it’s often used as an inner layer, so you’ll see copper core 
cookware that’s usually lined with stainless steel. The only downside is that it’s fairly expensive 
but if budget is not a concern for you, go for it. I have actually never cooked with any copper 
cookware so I cannot attest to its super heat conductivity properties but if you have cooked with 
copper cookware and have noticed a difference, I want to know! 
 
Phew, ok, that was a lot of info on materials but I hope that helps you with some of your future 
purchasing decisions because I know there are so many options out there. As you do more 
research, you can fill out column 5 with the material you want to buy for each of your pots and 
pans. Once you have all that information, it’ll be pretty easy to then search for the right pot or 
pan for purchase. 
 
Alright we have finally made it to question #5. 
 
Q5: What brands do you recommend? 
 
This is actually something I have very little opinion on. The truth is there are a lot of great 
kitchenware brands out there, and we’re not America’s Test Kitchen who has this budget to be 
testing brands. For me, I’ve got a mish mash of stuff. Like I mentioned before, I have a few All 
Clad pieces that I bought in my early 20’s and plan to have until I die. However, my 5 quart 
Dutch oven was purchased at Target for $35. The brand is Chefmate, which I don’t think is even 
a brand anymore but it’s lasted me over 10 years. One day I do hope to replace it with a nice Le 
Creuset, but I’m also in no hurry. My cast iron skillets are Lodge, which is the most popular 
brand, but I know that there are just so many options out there, so let Amazon reviews and your 
budget be your guide. Or America’s Test Kitchen, which does a really thorough job of reviewing 
kitchen tools and cookware. 
 
Next question. Question #6. 
 
Q6: We kill all of our nonstick pans. Any suggestions? 
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So, like I mentioned before, I’m still a bit wary about non-stick cookware whether it’s Teflon or 
ceramic so I do use it sparingly and only for low to medium heat applications. In my case, it 
really is only for scrambled eggs or making omelets. For high-heat cooking, I always use my 
cast iron pans. As for care, I would use only wooden or silicone tools on it, and I wouldn’t put it 
in the dishwasher, even if it said was dishwasher safe, I would feel better just handwashing it, 
which because it’s a non-stick pan, hopefully is quite easy to do. But then also just to expect 
that the nature of a non-stick coating is that it does wear so expect it to be a pan you do replace 
every few years. 
 
Q7: How do I clean cast iron? 
 
So my first answer is sparingly. Depending on what you’re cooking, you might not need to clean 
out your cast iron after every use. We use ours to fry eggs a lot of days, and I don’t bother 
cleaning it afterwards as the little bit of leftover oil just helps to keep the pan seasoned. If it’s 
more than that, I might just even wipe it out with a paper towel. 
 
If you are going to wash it, I have 3 tips:  

1. Don’t soak the pan in water as that may result in rust 
2. Try to avoid soap. It’s a pan that you want to be a bit oily because that’s how it stays 

seasoned 
3. Don’t use steel wool on it. There are brushes designed for cast iron cleaning but I just 

use a brush with natural bristles or a sponge.  
 
If you do get stuff stuck in it, there are 2 methods:  

1. Method 1 to pour some water into it, turn the heat to medium or medium-high and once 
the water is warmed up, scrape up the gunk. Then just give it a quick rinse in the sink. 

2. Method 2 is using salt and some water as a natural abrasive. I just put salt on a still 
warm pan with a bit of water and actually just use my hands to scrub the salt around the 
pan.  

 
After you are done washing it, dry it right away, again to prevent rush. You can dry it with a 
towel or what I like to do is put it back on the stovetop and turn on the heat until the water has 
all evaporated. If there’s any discoloration, I’ll rub some cooking oil into it while it’s still warm.  
 
If you follow all these steps, your cast iron will serve you so well in the kitchen. If you ever do 
see it looking super rusty, like reddish-clay colored spots forming, you probably just need to 
re-season it. There are lots of good YouTube videos showing you how to do that but basically 
it’s giving it a good wash, this time you can use soap, drying it, oiling it and then baking it in the 
oven for about an hour at 350F. That should return it back to new. 
 
Oh my gosh, that was a lot of info on pots and pans! 
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I know most of you are not in a position where you’ve been living in a kitchen that has no pots 
and pans and need to start from scratch. But hopefully this episode has helped you realize what 
might need to be purchased to make your cooking routine a bit smoother, what you might want 
to upgrade in the future and also what you can get rid of. 
 
I do not think that you need to buy expensive cookware to cook well. Expensive cookware is not 
going to motivate you to cook more. What will is having the right pieces for your cooking needs, 
and I hope we covered most of the information you need to make those decisions. 
 
I mentioned a bunch of links in this episode, and I’ll put them in our show notes, which again 
you can find by going to cooksmarts.com/podcast/4. I’ve also surveyed our community to get 
recommendations for their favorite pots and pans, and I’ll put that into the show notes as well.  
 
This is just episode 4, so please help us spread the word. If you have a friend or a family 
member who is about to get married and building out their kitchen registry, send this episode to 
them so they avoid registering for a set of pots and pans and instead go through our exercise to 
build the most functional collection of pots and pans for their needs. 
 
If you can do me another favor and leave a review on iTunes, that will help more people 
discover this show, which means we will create lots more smart, organized, and confident cooks 
in the world!  
 
Lastly, if you’re not a member of our award winning meal plan service yet, sign up at 
cooksmarts.com. We have so many delicious meals to give your pots and pans so much love 
and use. 
 
Until next time, happy cooking from your kitchen cheerleader!  
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