Dutch Oven Cooking


Using a Dutch oven

     
The Dutch oven is the utensil that can make it possible for you to enjoy the same type of foods in camp that you have at home. If a New England pot roast dinner is one of your favorite meals at home, you have just as good New England pot roast dinner in camp ‑ if you have a Dutch oven.

     
Dutch ovens come in various sizes. Diameters of 10, 12, 14, and 16 inches are common, with depth of 4 or 6 inches. For cooking for groups of 8 persons, a number 12 oven is

fine.

     
The lid of the Dutch oven is important. A Dutch oven that is used in one's kitchen usually has a domed lid, but this type of lid is not suitable for camp cookery. For camp cookery the lid should have a flanged or raised lip around the rim. With the top recessed, coals can be placed on the lid to increase the heating efficiency of the oven.

     
Dutch ovens are made of either cast iron or cast aluminum. Cast iron Dutch ovens are readily available from many stores. Cast aluminum Dutch ovens are more difficult to locate.

     
The thickness of the metal helps to distribute the heat around the entire dish that is being cooked. With the oven set over coals and with coals on the lid, the temperature within the oven can be varied by increasing or decreasing the number of coals.

CONDITIONING AND CLEANING OVENS
‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑----------------------------------

     
No special care is needed for conditioning and cleaning an aluminum Dutch oven, but a cast iron oven requires the same care as any cast iron utensil. A new cast iron Dutch oven needs to be broken in before you use it. This involves covering the inside of the Dutch oven with a coating of shortening. The inside of the lid is also coated. The oven is then placed over a low heat and the shortening is allowed to melt. This should be done several times prior to using it the

first time. Any surplus shortening in the oven after it has been conditioned should be drained out.

     
The cast iron oven is now ready to use.

     
When you are through with the cast iron oven, you have the problem of cleaning it. At the Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico, one is taught that the Dutch oven should never be

washed. However, many people prefer to wash the Dutch oven if need be and to recondition it immediately after washing it.

HEAT CONTROL IN THE DUTCH OVEN
‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑‑---------------------------

     
In using a ditch oven, it is far better to use too few coals than too many. To begin with, it is important for many dishes to preheat the Dutch oven. That means getting it hot. This is done by placing the oven over a layer of coals. Additional coals can be piled on the lid. In this way, with coals under the oven and on top of the oven, the oven can be thoroughly preheated.

     
I have found that with the oven set over 27 to 30 charcoal briquettes and with the same number of briquettes on the lid, the temperature in a number 12 oven will reach 450 deg.

or higher within 12 or 15 minutes. This temperature can be maintained for 30 minutes or more with the number of briquettes under the oven reduced to 12 and with the number on the lid

reduced to 9.

     
When you are ready to start cooking in the Dutch oven, some coals need to be pulled from your main fire area ‑‑ the equivalent of 9 to 12 charcoal briquettes. The Dutch oven can be set directly over these coals. It is important to have a small air space between the coals and the bottom of the oven. This can be as little as 1/4 inch. If there is no air space when you set the oven over the coals, set the legs on flat thin rocks to get this space.

     
In cold, windy, or rainy weather, the major problem will be getting adequate heat. These conditions cause much loss of heat, and the number of briquettes used must be increased. Even

then it is difficult to maintain adequate heat. Aluminum foil can also be used as a windbreak, either by placing it over the coals on the lid or around the Dutch oven. When foil is used as a windbreak, more frequent checks are needed to make certain that you do not burn the food.

     
Although many types of food can be cooked right in the Dutch oven, it is usually much better to have the food in a pan that is set in the Dutch oven. If the pan is set on some type of rack, more uniform heat circulation around the entire dish results in more even cooking. The rack can be one that comes out of the kitchen or it can be made out of three or four small stones.

     
Once the dish is in the Dutch oven, put the lid on. If you are cooking something that is cooked in a liquid, it is possible that you will not need any coals on the lid. If you are cooking dough of some type, you will need some coals on the lid. If the oven has been preheated, about 8 or 10 charcoal briquettes will be sufficient. If you double this or load the lid with coals, the contents of the oven can be badly burned in five or ten minutes. Actually, the best way to learn how many coals to use is to use a Dutch oven, but start with few coals! Whenever the oven has not been properly preheated, the number of coals will have to be increased possibly for the first five minutes.

