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They Say That in the Army, the 
Chow Is Mighty Fine: A Cadence 
Reality Check
By Spc. Watcharin Joemsittiprasert

Delta Company, 229th Military Intelligence Battalion

“They say that in the Army, the chow is mighty fine.”

Then again, they also say it walks off the table, 
tastes like engine cleaner, and may or may not 
contain your missing pet. We’ve all sung it. We’ve 

all joked about it. But what if that gravy wasn’t made of 
grease after all?

Cadences are part of Army culture, and food 
cadences in particular have become an unofficial form 
of culinary critique. But beneath the humor lies a 

reality that rarely gets sung: Army chow is prepared 
by trained professionals operating under some of the 
most regulated food safety standards in the world. What 
sounds like a joke in formation is, in truth, a reflection of 
a job done with precision and pride.

Behind every tray of “mighty fine” chow is a field 
of doctrine, a network of regulations, and a crew of 
underappreciated professionals making sure Soldiers stay 

A 1st Brigade Combat Team Soldier leads cadence Aug. 10, 2012, at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Cadences are part of Army culture, and food 
cadences in particular have become an unofficial form of culinary critique. But what sounds like a joke in formation is, in truth, a reflection of 
a job done with precision and pride. (U.S. Army photo by Sgt. Richard Daniels Jr.)
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fueled, safe, and sane. From the Tri-Service Food Code: A 
Uniformed Services Guide to Food Safety and Sanitation 
(TSFC; Department of Defense [DoD], 2019) to Field 
Manual 4-0: Sustainment (FM 4-0; Department of the 
Army [DA], 2019c), food in the Army isn’t just logistics, 
it’s leadership, morale, and mission-readiness served 
three times a day.

This article examines the popular cadence “They 
Say That in the Army” and the food safety reality check 
through the lens of Army food doctrine, showing 
how 92G culinary specialists uphold some of the most 
stringent safety and sustainment standards in the military.

Along the way, it reframes chow as more than comic 
relief, it’s a morale multiplier, a regulatory marvel, and 
the daily result of unsung professionalism.

The Chow Is Mighty Fine … and Doctrine-
Approved

“They say that in the Army, the chow is mighty fine. A 
chicken jumped off the table and started markin’ time.” 

Let’s start with the classic: “mighty fine.” It’s a phrase 
that can be interpreted in various ways, but what it rarely 
gets credit for is its accuracy. By Army standards, the 
chow isn’t just fine. It’s regulated, 
monitored, and compliant with 
multiple overlapping policies that 
make it safer than most off-post 
buffets.

So, while “fine” is subjective, 
“safe” is non-negotiable, and Army 
chow meets that bar every single 
day, thanks to the strict food safety 
protocols in place.

According to the TSFC (DoD, 
2019), every meal must comply with 
strict time/temperature control for 
safety (TCS), sanitary food handling, 
and cross-contamination prevention.

That tray of eggs, hash browns, 
and mystery sausage is monitored 
more closely than some formation 
headcounts. It’s maintained above 
135 F, checked with a calibrated 
thermometer, logged, and reviewed 
by culinary specialists trained in 
sanitation protocols, ensuring that 
every bite is safe and satisfying.

And that chicken is doing a two-step off your tray? In 
real life, it wouldn’t make it past the 41 F cold-holding 
threshold before being cooked to an internal temperature 
of 165 F.

According to DA Army Regulation (AR) 30-22: The 
Army Food Program (AR 30-22; DA, 2019e), and DA 
Pamphlet (PAM) 30-22: Operating Procedures for the 
Army Food Program (DA PAM 30-22; DA, 2019b), any 

food product that’s been temperature abused, improperly 
stored, or suspected of contamination must be discarded 
immediately and logged.

Field feeding operations present unique challenges, 
but doctrine hasn’t left culinary specialists hanging. 
Field Manual (FM) 4-41: Army Field Feeding and Class I 
Operations (FM 4-41; DA, 2019d) and Army Techniques 
Publication (ATP) 4-41: Army Field Feeding and Class I 
Operations (ATP 4-41; DA, 2019a) detail methods for 
maintaining food safety in tactical settings, including 
mobile kitchen trailers (MKTs), containerized kitchens 
(CKs), and in blackout conditions (DA, 2019d; DA, 
2019a).

