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INTRO TO DUTCH OVEN COOKING  

Fun, Easy, Delicious – Get FED Camping!   

Thank you for your interest in 

dutch oven cooking!  The goal 

today is to transform your camp 

meals forever!  

The dutch oven is a simple, yet 

invaluable, tool for campfire 

cooking. It is a heavy, flat 

bottomed kettle with a lid, legs, 

and a bail wire to lift and hang. It 

was designed 

to cook 

complete 

one-pot 

meals on an 

open fire - 

perfect for 

camping! You 

can stew, 

bake, roast, or 

fry food by 

controlling the 

dutch oven temperature. See 

selecting a dutch oven for details 

about choosing a good dutch 

oven for your camp cooking 

needs. The dutch oven migrated 

west as settlers expanded the 

country from the east coast. You'll 

see these ovens in use in any old 

western movie, often hanging 

over a campfire from a tripod. 

Famous explorers, such as Lewis & 

Clark, took the extra effort of 

transporting these heavy hunks of 

metal with them because they 

were so necessary in creating 

savory meals. Dutch oven 

recipes range from breakfasts to 

full dinners to hot and tasty 

desserts.  

 Since dutch ovens are made 

of thick cast 

metal, they 

absorb 

heat, retain 

it, and 

distribute it 

evenly over 

the inside 

surface. This 

means even 

cooking 

and less 

chance of burned food. You 

probably won't be taking a 

dutch oven on a backpacking 

trip, but you and your Pack will 

be very happy with the cooking 

on your next camping trip if you 

make room for your portable 

kitchen stove. The dutch oven is 

the ultimate camp cooking 

utensil - all you need is a 

campfire or charcoal briquettes!
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DUTCH OVEN COOKING 

TIPS AND TRICKS 

Keep an eye on your ovens. 

There should always be 

someone monitoring any fire. 

 

Line the dutch oven with 

aluminum foil to minimize 

clean-up of sugary desserts. 

 

Use an aluminum pie tin set on 

4 pebbles in the dutch oven 

for rolls or biscuits. 

 

Prepare as much of your food 

as possible at home. Cut your 

vegetables and such in your 

clean kitchen and then bring 

along in zip-loc bags. 

 

A bit of oil or grease rubbed in 

the oven will really help 

minimize food sticking. 

 

Dropping a dutch oven will 

break or crack it. It's easier 

than you think! 

 

Use wooden or metal utensils 

to scoop out food. Plastic 

spatulas touching the dutch 

oven sides can melt. 
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SELECTING A DUTCH OVEN  

 

Dutch ovens come in different 

styles, metals, sizes, and qualities. 

Take the following list with you to 

the store or refer to it when you 

buy online to make sure you 

purchase a good, usable item. It's 

easy to buy the wrong thing so 

take a few minutes to understand 

the features and costs of various 

dutch ovens.  

Legs- your oven must have 

three legs to keep it off the coals. 

This lets you set the oven on the 

ground and slide hot coals under 

it as needed. Don't accidentally 

purchase a bean pot kettle 

thinking it is a dutch oven - you 

need to have legs. Make sure the 

legs are thick where they 

connect to the oven. Skinny legs 

may poke through the bottom of 

the oven if it gets too hot and 

more ovens are stacked on top. 

The legs should be at least over 

an inch high.  

Bail- a wire loop attached on 

opposite sides of the dutch oven. 

It should be heavy gage wire, not 

thin, easily bent wire that might 

melt. The spots where the bail is 

attached should be molded 

parts of the kettle, not riveted in 

place. The rivets can rust out, 

melt out, or break off. The bail 

should be easily raised and 

lowered, not catching on the lid. 

It should also stand on its own at 

about a 45 degree angle so it is 

up and away from the heat.  

Lid- the lid is an extremely 

important part of dutch oven 

cooking. Keep these features in 

mind:  

Rimmed - rim keeps coals and 

ash on the lid and prevents them 

from falling in the food when it is 

removed.  

Handle - there should be a 

handle molded into the center of 

the lid. It must have a hollow 

space between the handle and 

lid so you can slide a lid lifter 

under it to lift. A handle riveted 

on or a solid handle with no 

space will not work well.  

Tight-fitting - check that the lid 

fits snugly on the kettle with no 

gaps all the way around. This is 

required to keep steam inside 

and prevent food from drying out 

and burning. 

