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When we have an 
uncensored opportunity 
to tell our stories 
ourselves, without 

anything standing between us and 
the listener or viewer, that’s the 
most pure way of getting the story 
out there, the most human way,” 
Eli Wright says. That, he explains, is 
why the Combat Paper Project is so 
important. For Wright and a number 
of other veterans, art is the preferred 
method of sharing their stories, and 
Combat Paper—made from recycled 
military uniforms, frequently the 
artist’s own—is the medium they use. 
Combat Paper can be turned into 

pages in a book, a series of prints, or 
one-of-a-kind sculptures that allow 
veterans to share the stories of their 
military experience.

The project started in 2007, when 
Army veteran Drew Cameron and 
civilian artist Drew Matott came up 
with the idea of cutting up Cameron’s 
uniform and turning it into paper as 
a form of public performance art. 
That idea never came to fruition, but 
Cameron was inspired and decided 
to deconstruct his uniform and turn it 
into paper pulp on his own. He shared 
the finished product with both Matott 
and other vets, and soon the Combat 
Paper Project was born.

[warrior wire]

Veterans are using old uniforms as a medium for telling their stories, 
turning a traditional form of papermaking into a way to heal new wounds.

By Jennifer Peters

“From its inception, the Combat 
Paper Project was about an exchange 
between veterans and civilians,” 
Cameron explains. “It was a way to 
take down some of that warrior myth 
and erode that a little bit so people 
would think, ‘Hey, that could have 
been me.’ ”

At the time, Matott had never 
met anyone who’d been to Iraq or 
Afghanistan, but he learned about 
Cameron’s service while they were 
making paper. That drove him to help 
Cameron get Combat Paper off the 
ground. Matott wanted others to be 
able to hear the new veterans’ voices, 
and as an artist and papermaker, he 
saw the project as a good way to do 
that. “In the beginning,” Matott says, 
“it was about using art as social action 
and getting individuals to express 
their voice so that we could educate 
communities about the veterans and 
their experiences. It was about what 
life was like while in the military. Then 
it increasingly became about what  
life had been like since the veterans 
came home.”

During workshops, participants cut 
up their old uniforms into postage-
stamp-size pieces before dumping 
them into a beater that turns the 
cloth into pulp. The pulp is spread 
out on screens to create sheets of 
paper, or packed into molds to make 
sculptures. The practice is based 
on the traditional art of Western 
papermaking, practiced for hundreds 
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“Brik Wal,” by Joe Hess “Freedom Fighter” by Eli Wright “Open Wound” by Eli Wright
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of years, which utilizes rag and scrap 
material to make paper. Veterans who 
take part can use their own uniforms 
or ones that have been donated.

The only request Cameron and 
other Combat Paper coordinators 
have of participants is that they 
don’t fetishize the uniforms—or the 
paper that’s created from them. “I’m 
constantly giving away the paper 
and encouraging people to use it and 
abuse it, ask for more,” Cameron says. 
“What I have fear over is somebody 
making 30 sheets of paper from a 
uniform and then it sits as a stack of 
paper on a bookshelf for five years. 
That crushes me. I want it to be 
written on and folded and torn up and 
given away.”

Matott agrees, saying, “The last 
thing we want people to do is take 
their paper and put it back in the 
closet where they kept their uniforms. 
We want them to get it out and use it 
as a vehicle for further exchange with 
their community.”

Participants frequently make 
books and journals, but Combat 
Paper has become known for unique 
pieces of art, which have been shown 
in galleries around the country in 
veterans’ art shows, Combat Paper 
presentations, and as part of greater 
craft shows, such as in a recent exhibit 
at Los Angeles’s Craft & Folk Art 

Museum. And the art that’s being 
shown is getting a reaction. “Open 
Wound,” a high-contrast black-and-
red image Wright produced during 
the early years of the Combat Paper 
Project, has elicited particularly 
visceral responses. “It was the first 
time that I recall specifically feeling 
an emotional response to creating 
something,” Wright says. “It’s a very 
simple, clear statement of trauma, so 
it gets a reaction from people. There’s 
a lot of work that is in many ways 
better than that, but it’s a lot more 

subtle, so people don’t quite get it.”
It doesn’t matter to the artists if 

the viewers “get” their work, though, 
according to veteran Jon Turner. He’s 
used American flags in some pieces 
and incorporated the statement “fuck 
war” into his work, which has resulted 
in his being called un-American and 
unpatriotic. “The good thing about 
this is, even if you piss somebody 
off with the artwork you’re creating, 
you’re still raising awareness,” Turner 
says. “I think that for people to get 
angry at what I’m creating means 

Forgiving, by Jon Turner

“Yellow Foot Prints,” by 
Jon Turner

“Purple Heart,” by Jon Turner

“Prayer Boots,”
 by Jon Turner. Viewers 
place prayers or thoughts
for peace in the boots.
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[warrior wire]
that they’re questioning their beliefs. 
I think that if you can get through the 
negative emotions, the anger and the 
fear, you can start to see that what is 
being portrayed is an emotion I felt 
at the time I made the piece, and that 
by making that piece I was able to 
move forward spiritually, emotionally, 
mentally, and physically.”

