Ration Packs I Have Come Across
Introduction
This article is not a history of army ration packs but simply the writer’s experience with them. You
will undoubtedly have your own stories and recollections. There are several sites on the internet
where you can read more, particularly the US site where that author has done a lot of research. (see
Ref 1)
Another interesting document is Reference 2 for an official view.
1965 – 1970
When I left Senior Scouts to joint the CMF in 1965, it was very exciting with so many new
experiences that the mind had trouble keeping up… steel on the heel and toe of boots, gaiters,
polishing brass, 37 pat webbing, the SLR, Owen gun and M60. One of the new experiences was
ration packs.
Nobody back then considered that you needed a lesson on ration packs in your recruit course (they
do now! No kidding!), so on my first annual camp in FNQ we were given our radio batteries and
rations, loaded onto trucks (US Studebakers) and sent into the jungle.
Well, by about 1300 hrs I was feeling a bit hungry but daren’t open it until instructed to (Boy, was I
green!). Of course no one did, so, I opened and ate it anyway. Doesn’t seem a big deal now but it
was then. It had an instruction sheet which gave adequate guidance in what to eat and when.
(Picture 1, 2)
Hardly a menu to create excitement. The cereal block, which persisted even into the 1970s was
hard, dry and unappetising. I never did get the time to try soaking it in water/milk to see if it got any
better. The breakfast tins defied heating in the can unless to burnt the bottom layer of food. To put
it into a mess tin and heat it that way took too long and then you had to wash the mess tin, a
sometimes huge embuggerance.
Lunch was fine cold except for the camp pie which was a challenge to improve on. Later on when
they added flavour satchels like curry powder, or you had Tabasco, you could make it taste better.
Dinner was always enjoyable. As soon as the harbour was in place and the clearing patrols back,
you could then work on some gourmet delight so long as it included corned beef and completed
with biscuits and cheese or perhaps the rice which they added a bit later.
Sometimes they supplemented them with the hard tack biscuits. These came in a 5 gallon tin and
each packet was 10 biscuits wrapped in a waxed paper. From what I can read, they were better than
the WWII biscuits but only just. I remember them as being hard and crunchy but better than the
ones in the ration pack which tasted like cardboard.
Salt tablets, blue and white water sterilizing tablet packs and the little piece of cardboard that had 6
or 8 matches in it, all completed the food for a soldier. The chocolate was always popular. I learnt
how to use the can opener.
Another memory is the toilet paper. It was that shiny stuff (waxed?) and often, never enough. The
old stories about using a leaf could be true.
Later, with Vietnam under way, more improved ration packs were issued. One variety had a can of
tuna in oil. Mostly we ate cold meals and so everyone ate the tuna cold. That was not good! Before
moving out of a harbour position, we would dig a hole and bury the rubbish. There were so many

unopened tins of tuna! I discovered that if mixed the beef soup satchel, the tuna was quite palatable
and so I would collect the tins and always ate well. Even today, I like canned tuna with beef stock
cubes.
Before moving to PNG, we acted as enemy for a Battalion going to Vietnam and we sat in various
locations in the jungle (complete with black pyjamas, .303 and blanks) waiting to be discovered.
This gave us a lot of time to experiment with the packs that you would not normally get. I made rice
pudding with the tube of condensed milk, cordial by dissolving those square hard lollies in water
(usually overnight), every way possible with soup powder and chocolate drinks by scraping the
chocolate into flakes. Even so, they became monotonous. In those days, it was common for most of
us to carry a bottle of rum or whiskey. This livened up the coffee of a morning or evening.
Wouldn’t happen today! You would be hung, drawn and quartered.

