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n the past couple of 
years, I’ve struggled 

more and more with my 
post-traumatic stress,” says 
National Guardsman Geoff 
Millard. “It’s gotten worse, not 
better, mostly because I don’t 
get much treatment for it, so 
I started writing a couple of 
years ago just to get things 
out and deal with them.” 
Millard, who spent 13 months 
serving in Iraq, isn’t alone in his 
literary pursuits. Young men 
and women returning from 

Iraq and Afghanistan 
have increasingly 

turned to the arts as a way to express 
themselves, share their stories, and 
heal from the traumatic experiences 
of war. A number of them have turned 
to Warrior Writers to help them 
develop their stories.

The group was founded in 2007  
by Lovella Calica, a writer and artist 
who had long been a veterans’ 
advocate, though she herself is not 
a vet. The idea came to her after she 
shared some of her own work with 
friends in the veterans’ community. 
“I asked, ‘Do you guys write? Do you 
have any poems?’ And of course they 
said yes,” she recalls. “Sitting there, 
listening to their stories and poems,  
I was just blown away. I was in awe  
of them. I knew I couldn’t be the only 
one to hear them.

“This is the reality of our genera-
tion,” she adds. “This is what’s going 
on in their world, and in our world, and 
people have to hear about it.”

Calica started with a handful of 
veterans and a single workshop, and 
the project grew from there. Calica 
and the writers almost immediately 
made plans to put out a book, host 
a release party, and stage a reading 
and art exhibition. But it wasn’t the 
promise of publication that drew 
in members. Rather, it was the 
community.

“We’re looking for like-minded 
people who understand what we’ve 
been through,” explains Jenny Paca-
nowski, a former Army medic. “But it’s 
more than that, too. We all understand 
what it was like ‘over there.’ ”

Pacanowski has been a member of 
Warrior Writers from the beginning, 
though she didn’t start as a willing 
participant: “They had a retreat in 
Martha’s Vineyard, and my mother 
drove me to the retreat and dropped 
me off. I was isolating [myself] at 
the time, and my mother said, ‘Here, 
this is going to be good for you.’ All I 
could think was, I hate these people. 
I don’t want to be near anybody, and 
I don’t want to talk about anything.” 
She admits that she had more trouble 
than most, taking up drinking, hiding 
out in her house, and losing a series 
of jobs. But writing helped her get 
back into the swing of things and find 

[warrior wire]

They say you should write  
what you know, so it should  

come as no surprise that  
veterans are flocking to work-
shops to learn how to put their 

war stories down on paper. 

By Jennifer Peters

something she was passionate about.
“Not only is writing healing,” 

Pacanowski says, “but it gives us 
an outlet to communicate with the 
community and to possibly make 
a career of it. I didn’t even realize it 
until one night before a performance, 
when we were in the dressing room, 
and I said, ‘Wait a minute. We’re poets. 
I’m no longer a soldier, I’m a poet.’ It 
was a crazy realization.”

While it took Pacanowski time 
to consider herself an artist, other 
members joined Warrior Writers 
because they think of themselves as 
writers first and warriors second. By 
the time WW started, Army sniper 
Garett Reppenhagen was already a 
veteran poet. In 2006, the Bouncing 
Souls, a New Jersey punk band, 
turned the vet’s poem “Letter From 
Iraq” into a song of the same name.  
“I was already writing and expressing 
myself in that way,” Reppenhagen 
tells us. “But as things became more 
and more difficult in Iraq and I got 
into more combat situations, it just 
kind of turned into poetry sometimes. 
You can take a notebook and pen 
anywhere, even on missions, and 
continue to write.”

For Reppenhagen, writing has 
allowed him to connect with people 
in a deeper, more meaningful fashion, 
and has given him a chance to get his 
story heard by people who might not 
otherwise listen. “I’ve spoken publicly 
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Fightin’ Words
You don’t have to go to war to under-
stand vets’ struggles. These men and 
women who did give you the full story.

