
 hen we tested Dutch ovens in 
1998, the top performers were 
pots made by All-Clad and Le 
Creuset. Nearly a decade later, 

the only � aw we might � nd in these workhorses is 
their hefty price�roughly $250. These top-of-the-
line pots now have plenty of imitators. Could any 
of them challenge our pricey favorites? Frankly, we 
were skeptical. But given that some of the cheaper 
options cost $200 less than our previous winners, 
it seemed worth a shot. 

A good Dutch oven (variously called a stock-
pot, round oven, French oven, or casserole) is a 
kitchen essential. Heavier and thicker than stock-
pots, allowing them to retain and conduct heat 
more effectively, and deeper than a skillet, so they 
can handle large cuts of meat and cooking liquid, 
Dutch ovens are the best choice for braises, pot 
roasts, and stews, as they can go on the stovetop 
to sear foods and then into the oven to � nish 
cooking. Their tall sides make them useful for 
deep-frying, and many cooks press Dutch ovens 
into service for jobs like boiling pasta. 

For our � rst test, we prepared a beef stew that 

starts on the stovetop and then moves to the oven. 
In each pan, we browned cubes of beef in batches, 
and as the meat seared, we observed whether the 
pan heated evenly and consistently without burn-
ing the drippings. After the long, slow cooking in 
the oven, we tasted the stew to see if the meat had 
become fork-tender and the broth had reduced to 
intense � avor. Of all the tests we did, this was the 
most important, because it focused on the unique 
abilities of Dutch ovens. As expected, the Le 
Creuset and All-Clad pots sailed through with � y-
ing colors. Surprisingly, so did a few of the others. 

We noticed a few trends. Our favorite pots from 
All-Clad and Le Creuset measure 93�4 inches across, 
enabling them to brown 31�2 pounds of beef in three 
batches, something narrower pots couldn�t do. 
The Innova, which measures just 75�8 inches across, 
required � ve batches�a big � aw. The Emerilware 
and Chefmate pans were slightly bigger (8 inches 
and 81�4 inches, respectively) and handled the beef 
in four batches�a minor � aw. The stew made in 
the Chefmate pot was great; the Emerilware pot 
browned the beef unevenly�an imperfection we 
also noticed in the too-light pot from Tramontina. 

For the next test, we put two quarts of canola oil 
in each pan, clipped on a deep-fry thermometer, 
and cooked a pound of frozen french fries to test 
heat transfer and retention. Here again, our costly 
favorites met our high expectations but were well 
matched by a few contenders. The best pans retain 
heat well enough to prevent the temperature of the 
oil from dropping too precipitously when food is 
added. If the temperature drops too far, the fries 
will be soggy and greasy. The Tramontina pot 
won this test�the temperature of the oil dropped 
just 45 degrees when the fries were added and 
the recovery time for the oil, at 5 minutes and 45 
seconds, was also the best. In contrast, oil in the 
Calphalon pot (the lowest-rated entry in this test) 
dropped 76 degrees and took more than 10 min-
utes to recover. As a result, the fries cooked in the 
Calphalon pot weren�t crisp enough. The Innova 
pot suffered from similar problems. 

An unexpected issue emerged during this test. 
Fries cooked in the Emerilware cast iron pan 
tasted rusty; evidently, the preseasoned surface had 
failed. Cast iron is a great choice for a Dutch oven, 
because it holds onto heat so well. But cast iron 
will also react with many foods. Some manufac-

turers (Le Creuset, Chefmate, Mario Batali, and 
Innova) coat their cast iron with a layer of brightly 
colored enamel. Other manufacturers preseason 
their pots�basically spraying them with oil and 
baking on the seasoning. But, as we discovered, 
it�s possible to wash away the preseasoning. We 
boiled water in all pots and noticed that the water 
turned yellow in both of the preseasoned cast iron 
pots, made by Emerilware and Lodge. As a result, 
neither pot can be used to boil water for pasta, and 
we worry that the cast iron may react with acidic 
cooking liquids, such as wine or tomatoes. Yes, you 
could reseason the pots yourself, but that seems like 
a hassle. An enamel coating on the cast iron surface 
will last a lifetime and makes a Dutch oven much 
more versatile.

For our last test, we steamed a triple batch of 
white rice in each Dutch oven to see how they 
simmered on very low heat. All but one pot made 
� uffy rice with intact grains. The Innova pot, which 
had trouble with heat retention in the french-fry 
test, overcooked the rice.

When all the smoke and sizzling fry oil cleared, our 
favorite pots (the ones we�ve used almost daily in 
the test kitchen for nearly 10 years) came out on 
top. Other than price, it�s hard to quibble with the 
pots made by All-Clad and Le Creuset.

Although we weren�t surprised by our winners, 
we were shocked at their narrow margin of vic-
tory. How could a $40 Dutch oven hold its own 
against pans costing six times as much? The Target 
Chefmate Casserole looks like a slightly smaller Le 
Creuset, down to the shape of the handles and the 
knob on the top. In fact, it kept up with the win-
ners in every test. Because the Chefmate casserole 
is smaller than our top choices, you will need to 
brown meat for stew in four batches rather than 
three, and the biggest pot roasts will be a tight � t. 
While our test cooks are not ready to trade in their 
favorite Dutch ovens, the Chefmate is a real � nd for 
budget-minded cooks.

If you�re willing to spend $100 on a Dutch oven, 
and you have the biceps to handle it, the Mario 
Batali pot is comparable in size to the Le Creuset 
and All-Clad pots and performs nearly as well. Yes, 
the browning wasn�t perfect, but that seems like 
a minor quibble most cooks would never notice. 
Two good choices, and both reasonably priced.