Picture 1 – Combat Ration One Man circa 1965

Picture 2 – Combat Ration One Man Instruction Sheet

Training Ration Pack 2 Man (Picture 3)
I encountered these in the late 1960s. The menu was more varied than the CR1M and in theory, it
was a good idea as the doctrine then was that each section had 10 men and you were in pairs eg, 2
scouts, 2 in the gun group, 2 scouts etc. To carry these packs, we would divide up the items between
the section. That worked fine but failed when you weren’t all together for the meal or someone
moved elsewhere and took the components with him. We only had these for one camp and were
never seen again.
Notice that they still included the corned beef for lunch with some imagination being used for the
other meals. I could never quite get used to eating the rice for breakfast though. I wonder who
decided that was when it should be consumed. Dessert was introduced. The pack still assumed that
you liked beef. Were there any vegetarians in those days?

Picture 3 – Training Ration Pack

CR10M – Combat Ration 10 Man (Picture 4, 5)
Along came the 10 man packs. These were probably an answer to the prayers of any WO Caterer. It
must have simplified their meal preparation because to feed 100 soldiers you just needed 10 of these
boxes, opened a couple of hundred cans (they had industrial openers), tipped it all into a big tub,
heated it up and spooned it into mess tins as you filed past.
We had several names for this type of meal (and the cooks) none of which can be printed here. The
metal tins that contained the condiments came in handy though and later, in the 80s and 90s, these
were replaced by plastic ones. My pantry still has a good number of the plastic ones.
You will notice that the main meal items hadn’t improved all that much still.

Picture 4 – Combat Ration Ten Man

Picture 5 - Combat Ration Ten Man Instruction Sheet

1970 – 1975
I moved to PNGVR in 1970 ending up in Madang. We would get the usual ration packs and for
some reason I didn’t keep any of the menu sheets. There were still 3 meal tins, a tin of cheese,
tinned fruits, chocolate, rice and condiments. On bivouacs and camps you could always supplement
these with local vegetables and usually make up a reasonable meal.
In those days, I recall that the Q system was anal about accounting for rations with much paperwork
involved and making Ration States correlate with the Roll Books. Some creative accounting was
occasionally necessary.

PR1M (Patrol Ration One Man, though they weren’t called that then)
Then, the Patrol Ration Pack appeared. This was more interesting. A much larger bag of rice and a
tin of fish and/or corned beef. They were obviously designed for PNG use. The menu instructions
were in English on one side and Pigin on the other, simple and to the point. (Pictures 5 and 6)
Supplemented by kau kau, taro etc, they were a good pack given some time at last light to prepare
it. Boiling the kau kau with the curry powder and then squeezing some butter over it was delicious.
The Menu/Instruction sheet was much simplified. (Picture 6 and 7)
One interesting thing occurred while in the DJ (Dense Jungle) out from Finschhafen. One of the
soldiers came up to me with his biscuit packet. On it was written a name and address in Melbourne!
I told him I would attend to that and wrote to the address. When I went on leave next, I went to
Melbourne and met her but alas, nothing came of it. She told me her Aunty worked in the Brockoff
Biscuit factory and she wrote her address on it just for fun. An interesting way to meet people.

Picture 6 – PR1M Instructions for Use

Picture 7 – PR1M Instructions for Use

1980 – Present
Ration Packs settled down to steady improvement. I have included some examples of their
evolution which you might find interesting. (Pictures 8, 9, 10)

Picture 8 – CR1M Menu circa 1980’s

Picture 9 – CR1M 1989

Picture 10 – CR1M 1996

CR5M Combat Ration Five Man (Picture 11)
The writer has only seen or used these packs in static situations, eg, a unit firing on the range,
having a central preparation area. It would appear to be unsuitable for any serious combat situation.
It contains an improved menu far superior to the old 10 man pack.