 Curved - the inside of the lid 

should be concave so that it can 

be placed upside down on coals 

and used as a fry pan or gravy 

maker.  

Kettle- check that the sides of 

the kettle are an even thickness 

all around. Also check the quality 

of the cast. A cheaper cast may 

have pits and have more excess 

metal at the mold seams. A 

rough surface on the cast is 

actually ok since it may hold the 

'seasoning' better than a very 

smooth surface when you start to 

use it. 

 Manufacturer- Lodge is a well-

respected American company 

that makes solid dutch ovens. 

They have the required features 

and are good quality casting. 

Camp Chef is another good 

brand that you should be 

comfortable purchasing if on a 

budget.  

Size- dutch ovens range from 

8 inches up to 24 inches in 

diameter. The most common size 

is 12 inches and is great for 

groups of 6 to 10, depending on 

the meal. Here are charts for 

Lodge and MACA dutch ovens 

and their ideal uses:

Capacity Weight

(quarts) (pounds)

8" 2 3" 11 Side dishes, vegetables, desserts, and sauces for 2 or 3 people

10" 4 3.5" 15 Side dishes, vegetables, beans, small roasts, desserts, and sauces

12" 6 3.75" 20 Roasts, poultry, fish, stews, potatoes, beans, rolls, breads, and desserts

12" D 8 5" 23 Standing rib roasts, hams, whole chickens, stews, potatoes, beans, rolls, and breads

14" 8 3.75" 26 Larger roasts, chicken, stews, potatoes, rolls, breads, and desserts

14" D 10 4.5" 28 Standing rib roasts, hams, chickens, stews, potatoes, rolls, and breads

16" 12 3.75" 32 Large quantities of meat, stews, potatoes, rolls, breads, and desserts

Size Depth Dishes
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COOKING & TEMPERATURE  

 

There are 3 good ways for 

estimating temperature. 

Depending on your skill level and 

how you'll be cooking, one of 

them should work for you.  

There are many environmental 

factors that will influence your 

oven temperature. Wind, colder 

air temps, higher humidity and 

higher elevation reduce heat 

generated by coals. 

Nearly all dutch oven cooking 

will come out ok if your dutch 

oven is about 350 degrees. Some 

things should be cooked hotter 

and some cooler, but that's the 

temperature for all recipes that 

fail to include a temperature 

suggestion. 

Hand Test 

Remove the lid from the dutch 

oven and place your hand just 

above or just inside the oven. 

Count how many seconds you 

can keep your hand there before 

it gets too hot. It is about 50 

degrees per second counting 

down from 550, so just count - 

"550, and 500, and 450, and 400, 

and 350, and 300, ...".  

 

This is a preferred method. It is 

consistent and detects 

temperature instead of 

estimating the amount of fuel. 

You do release heat so you need 

to do the check as quickly and 

infrequently as you can. 

Rule of 3 

This is a real simple estimate of 

briquettes. Take the dutch oven 

diameter and add 3 briquettes 

on top. Subtract 3 briquettes 

underneath. So, a 12 inch oven 

would have 12+3=15 on top and 

12-3=9 underneath. This works for 

any size dutch oven. Then you 

need to adjust briquette 

placement depending on the 

type of cooking.  

If your camp cooking calls for 

stewing or frying, you'll want to 

drop most of those top coals 

down and shove them under the 

oven. If you're baking breads, 

then maybe move a couple from 

underneath up to the top. 

Just remember that a ring 

around the top and a ring 

around the bottom is your base 

starting point and tweak it from 

there.  

Counting Charcoal 

The normal formula is to use 

twice the number of briquettes as 

the diameter of the oven. For a 

12 inch oven, you would use 24 

briquettes. Depending on the 

type of cooking you are doing, 

you need to make the heat 

come more from the top or 

bottom of the oven.  

To do this, you place more or 

less of the briquettes on the lid. 

Here is a simple chart:  

Baking More heat from top so 

bottom does not burn. 

3/4  on top & 1/4 underneath.  

Roasting Heat comes equally 

from top and bottom. 

1/2 on top & 1/2 underneath.  

Stewing, Simmering Most heat 

from bottom. 

1/4 on top & 3/4 underneath.  

Frying, Boiling All heat from 

bottom. 

Place all coals underneath. 