     
If you are cooking a stew, fried chicken, or something else that involves a liquid, the condition of the liquid can be used as a guide as to whether there is too much heat, just

the right amount of heat, or too little heat to keep the liquid simmering. By simmering, we mean small bubbles breaking out over the surface of the liquid. Examine the condition of the liquid, and this will tell you about the heat. You can do this either by looking at the liquid or listening to the sound of the liquid. Table 1 is a guide for judging the correctness of the heat when liquids are involved.

TABLE 1. Condition of liquid as a guide to amount of heat


Condition               


Adequacy

of liquid              


of heat           

What to do


Much has evaporated     

Much too high     
Remove coals from bottom

away                                                                               
Add liquid

Boiling hard              


Too high          
Remove coals from bottom

                                                                                    
Add liquid if needed

Light bubbles           


Just right        

Take it easy

breaking surface                          



Check liquid level

No movement             


Too low           
Add fresh coals under 

                                        




bottom of oven


     
After a while you can recognize the condition of the liquid by sound. The main adjustment that you will make in regulating the heat in these cases will be changing the

amount of coals under the Dutch oven.

     
If you are using the Dutch oven to cook a cake, a pie, various types of bread, or anything that involves a dough, changes in the surface of the dough can be used as a guide as to whether there is too much heat, just the right amount of heat, or too little heat. The condition of the dough can be checked merely by lifting the lid just enough to see the dough and replacing the lid as quickly as possible. Do this fast so that you do not lose too much heat.

     
Whenever I cook a dish I know how much time is required to cook it under normal cooking conditions. I take this time and divide it into thirds. Condition of the surface of the

dough at the end of the first third and of the second third indicates the adequacy of the heat. As the dough cooks, a crust starts to form on the top.  Eventually, the crust starts to brown.  Table 2 shows how these changes can be used in judging the adequacy of the heat.

Table 2. Condition of dough as a guide to the adequacy of heat


Time required     
Condition        
Adequacy

to cook dish      
of dough         
of heat      
What to do


1/3 of time 
    No crust can be seen    
Too low     
 Add fresh coals

                
    Crust starting to form     
Just right   
Leave alone

                
    Hard crust         

Too high     
Remove a few coals from bottom

                                                 

                     
                                                                 

    Some browning
           Much too     
Remove half of coals from lid

2/3 of time     
    No browning        

Too low      
Add fresh coals to lid

                
    Start to brown     

Just right   
Leave alone

                
    Considerable       

Too hot      
Remove some coals from lid**

                
    browning                        

                            Dark brown         

Much too     
Remove all coals from lid**

                                  



hot

 ** Also test to see if it is done.

     
This table is an excellent guide except for one factor. If the oven is too hot, the dish can be ruined by the time first check. It is suggested, if you have had little or no experience in using the Dutch oven, that you check the first five minutes and again the first ten minutes. Since there is a tendency to use too many coals, these five‑ and ten‑minute checks can be used to make certain that there is not too much heat.

     
Another check that you might make is one about five minutes before the dish is supposed to be done. At this time, you might test to see if the dough is cooked. If it is a cake or bread, you do this by pushing a clean toothpick into the dough and pulling it out. If it comes out dry or with dry crumbs on it, the dish is some. If it has a golden brown crust, you can remove it from the oven. If you want to brown it some more, you can remove the coals from under the oven and place additional coals on the lid. If it is not done, keep the oven on the coals and possibly place additional coals on the lid if the top needs to be browned more. You can also obtain quickly a golden brown crust when the dish has been completely cooked by placing a piece of aluminum foil over the coals on the lid. In one or two minutes you should have the brown you want.

     
By using these five‑minute checks along with the third checks you can acquire experience that will convince you that a Dutch oven is one piece of cooking gear that you cannot do without. The key lies in using (1) relatively few coals and (2) checking condition of the liquid or the surface of the dough.
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