Even in rain-soaked training sites or desert forward 
operating bases (FOBs), they apply these standards with 
clockwork consistency, ensuring food safety even in the 
most challenging conditions.

If a chicken made it to your tray, someone kept it out 
of the danger zone. And it wasn’t by luck. So yes, the 
chow may be “mighty fine,” but let’s not forget it’s also 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP)-
compliant, field-monitored, and regulated by doctrine 
before it ever hits your tray.

Death by Biscuit? Not According to the 
Army

“They say that in the Army, the biscuits are mighty fine. 
One rolled off the table and killed a friend of mine.” 

This verse is a fan favorite. It’s dark, it’s dry, and let’s 
be honest, it’s a dramatic overstatement about a piece of 
starch. While the joke lands well in cadence, the reality 
behind what’s on your tray tells a different story: one 
where safety trumps sarcasm every time. In an actual 

Beneath the humor lies a reality that rarely gets sung: Army chow is prepared by trained 
professionals operating under some of the most regulated food safety standards in the world. 
(U.S. Army photo by Sgt. Michael West)
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Army Dining Facility (DFAC), CK or MKT, that rogue 
biscuit would’ve been bagged, logged, and tossed faster 
than a hot take in formation.

In any Army food service operation, a biscuit that 
“rolls off the table” wouldn’t be served again — not 
because it’s lethal, but because it’s noncompliant. 
According to DA PAM 30-22 (DA, 2019b), any food 
item that’s been dropped, mishandled, or exposed to 
contamination must be immediately discarded and 
recorded per sanitation guidelines.

There’s no five-second rule in a DFAC. There’s a zero-
second rule — plus gloves, logs, and a bleach solution 
on standby. So, unless your friend slipped on the biscuit 
while failing to maintain three points of contact, it’s safe 
to say the only thing that died here was a microorganism.

Behind every tray in the Army — yes, even the 
tray with the biscuit that could double as a doorstop 
— is a system of layered protection. The TSFC 
mandates strict protocols for hot-holding, utensil 
use, equipment sanitization, and preventing physical 
contaminants in baked goods (DoD, 2019). So if your 
biscuit is tough, it might’ve survived a blast oven — 
but it didn’t skip inspection.

In the field, the story doesn’t change. FM 4-41 and 
ATP 4-4 provide tactical guidance on how food must be 
protected from dust, pests, field exposure, and container 
breaches (DA, 2019d, 2019a). 

Field Feeding Teams (FFTs) train for this because 
bad biscuits may be forgiven, but foodborne outbreaks 
in training rotations will get culinary specialists 
remembered for all the wrong reasons. 

And yes, there’s even a policy for baked goods’ shelf 
life. Department of Defense (DoD) Manual 1338.10: 
DoD Food Service Program (DoDM 1338.10; DoD, 
2022) ensures everything from bread rolls to tortillas is 
received, stored, and served within acceptable ranges for 
safety and quality.

These standards also apply across the Defense 
Logistics Agency (DLA) as outlined in DLA Troop 
Support Subsistence Supply Chain Guidance (DLA, 
n.d.). That biscuit may have been dense, but it passed

more checks than a convoy 
manifest, and the only thing it 
killed was your appetite for Meals, 
Ready-to-Eat (MREs).

Coffee, Cuts, and Combat-
Grade Caffeine

“They say that in the Army, 
the coffee’s mighty fine. It looks 
like muddy water and tastes like 
turpentine. [It’s good for cuts and 
bruises and tastes like iodine.]”

Let’s admit it, coffee is a universal 
military survival tool. It keeps morale 
high, eyes open, and conversations 
tolerable at 0430. So naturally, 
it’s also become the butt of every 
caffeine-themed cadence punchline.

But the truth behind your cup of 
DFAC brew is more regulated than 
most Soldiers realize. According to 
the TSFC (DoD, 2019), all beverage 
machines must be cleaned and 
sanitized daily, and water used for 
preparation must meet potable 

water standards.
That “muddy water” is actually filtered and 

monitored. The TSFC doesn’t regulate flavor, but 
it does regulate temperature; coffee and other hot 
beverages must be held at 135 F or higher to prevent 
microbial growth.

