
S tephen Moody had already made up his mind 
to join the Army in 1982, determined to change 
his fortune, but his decision was cinched when 

the recruiter suggested his chosen career path could 
one day lead to a job back in his hometown.

With that, he was off for training as a veterinary 
food inspector and the start of a long journey that did 
return him to New England, working at the Natick 
Soldier Research, Development and Engineering Cen-
ter’s Combat Feeding Directorate in Natick, Mass.

Natick presents Moody the opportunity to draw 
on his experience as a soldier in the Army and his 
food safety training with the Veterinary Corps.

Now, as director of the Combat Feeding Direc-

torate, he expects to build on that foundation in 
navigating the challenges ahead as he fills a vacancy 
created by the retirement in March of Gerry Darsch, 
who spent almost four decades at Natick.

Looking ahead, Moody is optimistic and wants to 
keep Natick focused on preserving its competences, 
not just from the aspect of nutrition, but introduc-
ing foods that support soldier performance.

PERFORMANCE EDGE
Many of the current generation of soldiers and re-

cruits are looking to sports nutrition, sports medicine 
and healthier diets. Moody 
wants Natick to be able to 
compete with the commercial 
nutritional claims and build 
on its reputation so that sol-
diers will be confident they 
are getting what they need.

“We’ve got to really focus 
on the future needs of the 
warfighter, what’s important 
to the soldier,” he said. “Many 
of our warfighters are out there 
looking to the shelves of GNC 
to give them the extra edge 
on the battlefield, and I would 
much rather have them trust 
and rely on the folks here at 
Natick to give them a tried and 
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As part of the “First Strike Ration,” the shelf-stable 
pocket sandwich gives soldiers a portable ration that 
they can eat on the go. The sandwiches always score 

well in field-testing. (PHOTO COURTESY: DOD COMBAT FEEDING)
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Natick also interacts with warfighters in the field 
setting and builds its operational rations improve-
ment programs around field tests. Units training in 
the field are given and asked to rate current, as well 
as new rations, with the results brought back as data 
that Natick presents to the joint services with pro-
posals on improvements it plans to make.

BUMP IN THE ROAD
Current constraints, such as the tight federal bud-

get and sequester, remind Moody of belt-tightening 
and downsizing of the DoD he experienced in the 
early 1990s. “That’s something that we’ll deal with, 
I think, as a bump in the road,” he said. “We’ll come 
out of this as well.”

Meanwhile, Natick has to keep its core scientific 
capabilities and focus on warfighter needs. Decisions 
made to accomplish this goal and changes in opera-
tional rations are made jointly through a program 
involving the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps 
and Defense Logistics Agency.

“You can’t always do more with less; sometimes 
you have to do less with less and just make smarter 
choices about what you do,” he said. “A lot of our 
focus is going to be on making smart choices based 
on the latest information that we have on soldier 
needs, as well as soldier desires.”

ROAD TO NATICK
Growing up in Hudson, N.H., Stephen Moody 

saw a clear career path ahead: attend a local voca-
tional school for two years after graduating high 
school and begin work as an auto mechanic.

The path to a career, however, turned out to be 
longer and more circuitous than he expected. After 
working for a couple of years, Moody realized that 
being an auto mechanic was no longer what he 
wanted to do. Instead, he joined the Army in 1982 
and started a long active-duty military career.

“I actually had no idea what I was getting into, 
but the recruiter told me ‘I’ve got a veterinary spe-
cialist, and we’ve got some of those guys who are as-
signed to food plants right here in Manchester; who 
knows, you might end up right here close to home.’ 
So, I said, ‘sign me up,’” Moody recalled. “Little did 
I know.”

Soon, he was off for training at the veterinary 
school in San Antonio, Texas, as a veterinary food 
inspector and on to various assignments over nine 
years of enlistment. In 1992, Moody applied to and 
was selected as a Veterinary Corps warrant officer, 
essentially a food safety officer attached to the vet-
erinary corps.

Since joining the Army in 1982, Moody has 

tested and proven performance edge.”
The mix of rations also has changed to reflect 

what is popular with what the current generation 
of soldiers chooses to eat when off the installation. 
Natick features a more diverse menu scheme, mov-
ing into unique and tasty ethnic dishes from staples, 
such as spaghetti and meatballs.

