
integral part of the VA, the canteen service plays a 
pivotal role in the overall experience of the patient.”

The VCS’s origins were humble. Operating out 
of Quonset huts, small buildings and in medical 
centers, VCS offered hamburgers for 15 cents, sodas 
for 5 cents, and french fries and a slice of homemade 
pie for 10 cents. VCS retail stores were simple gift 

shops offering a small assortment of snacks, 
stationery, toiletries and of course, cigarettes, 
which were very common for the post-war era. 

MODERN MAKEOVER
Today, VCS operates in over 210 VA facilities 

and conducts on average 5 million customer 
transactions per month. Gone are the dime store 
and lunch-counter concepts, which have been 
replaced with modern PatriotStores, PatriotCafés 
and the popular PatriotBrew coffee shops. 
The new breed of VCS facilities provides an 
inviting and friendly atmosphere that focuses on 
enhancing the customer experience with quality 
products, value, convenience and exceptional 
service.

In 2014, VCS embarked on a merchandising 
update of its PatriotStores. The new design and 

In 1946, as World War II came to a close, General 
Omar Bradley led the Veterans Administration 
as it took on the responsibility of helping to pro-

vide comfort, well-being and medical support for 
America’s returning heroes.

The Veterans of the post WWII era pushed Brad-
ley to create a VA-owned and operated retail and 
foodservice entity that each Veteran could call home. 
Why? To stop price inconsistency and poor service 
offered by private contractors and independent vendors 
operating in VA hospitals. It became clear to Bradley 
that an independent entity within the Department 
was the answer to provide a consistent experience 
for Veterans and employees. 

The VA needed a standardized platform for its 
retail, food, vending, barber and other services across 
the Administration. So in 1946, Congress passed 
Public Law 636 creating the Veterans Canteen Ser-
vice (VCS) as a self-sustaining entity within the VA 

whose mission and responsibilities were included 
in Title 38 of the U.S. Code. 

PATIENT AND CAREGIVER
On Aug. 7, 2016, the VCS celebrates its 70th 

anniversary of providing comfort and well-being to 
our Veterans and those who provide for their care. 
VCS’s transformation over the past 70 years has 
been remarkable. It has evolved from dime stores 
and lunch counters to contemporary state-of-the-art 
retail stores, cafés and coffee shops. The one con-
stant that remains true today is its defined mission 
of providing articles of merchandise and services, 
at reasonable costs, to Veterans enrolled in Veterans 
Health Administration (VHA) healthcare programs, 
their family members, VA employees, volunteers and 
visitors to VA facilities. As noted by VCS Executive 
Director Ray Tober, “VCS’s evolution has been all 
about enhancing the customer experience. As an 

Seventy Years of
‘Canteens’ and
‘PatriotStores’

Value, Convenience and Service Transformed
'This August marks the 70th Anniversary of 
the Canteen Service. We salute the Canteen 
employees and thank them for being there to 
meet the needs of our Veterans or to simply 
provide a comfortable place to talk to other 
Veterans and shop. They are as vital to VA 
operations as the kitchen is in all our homes.'

— Vivieca Wright, Chief of Staff, 
Veterans Health Administration 

Retail offerings in 1966 from the Bedford, Mass., Canteen.
Candy was plentiful in the Bronx, N.Y., Canteen in 1960.
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color theme is being deployed across the country 
to include an improved shopping experience 
in store with enhanced marketing and modern 
fixtures. The new modern design encompasses 
retail, food and coffee by inviting customers 
with a warm and brighter décor, leaving the 
battleship gray behind. Since it began rolling the 
new décor package out in late 2014, VCS has brought 
new life to 59 retail stores, seven food cafés and 14 
coffee shop locations nationwide. In retail, there is a 
special emphasis on “Made in USA” merchandise, 
including military branch logo apparel. VCS has 
embarked on a national “Buy American” initiative to 
secure national and local vendors who manufacture 
and procure American-made merchandise. Special 
emphasis is placed on the apparel and gift categories 
and in the small business concessionaire program, 
many of which are Veteran-owned.

As the VHA expands appointments for health 
care services, VCS simultaneously has rolled out 
longer operating hours, and in some cases overnight 
hours, to meet the needs of Veterans and employees 
alike. VA Employees are serving their customers 
over greater operating hours today, and VCS must 
be there to provide a place for both our Veterans 
and caregivers to relax and recharge with a hot meal 
or flavorful drink beyond normal operating hours. 
Currently, 67 PatriotBrews offer extended service 
hours opening at 6 a.m., with some open until 6 p.m. 
and most until 8 p.m. Overnight Café service is now 
being offered in Cleveland, Ohio, and Decatur, Ga., 
and 20 more locations will roll out in 2016. 