As for that “iodine” flavor, that’s more cadence 
fiction than field fact. Even in field operations, FM 4-41 
and ATP 4-41 provide procedures to keep food and 
beverage equipment clean and functional under austere 
conditions (DA, 2019d, 2019a). If something tastes off, 
it’s likely the result of field conditions, not negligence by 
culinary specialists.

In garrison DFACs, coffee is brewed in bulk, for speed 
and quantity, which sometimes gives it the “motor pool 
roast” reputation. Still, the standards remain: machines 
must be cleaned, water sources approved, and equipment 
inspected regularly (DoD, 2019).

Upstream, DoDM 3009.03 ensures that coffee supplies 
issued to units are shelf-life tracked and approved for 
distribution (DoD, 2020), while the DLA oversees 

That tray of eggs, hash browns, and mystery sausage is monitored more closely than some 
formation headcounts. It’s maintained above 135 F, checked with a calibrated thermometer, 
logged, and reviewed by culinary specialists trained in sanitation protocols, ensuring that 
every bite is safe and satisfying. (Photo by Army Staff Sgt. Nicholas Moyte)
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procurement and inspection 
across the supply chain (DLA, 
n.d.). You may not love the
taste, but that cup of DFAC
coffee is more reliable than your
shower schedule during annual
training, and unlike iodine, it
won’t burn going down.

Pancakes that Fight 
Back? Not on Our Watch

“They say that in the Army, 
the pancakes are so fine. Now, 
you can try to chew ’em, but 
you’re only wasting time.”

Of all the tragic fates for a 
hot breakfast item, “inedible” 
is a harsh label — especially 
when it’s served by someone 
who’s been awake since 0400 
and followed enough doctrine 
to write this article, and even a 
dissertation, just to plate it.

Field or DFAC pancakes, like all cooked foods, are 
held to strict standards under the TSFC. They must be 
cooked to safe internal temperatures, held at or above 
135 F, and served using sanitized utensils on clean 
surfaces (DoD, 2019). If that flapjack was rubbery, blame 
the rethermalizer — a specialized appliance designed to 
quickly and safely reheat pre-cooked, chilled, or frozen 
foods — not the regulations.

Despite the cadence’s claim, “wasting time” is the 
one thing culinary specialists don’t do when it comes to 
hot chow.

According to DA PAM 30-22 (DA, 2019b), all hot 
breakfast items must be managed under TCS and 
discarded if they exceed holding limits or show signs of 
quality degradation. That includes pancakes that get stiff, 
cold, or soggy from sitting too long.

In field conditions, FM 4-41 and ATP 4-41 explain 
how MKT and CK are designed to keep griddled items 
hot and safe during transport and service, even in 
20-degree wind or 100-degree humidity (DA, 2019d,
2019a). Every culinary specialist in the field has had to
defend pancakes from wind, bugs, lids that won’t close,
and Soldiers who show up 20 minutes early asking, “Is
breakfast ready yet?”

And if you’re still not convinced, DoDM 3009.03 
outlines procurement standards that require even pre-
made pancake mixes to meet nutritional, allergen, and 
storage safety regulations before they’re ever issued 
(DoD, 2020).

This isn’t a diner, it’s a combat-feeding operation with 
better documentation. If chewing took effort, it wasn’t 
sabotage, it was science, doctrine, and specialists trying 
to serve 300 people a hot breakfast before first formation.

The Meat’s Not Mystery — It’s Monitored
“They say that in the Army, the meat is mighty fine. 

Last night we had ten puppies, this morning only nine.”
This line takes the food jokes to the edge and then 

jumps off with both boots and a chuckle. But if you’ve 
ever stood behind the serving line as a 92G, you 
know the real meat story isn’t nearly as mysterious. 
It’s monitored, inspected, temperature-checked, 
logged, and subject to more regulations than most 
government vehicles.