Picture 11 – Combat Ration Five Man

PR1M Dehydrated version
This pack made it lighter to carry more rations but it required much more water and unless you had
access to that, it was a bit counterproductive. In their day, they had what appeared to be a good
menu which was easy to prepare - boil the water and tip it in up to a clever little mark, let it sit for
15 mins and eat it with the supplied spoon.
They were quite edible but did play havoc with the writer’s tummy after a few days. The Instruction
Sheet suggests that, in an emergency, you can eat the meal dry! You can only imagine what that
would be like. (Pictures 12, 13)

Picture 12 - PR1M Dehydrated version

Picture 13 – PR1M dehydrated version Instruction Sheet

The Current Ration Pack
I am sure the diggers of WWII would be very envious of the rations issued today not to mention
showering us with scorn compared with what they were forced to eat! Anyone who complains
about CRPs being boring or dull is just too hard to please. They read like something from business
class on QANTAS… Lamb with rosemary, Beef and Black bean, Chicken BBQ, Beef Teriyaki and
the list goes on. Note that the modern soldier cannot be without his/her vegemite! When overseas,
it must be like a piece of home.
It seems they have responded to the suggestions of soldiers (Isn’t that a new concept) particularly
with the additional items that are so necessary to munch on during the day or when sitting
interminably in some remote location. An interesting point – there is still one tin left in the pack, the
canned fruit. This requires a can opener and so, the can opener remains. Some have suggested this is
because of tradition, but I can imagine the bean-counters wanting to save money and get rid of it.
The writer still derives a certain something in opening the pack and seeing that wonderful little tool.
I taught my wife to use it and, for the past 30 years, it is the only opener we have had in the kitchen!
The other thing that was always a point for debate is the small coloured patch of paper found in the
condiments pack. We always wondered what it was and why the Army, in its wisdom, put it in
there. They must have got tired of enquiries coming in because the reason featured in the Instruction
Sheet sometime in the mid 2000s. The official reason is that it is a quality control measure during
packaging, however, you can use it as markers or model items, presumably in an Orders Group.
Isn’t initiative great? (Picture 14)

Picture 14 – Coloured Tags
Ration pack items are no longer in green packaging. They are now a tan colour to suit the current
areas of operation (AO’s). The writer has always thought that if the enemy are close enough to see
the packaging on your ration pack, then you are in serious trouble! Also note the number of pages
included in the pack. Only three have been shown due to space. Once again, it provides reading
material and even additional toilet paper!
The last word on these rations. Almost every item is manufactured in NZ. Isn’t that sad! We can’t
even produce our own ration packs. The writer can only recall one or two items still made by that
fellow Bell in Melbourne, who used to make so much for the packs.

Picture 15 - CR1M – Page 1

Picture 16 - CR1M – Page 2

Picture 17 - CR1M – Page 3

Individual meals (Picture 18)
The writer has seen individual meal packs but not tried them. To the best of my knowledge, they are
not all that common.

Picture 18 – Individual Meal Combat Ration

Army Cadet Ration Packs (Picture 19)
A couple of years ago, an army cadet ate a ration pack when he had an allergy to peanuts. This
proved to be fatal. They were immediately withdrawn (from cadet use) and temporarily replaced
with something made up of off-the-shelf products. It was highly unsatisfactory and not popular.
Eventually it evolved to using a commercially available product which comprised items common to
the ADF packs. It is the writer’s opinion that they are still unsuitable for a couple of reasons.
Firstly, they contain one less meal than the ADF pack. Cadets, being growing, ravenous teenagers,
are entitled to a little more food in an Army Mess for this reason (so I’m told). Translated, this
means they can go back and get seconds whereas a soldier cannot (except for vegetables!)
Secondly, the pack contains two packs of instant noodles. When you look at the nutritional
information, you can see that these are extremely high in salt (2278 mg). According to the UK
Food Standards, the daily intake of salt should be 2300 mg! So, when they eat 2 of these plus
another 500 mg or so from other items, they are overdosing! The vegemite alone has 500 mg.
Healthy for a teenager? Junk food might have less. In an ADF pack, it would be justified because
of exertion or climatic reasons but not for a cadet.