Chasing Ghosts: Failures and Facades in Iraq:  
A Soldier’s Perspective
By Paul Rieckhoff
Before founding Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of 
America, Rieckhoff was an army grunt who spent 
a year in Baghdad. His critically acclaimed memoir 
allows readers to experience deployment without 
leaving home.

My Share of the Task: A Memoir
By General Stanley McChrystal, U.S. Army, retired
While this four-star general’s book is heavy on policy, 
he gives the wartime bureaucracy a human face, and 
even maintains his sense of humor while explaining 
the grueling process of cutting through red tape.

The Yellow Birds
By Kevin Powers
The author spent a year as a machine gunner in Iraq 
before writing this powerful novel, which tells the 
harrowing tale of two young soldiers, and the war that 
drove them together before tearing them apart.

Fire and Forget: Short Stories From the Long War
Edited by Matt Gallagher and Roy Scranton
The 15 works of fiction in this collection are powerful, 
poignant, and at times painful tales of the truths of 
war, written by men and women who were there—and 
one wife who was left behind. 

An Angel From Hell: Real Life on the Front Lines
By Ryan A. Conklin
Conklin became the MTV generation’s poster boy for 
war after appearing on The Real World, but his humor 
and intelligence come through best in his writing. His 
is a story that will make the war, foreign to so many, not 
only understandable, but relatable.

“It’s good for people to understand what vets are going through.  
You can’t just say ‘Thank you for your service’ and leave it at that.”

and in large settings, and you see 
people’s eyes gloss over sometimes 
when you’re giving an account of 
what happened in Iraq or sharing 
your personal feelings,” he says. “But 
anytime I’ve read my poetry in front of 
an audience, it seems like everybody 
is captivated and it draws them in. It’s 
more emotionally charged.”

Being able to connect is part of 
the mission for Warrior Writers. 
The organization aims to engage 
the greater civilian community 
in a conversation about war and 
about veterans’ issues, via books 
and its website. “I think it’s good for 
community members to understand 
what vets are going through, how 
they can help, and that it’s something 
people should be talking about,” 
says Army vet Kevin Basl. “You can’t 
just say ‘Thank you for your service’ 
and leave it at that. There should be 
a conversation going on about what 
this country is doing with its military.”

Basl joined the Army after com-
plet ing a bachelor’s degree in 
jour nal ism, and after finishing his 
service, he got a master’s of fine arts 
in fiction writing. But Warrior Writers 
takes a different approach to writing 
than Basl’s undergrad or graduate 
courses. “It’s more about the raw 
material that floats around in your 
head and the visceral feelings that 
remain,” he says. “People are trying 
to connect their experiences to what 
you’re writing about; they’re trying 
to support you. When you write 
something down and maybe read it 
aloud, it breaks down that barrier of 
awkwardness that exists when you 

have a conversation.”
What the veteran authors, artists, 

and poets really want is under-
stand ing, both of their individual 
exper iences and of the culture of  
war as a whole. “It’s important that  
the people in our society hear our 
words and are able to try to digest 
what the veteran experience was,  
and what war is, and what the military 
is,” Reppenhagen tells us. “If more 
and more of my era of veterans would 
write and share their experiences,  
I think future generations will bene fit 
from it. They’ll have a better under-
standing of what the experience of 
war was.”

Pacanowski, who now runs her 
own branch of the Warrior Writers 
program in Ithaca, New York, sees it 
as her duty to keep writing. “There 
are so many people in the community 
who don’t even know there’s a war 
going on,” she says. “So I guess I 
feel it’s my responsibility, since I can 
speak and I can write, to share it with 
them. It’s not that I want people to 
hurt like I hurt, but I want them to 
understand that war isn’t just running 
around and shooting the bad guys. 
It has other lasting effects on us. We 
come home and we don’t want to be 
asked, ‘Was it hot?’ or ‘Did you shoot 
anyone?’ I guess we just want a little 
compassion, a little sensitivity, some 
understanding, and, above all, just for 
people to listen.”

For more information on Warrior 
Writers and its members, or to buy 
copies of the group’s anthologies, 
visit WarriorWriters.org.
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