
The work of preparing appetizing meals for U.S. 
warfighters on the battlefield is an enormous 
challenge and required changing established at-

titudes, but is one that Gerry Darsch accepted and can 
look back on as a job well done.

Darsch spent the last 37-plus years at the Natick 
Soldier Research, Development and Engineering Cen-
ter’s Department of Defense Combat Feeding Direc-
torate, ensuring that America’s warfighters get the 
best food available to any military in the world.

He plans to retire in June and had his last day as 
director of Combat Feeding on March 10. Meanwhile, 
he will complete ongoing projects while transitioning 
his comprehensive technical and leadership knowl-

edge to the new director, Stephen Moody, who was 
the team leader, Food Protection Team.

“What I’m attempting to do is do some knowledge 
transfer; do some mentoring; when requested, pro-
vide some guidance, some suggestions, etc.,” Darsch 
said. “And also work on trying to optimize the con-
tracting process here at Natick in terms of trying to re-
duce the amount of time to get a contract awarded.”

The path to Natick and combat feeding began as 
a boy working for the family food business in Bos-
ton’s North End. “My father had a place in the North 

Natick and Combat Feeding 
Bid Farewell to Darsch

Gerry Darsch, the longtime director of the Natick Soldier Research, 
Development and Engineering Center’s Department of Defense 
Combat Feeding Directorate stepped aside March 10. Darsch over-
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Directed to Fix
the MRE, He Did

Gerry Darsch watched as then Maj. Gen. Kevin Leonard, Army Ma-
teriel Command’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations and Logis-
tics, spoke with Congressional staffers from the utah delegation 

during their visit to AMC headquarters. 
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over the years but settled into the 
Combat Feeding director’s chair in 
1998.

Darsch dug in and was driven to 
support the service members. A test 
came when Darsch was called to the 
Pentagon after the first Gulf War to 
meet with then Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Gen. Colin Powell.

“I’ll never forget it,” Darsch said, 
recalling a story he told many times. 
“General Powell said, ‘There’s no 
need to sit down. This is not going to 
take very long.’”

Powell’s message was simple and 
blunt. The current Meal, Ready to Eat, 
he told Darsch, “Fix it.”

Changes came swiftly. “I said, ‘Sir, got it,’” Darsch 
said. “We then switched our business philosophy 
into ‘warfighter recommended, warfighter tested and 
warfighter approved.’” 

Gone, said Darsch, were such “delicacies” as “the 
ever-popular ham and chicken loaf” and the hot 
dogs that “were often referred to as the four fingers 
of death.” Instead came menu items that warfighters 
actually wanted.

“At the end of the day, what we do is we fuel the 
Defense Department’s most flexible and adaptable 
weapons platform, and that is the individual warf-
ighter,” Darsch said. “And without that fuel, that mil-
itary machine comes to a grinding halt.

“If they’re not going to eat it, then you have di-
minished their effectiveness on the battlefield. So 
(we) need to be sure that we give them the nutritional 
armor that they need to optimize cognitive and phys-
ical performance. Our goal at the end of the day is to 
help ensure that our warfighter will outlast any adver-
sary, any place, any time.”

Today, that fuel includes the First Strike Ration, 
which is designed for eating on the go while on to-
day’s asymmetric battlefield and built around shelf-
stable pocket sandwiches. Another innovation was 
the Unitized Group Ration-Express, which brings hot 
food to warfighters in remote locations by airdrop 
rather than convoy.

Rather than rely on reports about what service 
members on the battlefield were heard to say about 
the food choices, Darsch and deputy director Kathy 
Evangelos traveled in 2005 to the CENTCOM (Cen-
tral Command) area of responsibility and experienced 
reaction directly by asking warfighters from Afghani-
stan and Iraq.

Generally, Darsch and Evangelos were pleased. 
“You will never please all of us all the time, but you’re 

End of Boston, and he blended his own salad oils and 
actually made his own vinegar and bottled that,” 
Darsch recalled. “He also had a sausage casing-tying 
business.”

Entering the family business was an option, but, 
as a high school senior, Darsch had not given much 
consideration to his next step after graduation and 
had not even applied to any colleges.

“My guidance counselor at the time said, with 
the grade point average that you have, I can’t imag-
ine why you didn’t bother applying to college,” he 
recalled. “I said, ‘well, I just didn’t get around to it.’”

Nudging Darsch down the path that would lead to 
Natick, his guidance counselor applied for him to at-
tend University of Massachusetts, Amherst, where he 
studied food science and nutrition.

“I reported to UMass Amherst that fall, and I re-
ally didn’t have a major, but I was drawn to food sci-
ence for the simple reason that I’d been involved in 
the food business since I was probably old enough to 
walk,” Darsch said.

