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How American Camovflage Concuered the
World @

The world-famous MultiCam pattern was designed for the military by two
Brooklyn hipsters. Now everyone—from babies to ICE agents—is suited
up for battle.
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AT THE BROOKLYN Navy Yard—once famous for building aircraft carriers, now
better known for creative studios—a company called Crye Precision is one of the
biggest tenants. Its footprint in the building is 100,000 square feet. Inside its
gigantic warehouse space, rows of whirring sewing machines are stitching
together garments made out of the most popular, renowned, and confusing textile
of our time: MultiCam.

The War Machine
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From Minnesota to the Middle East, WIRED reports from the modern world’s many battlefields.

MultiCam is so ubiquitous that you can buy a camping chair or baby carrier in the
camouflage pattern. Arc’teryx and Outdoor Research make jackets in MultiCam.
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For its influence, the pattern has earned a place in MoMA’s permanent collection,
a thrill to the Cooper Union art students who created it. “They gave us a lifetime
membership, which is cool,” says Gregg Thompson, who was still in graduate
school in 1999 when a Cooper Union alumnus, Caleb Crye, reached out to him
about a collaboration. “We always had an interest in all things military,” says
Thompson. “It’s boy stuff—monster trucks and that kind of thing.”

In 2001, Crye Precision (then known as Crye Associates) got its first military
assignment: to make a prototype of a new kind of helmet. While the company was
making it, 9/11 happened. With the announcement of the so-called War on Terror,
Crye Precision took on a new challenge: camouflage. In all their exploratory
research conversations with soldiers, Crye and Thompson learned that the US
camouflage situation didn’t work. Soldiers were frequently wearing mismatched
camo, which made them stand out on the battlefield as opposed to blending in.
“When guys deploy, they’re wearing desert uniforms with woodland body armor,”
Thompson explains. What if, they thought, there was one camouflage pattern that
could work almost anywhere? It could be a “75 percent solution to environments
in general,” Thompson says.
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There are a few ways to make a camouflage pattern work in multiple

environments. One is to make sure it has the right number of colors. “Three
would not be enough; 12 would be too many, because they would just get lost,”
Thompson says. He thinks seven is the sweet spot. These colors—greens and
browns and beiges—all need to have warm overtones. “Most things in nature have
some level of warmth in them,” he says. “Even a building—it came from stone ¢
likely grew a little bit of green stuff on it. Very few things remain cold.” Also very
important for a camo pattern is that it should have a lot of highlights, lowlights,
gradients, and fades; no two outfits should be identical. As Thompson notes: “If
you have all of your guys kind of looking the same, then as soon as you spot one
guy, you can very easily pick out the rest, right?”

The design students didn’t start out in the field or on a hunting range. “You start in
your Adobe suite, right?” Thompson says. “Go right in digitally, create it, print it,
make uniforms out of it. Tweak, tweak, tweak, tweak, tweak.” It was a lot of
guesswork. There wasn’t really a reliable measurement for testing the
effectiveness of camo. “The human eye and the user and the guy in the field know
what’s good or bad, but to make that be a test that you could replicate across
different forces would be very, very hard,” Thompson says.
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THE RISE OF
DIGITAL CAMO

THE CANADIAN MILITARY

KICKED OFF THE DIGITAL

CAMO TREND IN THE LATE
"985 WITH CADPAT.

IN THE EARLY AUGHTS,
EVERY US MILITARY BRANCH
WANTED ITS OWN DIGITAL
CAMOUFLAGE., WHETHER OR
NOT IT WAS ACTUALLY
PRACTICAL.
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THE MARINE CORPS
WAS THE FIRST OF THE US
FORCES TO ADOPT THE

DIGITAL PATTERN IN 2881.

THE US NAVY DEVELOPED A
BLUE DIGITAL CAMO
UNIFORM, WHICH WAS

SUPPOSED TO HIDE STAINS,

BUT MOST BELIEVED IT
MEANT TO MATCH THE
OCEAN.
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WITH SOME OF THESE
"DIGITAL" CAMOS, FASHION
WAS TAKING PRECEDENCE
OVER SAFETY.
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And yet, Crye Precision was pretty sure it had found something special. In the
early 2000s, they presented their concept for multi-environment camo to the
United States military. Crye made it clear that they intended to patent this pattern,
an early design of which was called Scorpion. In 2004 they did, and christened it
MultiCam. Around that same time, when the military had an open call for
submissions for a new Army camo, Crye proposed MultiCam. It was rejected.