Under the TSFC (DoD, 2019), all meat products, 
whether frozen, refrigerated, or fresh, must be stored 
under controlled temperatures, cooked to safe internal 
minimums (usually 145 to 165 F, depending on the 
protein), and protected from cross-contamination. They 
are tracked from storage to service. If a product has 
even the faintest question of spoilage, mislabeling, or 
improper handling, it’s discarded and documented.

The implication of using “puppies” as mystery meat 
may make for a catchy cadence, but it clashes head-on 
with actual Army procedures. DA PAM 30-22 outlines 
daily inventory, sanitation inspections, and food 
traceability protocols, including proper food labeling 
and lot tracking (DA, 2019b). Nothing gets served 
without a verified paper trail — not even something as 
basic as meatballs.

In field environments, FM 4-41 and ATP 4-41 guide 
the receipt, storage, and handling of Unitized Group 
Rations (UGRs), which include vacuum-sealed and 
shelf-stable meat products from verified DoD-approved 
vendors (DA, 2019d, 2019a). Even in austere conditions, 
culinary specialists are trained to monitor temperature 
abuse and execute corrective actions.

In any Army food service operation, a biscuit that “rolls off the table” wouldn’t be served again — not 
because it’s lethal, but because it’s noncompliant. According to DA PAM 30-22 (DA, 2019b), any food item 
that’s been dropped, mishandled, or exposed to contamination must be immediately discarded and 
recorded per sanitation guidelines. (U.S. Army National Guard photo by Sgt. 1st Class Katherine Dowd)
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Upstream, DoDM 3009.03 and DLA guidelines 
ensure all Class I (subsistence) food items, including 
meats, are sourced through approved channels and 
inspected at multiple points before reaching Army units 
(DoD, 2020; DLA, n.d.).

The product doesn’t just “show up,” it arrives with 
documentation, temperature logs, and expiration 
tracking built into the supply chain. You didn’t eat 
a puppy, you ate a portion-controlled, temperature-
verified, lot-tracked protein ration sourced by DoD 
standards. And 92Gs made sure of it. 

Food as Morale Fuel
When Soldiers joke about chow, they’re not just 

talking about taste, they’re processing stress, fatigue, 
and unpredictable Army life. But beneath the humor 
is an undeniable truth: food is morale, and morale is 
mission critical.

According to FM 4-0, sustainment is more than 
logistics, it’s what enables operational endurance, 
freedom of action, and unity of effort (DA, 2019c). The 
manual explicitly states that sustainment directly affects 
morale and that subsistence is a foundational component 
of combat power. In simpler terms, hot chow makes hard 
days survivable.

Consider this: when the mission drags, the rucksack 
is wet, and the tent is flapping in the wind, a hot meal 
can feel like a medal. Soldiers may mock “gravy and 
mystery meat” in cadence, but they show up early for it 
in the field and remember the time someone managed to 
serve breakfast burritos during blackout conditions like 
it was a miracle.

Behind those moments culinary specialists run an 
MKT under pressure, juggling field thermometers and 
serving trays, sometimes on an ice-covered tarmac. They 
don’t just plate food, they hold the emotional line with 
calories, consistency, and care.

And it’s not just about physical energy. Meals create 
routine, predictability, and shared experience. From 
special holiday DFAC events to the first hot meal after 
a week of MREs, Army food service becomes a morale 
checkpoint, a soft moment on a hard day. Soldiers don’t 
remember PowerPoint briefs, but they remember when 
the chow line had shrimp and someone smiled while 
serving it.

So yes, cadences keep it light. But doctrine keeps it 
clear: feeding troops isn’t just a service, it’s a sustainment 
effect. Without morale, operations stall. Without food, 
morale breaks. And without 92Gs, there is no chow to 
sing about in the first place. In the Army, food doesn’t 
just fill you up, it holds you together. That’s not just a 
sentiment, it’s sustainment doctrine.

Ode to the Unsung: Let Us Cook
The cadence may joke. The tray may get side-eyes. 

But no operation, no mission, no movement begins,  
or ends, without fuel. And behind that fuel are 
culinary specialists.

They don’t usually brief the commander or post in 
front of the guidon, they’re the ones setting up chow 
in the dark, serving hundreds before their first bite, 
and making sure every tray meets standards before it 
meets a Soldier. Their work isn’t loud, but it’s constant, 
compliant, and critical.

