





ANTH/SOCI 2801: The Evolution of Food and MREs During Wartime







Jordan Nadig-Pederson
ANTH/SOCI 2801
Dr Daniel Tubb
April 4th, 2022
The origin of the trench ration came from the first world war and has since had a plethora of changes through its history. The design of the MRE allowed for long-term storage and safe and easy meal preparation. When properly consumed, MREs are the way to maintain a soldier’s physical fitness, being around 1200 calories per MRE. This paper will investigate the history and evolution of the MRE, or in earlier cases, the trench ration in the context of the United States.
		The initial concept of the military trench ration came from the Food Division of the Surgeon General, which was established in 1917 “for the purpose of safe-guarding the nutritional interests of the Army.”[footnoteRef:1] The tasks of this office initially were to investigate complaints regarding food waste and ensuring that the nutritional needs of the soldiers were being met. This study soon led to the development and implementation of a training ration to satisfy a soldier’s appetite. As well, were developed with these main tenets in mind: satisfying the soldier’s appetite, organized in such a manner to increase efficiency, provide balanced nutrition for the solider, and obtained via the quartermaster to save money for the government. The initial conception of bringing food to soldiers in the trenches, food that is hot, as well as proper drinking water was pioneered during World War I.[footnoteRef:2] The core trench ration during the First World War were very basic, consisting of hard bread, beef, sardines, coffee, salt and sugar. These rations were fit into sealed galvanized tin containers, protecting the contents from various gasses, spoilage, and damp conditions.  [1:  Jacob M. Feagans, Meals Ready to Eat: A Brief History and Clinical Vignette with Discussion on Civilian Applications, 2010, 194.]  [2:  Meals Ready to Eat, 194.] 

		The Second World War introduced a more varied menu of options for military rations, known as the combat individual ration, or the c-ration, however troops had an aversion to them due to poor nutrition and general lack of variety. For paratroopers, the k-ration was developed to be fit into their pockets. It was the most nutritionally balanced of the rations at the time. The overall design philosophy for these rations were to have a higher caloric density, meaning that there is more of a focus of higher fat contents in the ration, as the soldier should be carrying more of weapons and ammunition than food rations.
		Through to the Korean war, American soldiers continued to consume C-rations made for the Second World War, over time, advancements allowed for more diverse meals averaging around 1200 calories. Through to the Vietnam war, the Long-Range Patrol ration was added, which was developed in part by NASA, which incorporated new ways of processing and packaging rations. The heating of the MRE involves a magnesium pad inside of a plastic bag, add water, and the reaction produces heat upwards of 100 degrees in a couple minutes.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Karolefski, John, from K-Rations to MREs, Military Beefs up, 50.] 

		The implementation of the field ration, or the MRE, went into full production in 1980, and deployed to use in the field just three years later.[footnoteRef:4] Each meal from the variety provided to the soldiers include, an entrée, starch, spread, dessert, snack, beverage, hot beverage bag, accessory packet, plastic spoon, and flameless ration heater.[footnoteRef:5] The design of this iteration of the MRE allowed for the extended storage, upwards of 130 months. When consumed in full, MREs adequately supply soldiers with the vitamins needed to function, however, MREs should not be consumed more than twenty-one days consecutively.  [4:  Hawver, Mark, Meals Ready to Eat, Enough to Feed an Army. 2015.]  [5:  Ibid.] 

		However, as these can be somewhat standard for soldiers to eat out on the field, can civilians consume these regularly? During the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the initial rebuild, some civilians were given MREs by the National guard, which resulted in some individuals experiencing weight gain, orthopnea, and dyspnea, and required visits to the hospital, and having to go on low-sodium diets due to density of sodium in the MREs and dilute the contents of their bodies slowly. As mentioned before, for the short term, MREs can be a great way to get calories through highly dense caloric meals, however, over time MREs can hurt the body more than it can help. In Military Meals, Ready-To-Eat Sold on eBay, MREs intended to be used in hurricane relief efforts were sold to the public on eBay.[footnoteRef:6][footnoteRef:7] Since these MREs are procured and produced by government officials, selling them on eBay is very illegal according to the report.  [6:  Lieberman, Joseph L, Military Meals, Ready-to-Eat Sold on eBay, 2006, 1.]  [7:  Government Executive, Meals Ready to Sell, 2006.] 

		Military rations have had many forms over its hundred- and five-year existence, from a galvanized tin can to a 11x5” pouch with the capability to heat up the soldier’s food in a matter of minutes. More recently, what the soldier intakes daily has become more prevalent, with higher caloric density became the mainstay for soldier consumption, allowing for soldiers to eat fast in case of emergencies. Hospitalizations have been an occurrence to civilians who have been given MREs in emergency situations due to the high-sodium concentration. 
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