Picture 19 – Army Cadet Ration Pack Menu

Hot meals
Hexamine is still around. Remember it used to be a box of 8 square tablets? Then, it went to a half
box of 4 circular tablets, still fitting two boxes into a folded stove. Now, we are back to square
tablets but only half-box size. They are still the same and often difficult to light though the new
container of matches has several long-burning ones, presumable for use in windy conditions.
Another soldier idea? (Pictures 20, 21)

Picture 20 – Hexamine Tablets

Picture 21 – Latest matches

You all recall the Pan, Set, Messing, or dixies? When I joined we were issued with the WWII
version – high sides, two steel containers with wire handles fitting inside of each other. Then, with
Vietnam, they evolved to being made of aluminium, only half as high but still fitting inside each
other. These sat very neatly, and securely, on the hexamine stove. This has not changed at all and
the Q does not threaten you with court-martial if you lose it. They actually made you sign for it
once and return it after an exercise! Anyway, dixies suffered a bit when it was discovered that
aluminium cooking utensils gave you Alzheimer’s disease but I can’t remember why! (sorry, a sick
overused joke)
As the basic webbing included a Cup, Canteen, Steel that eventually took over being the main
cooking utensil and any digger with initiative would have two of these. However, they do not sit
very well on top of the stove and the writer has lost many a good cup of coffee because of a
collapsing stove. They haven’t quite solved that problem yet, at least officially. Many people turn
the stove upside down or use a couple of rocks. There is an American holder designed to hold the
cup with hexamine under it and then store over the outside of the water bottle. The writer purchased
one of these but it is really designed for the US water bottle which is slightly smaller than the
AUST one and required some panel beating to fit. (Picture 22)

Picture 22 – A US stove
To heat today’s food pouches, you just put them in boiling water for a while, tear the top off and
that is it… no washing cups (the soap pad is still there though) and it even suggests you use the
water for your coffee! Very efficient.
American MRE’s
Even though I have never had to consume the US MRE’s, I had an occasion to compare them in
2014. A US Marine group were putting on a display for the Army Cadets and amongst their
firepower and technology was a HUMV (Their super-cool version of the Land Rover). I saw a box
of rations in the back and spoke to the bloke about them. He quite willingly and offhandedly gave
me one. I reciprocated by dashing over to the Q Store and getting him one of ours. His initial
thoughts were ‘Goddam!, I could eat that in one meal!’ (These boys do eat a lot – I have seen them
in the Mess).
They include some quaint items especially the toilet paper (Picture 23). I’ve yet to try their
flameless heating pack. This idea has been around since WWII. When will Australia adopt
something similar?

Picture 23 – Toilet paper (centre left)

The size and bulk of these packs are probably fine if you are vehicle mounted but can you imagine
carrying 3 of these for every day! A comparison in size can be seen in Picture 24.

Picture 24 – Size Comparison of MRE and CRM1

Apparently, the US government use these during civil disasters. They just dump/air drop hundreds
of these MRE’s to the distressed population. It seems a very quick and convenient temporary
solution. Next time QLD is flooded maybe the ADF will give you some 10 man packs if you are
stuck at some flooded creek!
I have included more photos of the contents of the MRE just out of curiosity.

Conclusion
Today, the ADF is very sensitive to allergies with COMCARE keeping them on their toes. Over the
past few years, ration packs have been modified to contain nutritional information especially about
allergens and it is printed on every item in the pack giving you plenty to read when you are bored.
There are even packs for vegetarians. Today’s modern Army!. Can you imagine the logistical
problems on the front line now… “I’m sorry Sir, I can’t participate in this attack because the Q
hasn’t got any vegetarian rations!”
Napoleon said an army marches on its stomach and you would all agree this is true. At last, today’s
troops have an imaginative, balanced and varied range of rations largely removing that age-old
pastime of the soldier - grumbling about the food.

Postscript. After 44 years in the Army, they have finally ‘retired’ me. I’m a bit sad about that but it
had to come sooner or later. The thought of not getting into a uniform, putting on boots and a KFF
makes me feel a bit flat. Despite my birth certificate disclosing that I am 67, I only feel 40 and
when I was in that uniform, I was 21 again! Getting old is a very cruel trick inflicted on us by
nature you will agree.
Trevor Connell
20 February 2016
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