 

Refer to the chart below for 

some tried and true counts for 

size and temperature.  Adjust for 

breads and cobblers, etc. 

 

Size 325° 350° 375° 400° 425° 450°

8" 17 19 21 23 25 27

T/B 12/5 13/6 15/6 16/7 17/8 18/9

10" 19 21 23 25 27 29

T/B 13/6 14/7 16/7 17/8 18/9 19/10

12" 23 25 27 29 31 33

T/B 16/7 17/8 18/9 19/10 21/10 22/11

14" 30 32 34 36 38 40

T/B 20/10 21/11 22/12 24/12 25/13 26/14

16" 33 35 37 39 41 43

T/B 22/11 23/12 24/13 25/14 26/15 27/16
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“Cast iron is so superior for cooking utensils to our modern aluminum that I not only cannot 

grieve for the pioneer hardship of cooking in iron over the hearth, but shall retire if necessary to 

the back yard with my two Dutch ovens, turning over all my aluminum cookers for airplanes with 

a secret delight.”Majorie Kinnan Rawlings, 'Cross Creek' (1942) 

Maintaining Even Heat 

No matter how evenly you 

distribute your coals above and 

below your dutch oven, there will 

be some spots that get hotter 

than others due to wind, quality 

of fuel, and/or phase of the 

moon. To prevent burned and 

raw portions of your meal, you 

should just rotate your oven 

occasionally. 

Lift the whole oven off the 

campfire cooking coals by the 

wire bail (lid lifter hook helps).  

Turn the oven clockwise 1/3 of 

a revolution.  

Set the oven back down on 

the coals - with three legs on your 

oven, it should sit in the exact 

same spot it started in with coals 

between the legs.  

With a lid lifter or pliers, grasp 

the lid handle. Twist the lid 

counter-clockwise 1/3 turn - the 

logo on the lid should be in the 

same position it started at.  

Taking a quick look inside at 

this time will give you an idea if 

the coals are cooking too fast or 

slow. Just be careful to not drop 

ash in or let heat out.  

2/3’s Timing 

     This method applies to cooking 

breads and cobblers.  Basically, 

you will cook your food for 2/3’s 

of the time with heat on top and 

bottom.  For the remaining 1/3, 

remove the oven from the 

bottom heat source. 

Stacking Heat 

When you really get going 

and have 3 or 4 dutch ovens for 

outdoors cooking, there is a lot of 

ground space chewed up and a 

large part of the heat from the 

coals is heating the surrounding 

countryside instead of the ovens. 

It is recommended that the first 

dutch oven you buy is a 12 inch 

model and then your second 

purchase is a 10 inch model. This 

allows you to stack the ovens.  

Stacking your dutch ovens is a 

great way to save ground space, 

fuel, and time - besides, it looks 

really cool to have 3 ovens 

making a tower!  

The coals on the lid of one 

oven serve as the 'underneath' 

coals for the oven stacked on 

top. And, the oven on top helps 

trap heat for the oven 

underneath. All this makes heat 

estimating more difficult so you 

should only tackle this after 

you've got some experience and 

are willing to practice on a few 

meals.  

The most important thing to 

remember is that items needing 

more heat should be on top. Your 

bread or dessert should be the 

bottom-most oven since it wants 

very little heat underneath. Then, 

your meat to roast in the middle 

and a stew on the top. It takes 

some planning, but an entire 

meal can be fixed this way so it 

all gets done at the same time.  

Rotating stacked dutch ovens 

takes a bit more work. Take off 

the top ones, rotate the bottom 

one, and then work your way 

back up the stack. Move as fast 

as you can without spilling so you 

keep the ovens hot.  

Temperature Tips 

Finally, just a few tips to tuck 

away for later:  

1. You can cook food, but 

you can't unburn food. 

Use less heat and cook 

longer rather than 

overheating.  

 

2. Preheat your dutch oven 

for frying or searing meat. 

Otherwise, put the food in 

cold and let it all heat up 

together.  

 

3. Keep adding wood to 

your campfire to ensure 

you have a supply of 

camp cooking coals 

available. If your fire burns 

too low, it may take extra 

time to finish your cooking 

while you make coals.  

 

4. Some briquette users just 

set new briquettes next to 

burning ones around the 

dutch oven so they light 

and continue providing 

heat as the first batch 

burns out.