In the food department, the entire menu of selec-
tions and offerings has been redesigned to enhance 
the Veteran and employee experience. Today’s Patri-
otCafés offer a wide range of comfort classics such 
as grilled cheese, burgers and fries, and broasted 
chicken; however VCS also offers a wide variety of 
healthier choices like grilled chicken, berry salads, 
hummus, and egg whites, all delivered with speed, 
quality and convenience in mind by VCS associates. 
VCS has been an industry leader in healthy eating, 
and was one of the first to focus specifically on 
nutritional content labeling and caloric measures 
on menus.

Some of the highlights of our redesigned food 
concepts include protein-rich salads, and a new pre-
mium sandwich station called “The Cutting Board," 

which moves away from the traditional deli counter 
to a faster-paced, upscale sandwich experience. The 
most exciting news is the introduction of overnight 
café service in selected VA Medical Centers, which 
is slated to launch this summer. “VCS Express” for 
pick-up and delivery food services is being piloted 
in Philadelphia, Pa., and St. Louis, Mo., and a new 
“Mini-Market” concept is being deployed in smaller 
community-based outpatient clinics. Lastly, the VCS 
has expanded optical retail service, local farmer’s 
markets, and updated its concessionaire programs.

All these new initiatives have a singular focus and 
goal in mind; to enhance the customer experience for 
our Veterans, their families and caregivers in terms 
of value, convenience and service. The value to our 
Veterans continues to grow with each dollar that 
is spent in the PatriotStore. In 1946, the Veterans 
Canteen Service received a single appropriation of 
$4.4 million. The initial appropriation was repaid 
to the U.S. Treasury and VCS has since remained a 
growing and dynamic self-sustaining entity of the 
VA. For 70 years, operating similarly to a non-profit 
organization, VCS does not earn a profit, but rather 
returns all income after paying expenses to our Vet-
erans and to programs such as VA rehabilitation 
games in support of Veterans. 

VCS proudly sponsors all six of the VA’s National 
Veterans Sports Programs and Special Events includ-
ing the Tee Tournament; Winter Sports Clinic; 
Summer Sports; Creative Arts; Wheelchair 
Games and the Golden Age Games. The “Beds 
for Vets” Program has seen VCS donate 4,000 
queen-size mattress sets to homeless Veterans 
moving into permanent housing across 60 
different cities nationwide. In 2016, in addi-
tion to the beds, VCS donated 2,000 custom 
“Move-In Kits” that contained kitchen, bath, 
bedroom, and housekeeping items which pro-
vided homeless Veterans the key essentials 
they needed to get started in their new home. 
In the last five years, VCS has been able to give 

back $8 million a year to these types of programs. In 
addition to supporting homelessness programs and 
sports programs, VCS supports polytrauma centers, 
the Fisher House program, community stand-downs, 
welcome home celebrations, women’s health initia-
tives, and medical center programs. 

Looking to the future, VCS is in the process 
of replacing its point-of-sale systems to increase 
efficiency and enhance customer experience by im-
proving reliability and performance, even includ-
ing offline-transaction functionality. They will also 
roll out a new email marketing program to enhance 
communications with their customers as they move 
forward with their e-Commerce initiative. 

The heart of the Canteen Service is a group of 
people who care for not just our Veterans but also 
their families and caregivers, VA employees, visi-
tors and volunteers alike. VCS’s motto of “Benefits 
You’ve Earned, Service You Deserve” is the reason 
for their existence. VCS sustains its primary mis-
sion of “Giving Back to the VA Community” by 
supporting our Veterans, each and every day. 

 —E and C NEWS

A version of this article, furnished by the VCS, is scheduled to 
appear in VAnguard, the Department of Veterans Affairs employee 
magazine.

“It’s clear that VCS is committed to serve 
Veterans not only in the traditional retail 
and foodservice operations, but through a 
variety of new, exciting initiatives as well.”

— Christin Bregman, Nutrition 
Field Advisory Committee Chair, 

Nutrition and Food Services

For the latest items in apparel and electronics, the Houston, 
Texas, PatriotStore offers customers a wealth of choices.
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Everything from dolls to jewelry was available in 
the Brooklyn, N.Y., Canteen in the early 1960s. Patrons could “chow down” at the 

1950s-era Dearborn, Mich., café.