In Joint Publication (JP) 4-0: Joint Logistics (JP 4-0) 
and FM 4-0, food is identified as a logistics component. 
It sustains the force (Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2022; DA, 
2019c). But that language often hides the faces behind 
it. It doesn’t tell you about the Soldiers in field uniforms, 
stirring rehydrated eggs with frozen hands, or staying late 
to scrub the grease trap after a 14-hour field feeding shift.

While some see 92Gs as “just cooks,” doctrine says 
otherwise. FM 4-41 and ATP 4-41 identify culinary 
specialists as warfighting enablers responsible not only 
for nutrition but also for preventing foodborne illness, 
enabling extended operations, and supporting unit 
morale (DA, 2019d, 2019a). That’s not just cooking, it’s 
combat support served with gloves and grit.

The FFT model exists for a reason. Modular, mobile, 
and mission-ready, FFTs are proof that culinary 
specialists are not just sustainers, they’re tactical assets. 
Whether attached to a support battalion or part of a 
rotational unit, they operate under pressure, in terrain 
that breaks equipment, and with expectations that rarely 
match conditions.

And through it all, they do it without asking for 
recognition, just hot water, a clean ladle, and maybe a 
moment to sit. So yes, let them cook. But more than that, 

Coffee is a universal military survival tool. It keeps morale high, eyes 
open, and conversations tolerable at 0430. So naturally, it’s also become 
the butt of every caffeine-themed cadence punchline. (U.S. Army 
National Guard photo by Spc. Christopher Chavero)
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let them lead, let them sustain, and let them be seen. 
Because when the smoke clears and the chow line forms, 
they’re already there, ready to serve.

Conclusion: Reclaiming the Cadence
“They say that in the Army, the chow is mighty fine…” 
And maybe it is. But it’s more than that.
Behind every joke about DFAC meat or field pancakes 

is a team of trained professionals working under 
pressure, guided by doctrine, and committed to keeping 
Soldiers fueled, safe, and ready. What they serve might 
get a laugh, but the systems supporting it are anything 
but funny. They’re precise. They’re critical. And they’re 
led by specialists.

They’re not just cooks, they’re sustainers, sanitarians, 
food safety specialists, logistics enablers, and, most 
importantly, Soldiers. Like every other Army military 
occupational specialty (MOS), they wear the uniform 
first. The apron, thermometer, or ladle comes after the 
boots and the oath.

And yes, they sing the cadence too. Because they 
know the truth behind it and they’re proud of it. The 
cadence may not capture the layers of doctrine, the 0400 
wake-ups, the bleach bucket rotations, or the moments 
of morale revival after a hot tray on a cold day. But they 
live that part. And they lead it.

So, the next time someone belts out, “They say that 
in the Army…” Just smile. Culinary specialists know the 
rest of the story. And chances are, one of them served 
it. They may be the cadence punchline, but in reality, 
they’re the reason the formation still marches.

They say that in the Army, 
the chow is mighty fine.
And it is because behind it 
stands a Soldier by design.
Bless the hands that stirred, 
who rose before the light
for they serve with a ladle, 
yet stand ready to fight.”   

Field or DFAC pancakes, like all cooked foods, are held to strict standards under the TSFC. If that flapjack was rubbery, blame the rethermalizer — a specialized 
appliance designed to quickly and safely reheat pre-cooked, chilled, or frozen foods — not the regulations. (U.S. Army photo by Sgt. Richard Andrade)

When Soldiers joke about chow, they’re not just talking about 
taste, they’re processing stress, fatigue, and unpredictable 
Army life. But beneath the humor is an undeniable truth: 
food is morale, and morale is mission critical. (U.S. Army 
photo by Sgt. Dustin Biven)
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Meals create routine, 
predictability, and shared 
experience. From special holiday 
DFAC events to the first hot 
meal after a week of MREs, Army 
food service becomes a morale 
checkpoint, a soft moment on a 
hard day. Soldiers don’t remember 
PowerPoint briefs, but they 
remember when the chow line 
had shrimp and someone smiled 
while serving it. (U.S. Army photo 
by Staff Sgt. Ian M. Terry)
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