“We have folks here at the United States Army Re-
search Institute for Environmental Medicine, a part-
ner organization here at Natick that we work closely 
with, to look at improvements to soldier performance 
and military nutrition and how to incorporate those 
into our rations programs,” Moody said.

each pocket sandwich contains 300 to 500 of the 2,900 
calories in the First Strike Ration. (PHOTO COURTESY: DAVID kAMM)
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worked with military food, military food supply and 
the Defense Logistics Agency. “So, I’ve been well fa-
miliar with the community,” he said.

RATIONS COMMUNITY
But being selected as warrant officer is when he 

became intimately involved with operational ra-
tions. His first assignment as warrant officer was to 
the procurement agency for rations, then known as 
the Defense Personnel Support Center in Philadel-
phia, Pa., now Defense Logistics Agency Troop Sup-
port.

“And so, I was there in Philadelphia learning all 
about the rations community, the industrial base 
that makes the rations, the folks here at Natick who 
do the research and development and design the ra-
tions,” he said. “What I did, for the most part was 
perform quality systems audits on several of the ra-
tions contractors, going out just to make sure they 
were performing well, that their systems were work-
ing and that they were producing high-quality prod-
ucts.”

He was on the road to becoming familiar with the 
companies still involved with rations today, but also 
on a track focused on operational rations because his 
next assignment was to San Antonio, Texas, where 
he was the officer in charge of the operational ra-
tions branch overseeing Meals, Ready to Eat (MREs).

MREs are assembled in three plants in the United 
States, and several Army veterinary inspectors are as-
signed to each are responsible for the quality insur-
ance work and performing acceptance inspections.

“From there, the Army saw fit to send me off to 
better my education and sent me to Kansas State 
University to pick up a master’s degree in food sci-
ence,” he said.

NATICK
Nearing the end of the master’s degree program, 

Moody received the assignment that would take him 
back close to home in New England, becoming a 
warrant officer at Natick Soldier Research and Devel-
opment Center in 1999. “Being close to home, I said 
‘sure, I’d like to do that very much,’” he said. “As 
it turns out, this non-thesis master’s program that 
I was in required a final report, and I decided to do 
that on the history of the research and development 
of operational rations. As you can imagine, that gave 
me some pretty good background on things that had 
been happening here at Natick.”

Working on rations over the years, Moody was al-
ready acquainted with people working at Natick on 
food-safety projects and contributed his active-duty 
perspective, which included having eaten MREs.

“It was very enlightening to me to see the hard 
work that went into getting that three-year shelf life 
and making sure that the product was still very much 
acceptable at the end of the day,” he continued.

Moody’s stay at Natick was short-lived. Three 
years later, he was on the move again, being de-
ployed to the Persian Gulf in July 2002, but this time 
he would return when the tour was over.

Gerry Darsch, the director of combat feeding at 
Natick, who Moody replaced in March, intervened, 
asked the Veterinary Corps in San Antonio, to hold 
his position at Natick open for a year during the de-
ployment and send him back rather than fill it with 
someone else.

“I had very much grown accustomed and familiar 
with the folks here and decided that this was a place 
that I’d like to spend a lot of time,” he said.

Soon after returning in 2003, Darsch moved 
Moody into the position of acting team leader for 
the Advanced Processes and Packaging Team that 
helps to achieve shelf-life and sterilization goals.

A couple of years later, Moody took on a vacancy 
on the Individual Combat Rations team, which in-
tegrates the science and technology done at Natick 
into improving items for warfighters.

Moody retired from active duty in 2006 and ap-
plied and was selected to fill the vacancy of the team 
leader of the Combat Rations Team as a Department 
of the Army civilian.

In 2010, Moody volunteered for an entirely dif-
ferent assignment. While deployed, he spent some 
time traveling around the Persian Gulf and the Horn 
of Africa, witnessing first hand some of the poverty 
there. “From May 2010 to July 2012, I spent my time 
as the senior advisor for food technology in the of-
fice of Food for Peace in USAID,” he said. “Helping 
them to design new foods and make the foods that 
they deliver to starving people overseas more nutri-
tious, helping them with their procurement process-
es, and so I did that for a couple of years.”

Last July, ready for a change after working in 
Washington, D.C. for USAID, he applied for and was 
selected to fill the vacancy of team leader for the food 
production team at Natick. “What they do is look at 
novel approaches and new ways to detect and iden-
tify micro-organisms and chemicals that might be 
contaminating food,” he said. “Also looking at new 
ways to prepare foods that would make them safer.”

Then the opportunity to replace Darsch as direc-
tor of Combat Feeding came up, which was a posi-
tion Moody aspired to for a long time because of the 
program’s success and sense of family in the organi-
zation.

—GFS
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