Turner couldn’t think of a better 
way to put his old combat fatigues 
to new use. “I had a trunk filled with 
all the uniforms I was getting ready 
to throw away, so I made paper with 
them,” he says. “It seemed like a better 
thing to do with them than just throw 
them into a Dumpster or burn them.”

Others veterans, like Jesse 
Albrecht, see the repurposing of their 
uniforms as their right. Albrecht had 
two uncles serve in Vietnam, a great-
grandfather who was stationed in 
New Guinea, a great-uncle at Pearl 
Harbor, and another who served in 
World War I. But despite such a long 
family history of military service, he  
doesn’t see cutting up his uniforms 
as an act of sacrilege. “I see it as 
respecting the freedoms my family 
fought for and paid the price for,” 
Albrecht says. “I don’t see it as 

disrespectful. And of course it’s 
deeper than that, because for me to 
physically break down the shit that 
I wore and was issued and then be 
able to remake it into paper, which is a 
blank slate for me, it’s a powerful way 
to remake my experience.”

Albrecht’s idea of remaking his 
experience is one that has taken 
hold for a number of Combat Paper 
participants. And while founders 
Cameron and Matott never intended 
the project to focus on healing 
through art, they admit that many 
veterans find some catharsis in 
the act of papermaking. “As you’re 
going through the process, all 
these emotions come up and you’re 
working through the transformation 
of this physical thing, this uniform, but 
you’re also transforming the energy 
and thoughts and emotions that 
are within you into something more 
positive,” says Turner, who admits 
that his participation has always 
been based on the healing potential. 
“You get to watch this ugly piece of 
material transform into a broadside 
print or a journal or whatever, and 
at the same time you’re watching all 
your fears and anger transform into 
peace and harmony. You can find real 
beauty within the whole process.”

Wright, who helps run the Combat 

Paper workshops at the Printmaking 
Center of New Jersey, agrees that 
the papermaking process offers a 
great deal of emotional release for 
participants, including himself, but 
as a workshop leader, he focuses on 
the community-building aspect. “For 
me personally, it’s very therapeutic, 
and I do engage in it as a personal 
pursuit of art therapy,” he says. “But 
I don’t sell it as such because some 
veterans hear ‘therapy’ and run the 
other way. Because there is so much 
stigma about the healing arts within 
the military, we don’t want to use that 
type of language and steer people 
away.” Instead, Wright says, his 
chapter of Combat Paper prefers to 
focus on community-building, peer 
support, and providing a safe space 
for veterans to interact with one 
another and produce art.

Cameron, who has helped get 
Combat Paper started at four 
different paper mills across the 
country, says, “It’s about what’s 
important for those people. I want 
people to take from it what they want. 
Whatever the motivation is for that 
individual or group, that’s totally fine 
with me. There’s no one thing I want 
people to get out of it. I just want them 
to feel like their story matters and they 
can share it with others.”
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“Combat Paper Mary,”  
by Jesse Albrecht

Jesse Albrecht throwing  
a war crock

“Jesse Albrecht Once Upon a 
Time David Dunlap,” at the Hopey 
Changey. Things show at the 
Bemis Center for Contemporary 
Art in Omaha, Nebraska



PENTHOUSE.COM  75   

Everyone involved wants veterans 
to have a safe space to tell their 
stories, whether it’s to civilians or to 
other service members. Most of the 
artists interviewed became involved 
primarily because they were looking 
for people who would understand 
them and listen to them. “It’s about 
the community,” Albrecht explains. 
Combat Paper workshops “provide 
a space for people to deal with stuff 
on their own terms and not feel so 
isolated, which a lot of times is what 
happens when you’re with people 
who aren’t veterans or didn’t serve.”

Wright, who joined Combat Paper 
while still on active duty, used that 
community to help him transition 
back into civilian life. “A lot of my 
personal struggle has been the 
alienation and disconnect that has 
grown between myself and my family, 
my hometown, and my life before the 
war,” Wright explains. “It’s been really 
hard to maintain a connection to that 
life, and this, in some ways, filled those 
holes that were left, the open wounds 
from the war. This community fills in 
as a sort of extended family. We really 
look out for each other and take care 
of each other. Finding that I was able 
to speak and find a way for people to 
listen—I value that highly and I don’t 
take that for granted.”

“Paperstack,” the logo for the 
Combat Paper Press

“Stolen Youth,” by Drew Cameron

 Veterans “cutting rag”