Another career nudge came near the end of his se-
nior year at UMass. An advisor of Darsch’s at UMass, 
Dr. Miles Sawyer, was also working at Natick on a 
study of underutilized fish species and invited him to 
go there for an interview. “Soon there after I was noti-
fied I got the job offer,” he said.

Soon after graduating from the University of Mas-
sachusetts in 1975, he began at Natick on June 3 as a 
food technologist and about nine years later earned 
a master’s degree in food science from Framingham 
State University, Mass. He held other jobs at Natick 

Gerald Darsch, before retiring as director DoD Combat Feeding at 
u.S. Army Natick Soldier Research, Development and Engineering 

Center, Natick, Mass., heats up the new unitized Group Ration 
Express, also called “Kitchen in a Carton.” The system is designed 
to provide hot meals to u.S. service members deployed to austere 
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pleasing most of us most of the time,” Darsch said 
they told him. “Think of Easter dinner at your house, 
and you’ve got 20 relatives ... around the table. It 
would be highly unusual that everybody at that table 
enjoyed everything that was put in front of them. It’s 
just not going to happen.”

Nearly 20 years after receiving Powell’s message 
about fixing MREs, Darsch was redeemed for the ac-
complishments of his team at Natick. Secretary of the 
Army John McHugh visited Natick in March 2012, 
and lauded the work done by Darsch and his Combat 
Feeding team.

“I’ve spent a lot of time ripping open MREs over 
the years, as a member of Congress and now Secretary 
of the Army, eating with soldiers forward deployed,” 
McHugh said. “You don’t think a lot about the work 
and research and the analysis that goes into making 
sure that we’re providing something the soldier wants 
to eat.

“You can pack all the nutrients you want into a 
pouch. If they don’t find it very palatable, they’re not 
going to eat it. So it’s not just understanding what 
the caloric count is in a particular dish; it’s not just 
understanding how many vitamins and minerals are 
in it, but also the palatability of it.”

A motivation for Darsch and the Natick combat 
feeding team is the boost to troop morale by having 
consistently satisfying meals available on the battle-
field. “Think about what the impact of Combat Feed-
ing is to that warfighter in terms of mood, morale and 
performance. It’s a significant force multiplier. It re-
ally is,” Darsch said.

Combat Feeding also has had a profound effect in-
ternationally, paving the way to ration standardiza-
tion across NATO. Some NATO and coalition partners 
have designed new rations based on the U.S. family of 
rations. That led Darsch to joke that 
where MREs had once been known as 
“Meals Rejected by Everybody,” they 
could now be dubbed “Meals Respect-
ed by Europeans.”

Looking back, Darsch is fulfilled by 
the path that led him from a young 
boy working in the family’s food busi-
ness on Boston’s North End to combat 
feeding.

“It is a bit of a walk, if you will, but 
I enjoyed every minute of it,” Darsch 
said. “If I were asked to do it again, I’d 
do it in a heartbeat. Hopefully, we’ve 
made a difference during my tenure 
here.”

Darsch considers the meals being 
served to service members to have 

evolved into a more sophisticated and appealing 
product featuring ethnic and cultural flavors.

“I see a rather substantial change to the MRE pro-
gram, that was due in large part to my chat with Gen. 
Powell,” he said. “Other things that I think we’re 
more sensitive to is the fact that our customers, our 
warfighters, are more nutritionally conscious than 
they’ve been in the past. I think they have a better 
grasp of the value of proper nutrition in terms of it 
being a force multiplier on the battlefield.”

Also essential to making that change possible, 
Natick and the community providing rations co-
alesced behind the common goal of getting the best 
ration to warfighters.

The image of the rations program has come a long 
way, and Darsch credits the commitment of Natick. 
“I have, without a doubt, the finest team of profes-
sionals in the entire Department of Defense,” he said.

Teamwork also succeeded in turning opinions of 
combat feeding around. “This team of individuals at 
Natick are incredibly passionate about what they do,” 
Darsch said. “They’re absolutely tremendous, and I 
consider myself one lucky guy. I really do.”

In closing, Darsch expressed appreciation to every-
one he had worked with in achieving success during 
his career at Natick. “I want to express my sincere ap-
preciation for the privilege to work with an incredible 
team of professionals, specifically each military ser-
vice, DLA Troop Support, other government agencies 
and our family of commercial vendors. Together, I 
firmly believe we made a positive impact on our warf-
ighters and it will be a portion of my life I will cherish 
forever.”

—GFS

Gerry Darsch and Kathy-Lynn Evangelos from the DoD Combat 
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