MORE THAN ART
VHRP member homeless for 16 years uses tree bark crafting as therapy

t doesn’t take long to notice Larry Barber’s artistic
talent.
Always the resourceful type, Barber’s room at
Klein Hall, the Wisconsin Department of Veterans
Affairs’ Veterans Housing and Recovery Program facility
in Chippewa Falls, is filled with art that has helped him
through the treatment program.
From dream catchers to small baskets to light switch covers
all made of fresh birch bark, the handmade projects that fill
his living space have helped get him through some difficult
times, and they continue to motivate him to keep pressing
forward.
But what’s not immediately apparent is the long journey
Barber took before entering the program at Klein Hall this
past spring.
Barber, a U.S. Air Force veteran and a member of the
Ojibwe Tribe, had spent the past 16 years homeless. Year
round, Barber took up camp in wooded areas in the upper

Midwest, often braving frigid temperatures during the
winter and using his creativity to stay warm.
“I wanted to challenge myself and see what I could
survive,” Barber said. “It was beautiful, but it was tough. As
a veteran, it was good and it helped me develop as a human
being.”
Barber said divorce led him to isolation.
“I was kind of angry and didn’t want anything to do
with society,” he said. “I wanted to be out there in the
brush by myself, with the animals. I have experiences you
won’t experience until you go out and live out there…it’s
beautiful.”
To stay warm during the winter months, Barber used
whatever resources he had access to and learned how to make
a wigwam. He went through the same process for many
years, moving from village to village whenever necessary.
That continued until he turned 60-years old, when his age
and old habits finally caught up with him, he said.
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“I don’t have the energy or the strength that I used to,”
Barber said, adding that health issues played a big factor in
his decision.
So, he found out about a substance use program one of his
veteran friends went through at LE Phillips Libertas Center
in Chippewa Falls. Part of the requirement for getting
housing was to enter the program, which he officially
graduated from in February 2018. He moved into the
VHRP facility at Klein Hall later that day.
The VHRP facility is one of four in Wisconsin, with others
at the Veterans Homes at King and Union Grove, and
another opening last November in the Green Bay area.
Barber has been doing well at Klein Hall and said he tries
to give back to the community through volunteering.
“I love this program and their attitude toward assisting us,”
he said. “I wanted to make clear that I’m not asking for a
handout. (Veterans) have a lot of pride in our service and
ourselves as maintaining our dignity as human beings and
contributing to the communities that we’re in.
“It’s a helping hand, that’s what I love.”
Outside of a bag of personal belongings, one of the other
things Barber brought with him to Klein Hall was his
unique artistic ability. With a background in computer
operations and programming, Barber said he “never

expected” to be an artist. But the many years he spent living
in the wilderness also helped him grow as an artist.
Barber developed a unique process of harvesting birch
bark from trees and turning it into remarkable household
items made by hand. He typically heads out to gather the
bark between May and July and makes a vertical cut with a
pocket knife a few feet up a tree before using his hands to
pull the bark. Once the materials have been gathered, he
uses a variety of tools to craft pieces.
Barber estimated that he’s made “thousands” of the art
pieces over the years, selling them at local markets. His
artwork has also received recognition at several art shows in
Wisconsin, reciving first place honors at one in Madison, he
said.
“I put my heart and soul into it,” Barber said. “An artist
who believes in their work will put their heart and soul,
blood sweat and tears into it.”
Barber’s artwork not only impresses those living at Klein
Hall and in the community. It also works as a means of
therapy as he continues through the VHRP to a more
healthy, sustainable lifestyle.
“Any type of art you do will take your mind off your
problems,” he said. “You get a little reprieve from that.”

