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One of the major hurdles for any military force is

keeping soldiers fit and healthy in order to

accomplish the mission. One of the main ways

to keep a healthy force is through nutrition.

Since the Continental Army, military rations

have gone through numerous changes based on

nutrition research, current technology, and

available resources.
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At the time food preservation,

particularly refrigeratoration, was not a

perfect science and perishables were

rarely available to soldiers in the field.

The lack of fresh fruits and vegetables

in the soldierôsdiet created health

issues such as death or illness by

certain nutrition deficiency illnesses,
like scurvy.

In 1775, the Continental Congress determined that enlisted soldiers should
receive a ration that included :

1 lb pound of beef (or three-quarters of a pound of pork or one pound of
salted fish)

1 lb flour or bread per day

3 lbs pounds of peasor beans per week

1 pint of milk per day

1 pint of rice per week

1 quart of spruce beer or cider per day

a little molasses

Ogden, Henry Alexander, Artist. Infantry: Continental Army, -

1783, IV / H.A. Ogden ; lith. by G.H. Buek & Co., N.Y. United 

States, ca. 1897. 

1775 Continental Army Rations



Ration of 1812

20 oz. beef .64 oz. salt

18 oz. flour .64 oz. soap

1 gill rum .24 oz. candle

1 gill vinegar

Note: Gill is a measurement of liquid volume in the British Imperial United States 
Customary systems. In the United States it is defined as half a cup, or four U.S. 
fluid ounces.
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the U.S. frigate United States, Stephen Decatur, Esqr., 

Commander, Library of Congress

The ration of 1812 did not improve much over the ration available to the early Continental Army. Rum (one gill) was

added, but other items such as peas, milk, and rice were removed. The meat and flour rations were increased, but only

slightly.

Overall the ration decreased in calorie count and nutrients. Although provided ample protein, calcium, thiamin, and

niacin, the ration was deficient in vitamins A, riboflavin, and vitamin C. The ration of rum lasted until 1832 and was

replaced by coffee and sugar. Coffee and sugar rations increased in 1838.



Civil War Rations
20 oz. beef

2.4 oz. sugar

22 oz. flour 

.32 gill vinegar

7 oz. potatoes 

.64 oz. salt

O'Sullivan, Timothy H, photographer. Bealeton, Va. Noncommissioned 

officers' mess of Co. D, 93d New York Infantry. United States Bealeton 

Virginia, 1863. Library of Congress

In 1860 and 1861 Congress passed acts that increased the variety of
rations. Coffee, sugar, and flour were increased. Potatoes, yeast powder,
and pepper were incorporated into the ration. The components went from
nine to twelve items.

During the Civil War, medical director for the Army of the Potomac Major

Jonathan Letterman became aware of serious medical issues plaguing Union

troops. MAJ Letterman developed several big changes to the medical department

including the introduction of a dedicated ambulance corps to transport the

wounded, developing an evacuation system for the wounded, and addressing

camp hygiene. One of the items within the camp hygiene initiative included bigger

and more nutritious portions, better cooking methods, more hygienic handling of

food, and an ensured breakfast.

.045 oz. yeast 

.04 oz. pepper

2.65 oz. dried beans 

.64 oz. soap

1.6 oz. green coffee 

.24 oz. candle



Civil War and Coffee

For more Army and coffee history visit:  https:// frontierarmymuseum.oncell.com/en/coffee-in-the-army-272004.html

For soldiers coffee served as a morale booster, a source of energy, and

a comfort drink. Coffee was greatly esteemed and coveted during the

Civil War. In 1887, soldier John D. Billings reminisced about coffee:

ñHow often, after being completely jaded by a night marchéhave I had

a wash, if there was water to be had, made and drunk my pint or so of

coffee, and felt as fresh and invigorated as if just arisen from a nightôs

sound sleep!ò

Union and Confederate troops both had coffee rations, but coffee

rations were very limited in the south. Confederate soldiers tried to

duplicate the strong, warm drink by using dandelions, chicory, corn,

rye, okra seeds, sweet potatoes, acorns, and peanuts with

disappointing results. Coffee rations during the Civil War were brought

to camps in oat sacks by the quartermaster department. To divide the

portions of coffee evenly throughout the companies a blanket was laid

out on the ground and individual piles of coffee were spooned out on

the blanket. Each soldier would take a pile. Soldiers generally made

their own coffee to their taste, rather than the company cook making it

in a large mess kettle and serving it to them.

Coffee pot, c1845. Frontier 

Army Museum collection

Confederate Dandelion Coffee Recipe

Dandelion roots ï2 tablespoons 

Cookie sheet

Pot

1 cup of water

Strainer

Coffee cup

Dig up dandelion roots, younger dandelion have better roots. Wash the roots and

chop them up into small pieces. Heat your oven to 200 degrees. Place the chopped

pieces on a cookie sheet and bake at 200 degrees for 1-2 hours. Make sure to

check on the roots and mix them around to get them fully dried out. Increase the

oven to 350 degrees and roast the dried pieces.

Bring a cup of water to a boil and add 2 tablespoons of the roasted dandelion root.

Boil for 10 minutes and strain into a coffee cup. Enjoy!

https://frontierarmymuseum.oncell.com/en/coffee-in-the-army-272004.html


Thesecracker-like squareswerea stapleration for Americansoldierson both sidesof the Civil War. Thoughthey arecalleddifferent things in different

cultures,this basicrecipehasbeena staplefor militaries aroundthe world for centuries. Madeof flour and water, and sometimesa bit of salt or sugar,

they aresturdy, filling, andwill last a long time if kept dry. Indeed,somesoldierskept a few assouvenirsafter the war, andthey arecommonlyon display

in Civil War museumsover150yearslater.

Recipe:

2 cups flour

1/2 tablespoon salt (optional)

1/2 to 3/4 cup water

Preheat oven to 250 degrees F. Combine flour with salt in a mixing bowl. Add water and mix with hands until the dough comes together. Roll out on a 

table to about 1/3 inch thickness. Use a knife to cut 3×3 squares from the dough. Place on baking sheet, and use a dowel to make 16 evenly-spaced holes 

in each square. Bake for at least four hours, turning over once half-way through baking. Cool on a rack in a dry room.

Hardtack Recipe: 1861

Background information and recipe from: http://www.americantable.org/2013/06/civil-war-recipe-hardtack-1861/

http://www.americantable.org/2013/06/civil-war-recipe-hardtack-1861/


12 ozof  bacon or 14 ozof  meat (usually canned 

corned beef)

two 8-oz cans of  hard bread or hardtack biscuits

packet of  1.16 ounces of  pre-ground coffee

packet of  2.4 ounces of  granulated sugar

packet of  0.16 ounces (4.5) of  salt

World War IñReserve Rations

American Expeditionary Forces, Food Preparation. ñCanned Billò Members of Co. 

D, 6th Infantry, 5th Division cutting up canned corn beef. (near) Nantillois, (Meuse), 

France, October 22, 1918. U.S. Army Signal Corps Photograph. Courtesy of the 

Library of Congress. (2016/10/28). 

In 1899 the sugar ration had increased. By 1908
butter or margarine, lard, and flavoring extract were
added. When World War I began the U.S. ration
contained seventeen items. It had a variety of foods
and improved the soldier diet. By todayôsstandards
the WWI ration only lacked vitamin A.



World War II ðK Rations

The final version of the K-ration consisted of three meals: totaling 2,830 calories and 79 grams of protein.

Breakfast Unit: canned entree(early version), canned chopped eggs(all subsequent versions), biscuits, malted milk(early 

version), dried fruit bar, pre-mixed cereal (late version),purification tablets, a four-pack of cigarettes, gum, coffee, a 

packet of paper, and sugar (granulated, cubed, or compressed).

Dinner Unit: canned entree pork luncheon meat (early version), canned processed American cheese, Swiss and 

American cheese, or bacon and cheese (cheese entree all subsequent versions), biscuits, 15 Dextrose or malted milk 

tablets (early) or five caramels (late), sugar (granulated, cubed, or compressed), salt packet, a four-pack of cigarettes and 

a matchbook, chewing gum, and a powdered beverage packet (lemon (c.1940), orange (c. 1943), or grape (c. 1945) flavor).

Supper Unit: canned meat, consisting of sausage (early version), either pork luncheon meat with carrot or apple (first 

issue), beef and pork loaf (second issue); biscuits; a 2-ounce (57 g) D ration emergency chocolate bar (early version), 

Tropical bar, or (in temperate climates) commercial sweet chocolate bar (late version), a packet of toilet paper tissues; a 

four-pack of cigarettes, chewing gum, and a bouillon packet (cube or powder).
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Leading up to World War II, the U.S. Army recognized the need to modernize soldier rations. Armies

became highly mobile with smaller units, which meant soldiers had to survive on combat rations for

days at a time.

In 1941 Ancel Keys, a University of Minnesota physiologist, was assigned by the U.S. War Department to

develop a non-perishable, ready-to-eat meal that could fit in a soldierôspocket. Keys used items found at

a local supermarket that were inexpensive but provided high calorie count such as hard biscuits, dry

sausages, hard candy, and chocolate bars. Although the initial tests were deemed ñbetterthan nothingò

by soldiers, they were successful in providing energy and relieving hunger.

Although designed as emergency rations, Quartermaster Corps officials insisted on using the K-ration to

satisfy all requirements of front-line troops until the end of the war.
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