Instead, the US Army announced that it had designed its own version of an all-
purpose camouflage pattern that could blend in with most environments. It was
called Universal Camouflage Pattern (UCP)—a digital, pixelated pattern that
looked as if someone had uploaded an image of camouflage in really low
resolution. When UCP was widely adopted throughout the Army in 2005, it
became, in the words of costume historian and journalist Charles McFarlane, “one
of the most dunked-on camo patterns of all time.” Kit Parker, a Harvard professor
and Army reservist who served in Afghanistan in 2009, was wearing UCP. “We
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The only soldiers who could essentially opt out of wearing UCP were members of
the US Special Operations Forces. Elite teams like Delta Force, SEAL Team Six,
and the Green Berets get a little more wiggle room when it comes to their

clothing. “Every unit, whether conventional or special, has what’s called a tactical
standard operating procedure, or blue book,” a paratrooper in the 82nd Airborr~
tells me.The blue book will outline the “third-party items you're allowed to wea..
For Special Forces, “they’re usually pretty lenient.” He says he has a buddy in
special ops who wears sneakers, and he has heard of someone who wears Vans
high-tops.

As such, Special Forces were the perfect audience for MultiCam. This cutting-edge
camo started being worn by some of the most elite soldiers in the United States
military, many of whom had met Thompson and Crye during the duo’s many trips
to Fort Benning. “Those are the people who have the ability to make their own
decisions,” says Thompson, “and are also maybe a little more open to some of the
crazy stuff.” Crye started to produce runs of their camo, selling their own
MultiCam products in the early days of e-commerce and also licensing the
pattern.

Around this time, the culture of the Special Forces started to change. Before the
War on Terror, elite teams were small and secretive; very few members of the
military knew what they were doing. “Look at photos of the first Special Forces
units going into Afghanistan in 2001,” says McFarlane. “They look like a suburban
dad on a fishing trip.” As the number of special operators grew, the whole Army
could see them fast-roping down from helicopters, breaking down doors,
storming houses of suspected terrorists—often in MultiCam. Same with the
popular video game Call of Duty and movies like Zero Dark 30, American Sniper,

and Act of Valor (which featured active-duty Navy SEALSs). In a confusing and
unpopular war, stories of Special Operators offered rare victories the United
States military could claim.

Special Forces started to develop a new image in the popular imagination, says
McFarlane: “Dudes with huge beards and long hair and just totally ripped and just
wearing lots of technical gear.” Because Special Forces were so admired and
idolized, regular infantry soldiers would buy MultiCam backpacks or accessories
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Army itself.

An American soldier trains Iraqi special forces in 2003 with mismatched camo patterns on his plate carrier and pants.
PHOTOGRAPH: AHMAD AL-RUBAYE/GETTY IMAGES
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Even civilians are not immune from the influence of Special Forces. In February 2020, Drake and the late Virgil Abloh sat front
row at a New York Fashion Week event wearing matching MultiCam rain shells. PHOTOGRAPH: BENNETT RAGLIN/GETTY
IMAGES
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An ICE agent sprays pepper spray at a protester in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on January 7, 2026. PHOTOGRAPH: ALEX
KORMANN/GETTY IMAGES

Although UCP was deployed to American troops all over the world, it became
increasingly associated with Iraq: a hated, unsuccessful pattern for a hated,
unsuccessful war. In 2010, when the Obama administration was trying to distance
itself from Iraq, the military was instructed to get rid of the UCP pattern. And so,
to quickly supply a troop surge in Afghanistan, it turned to the most readily
available replacement camo: MultiCam.

Even though the US military called its pattern OEFCP (Operation Enduring
Freedom Camouflage Pattern), it was MultiCam from Crye Precision, bought in
bulk when roughly 100,000 members of the conventional forces were deployed
to Afghanistan. Then, in 2014, the Army announced that its in-house camo team
had finally developed a new pattern: Operational Camouflage Pattern, or OCP. As
McFarlane believes: OCP is “basically MultiCam without the branding.” If you view
two swaths side by side, you can see that OCP is ever so slightly more brown.
There’s a reason they look so similar: Both are inspired by Scorpion, the original
pattern that Crye presented to the US government.
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own version. Truly, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that, because of this whole
saga, some version of MultiCam or OCP or Scorpion is everywhere. The militaries
of Australia, Georgia, Denmark, Belgium, Portugal, Argentina, Chile, Malta, and
France all wear variants of MultiCam uniforms—some specifically customized by
Crye Precision. Soldiers fighting for both Russia and Ukraine do, too; they don
colored armbands to tell who is on what side. Even the Taliban wear MultiCam
January 2026, the Minnesota National Guard wore bright yellow vests over their
camouflage in part “to help distinguish them from other agencies in similar
uniforms.”

PHOTO-ILLUSTRATION: KYLE BERGER

MultiCam has trickled down from Special Forces to all kinds of law enforcement:
American SWAT teams, municipal police, teams within the FBI, US Marshals, Drug
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Precision was awarded a nearly $40,000 contract to provide cold-weather gear
for Border Patrol in Maine. Although there have been a number of camo
companies attempting to rival MultiCam’s ubiquity (notably the impressionist
looking A-Tacs and the animalistic Kryptek), none of them seem to hold a candle.
“I think the fact of the matter is, there’s been no other pattern that’s proven,”’
Thompson says proudly.

Even civilians are not immune from the influence of Special Forces and their
camo of choice. In February 2020, Drake and the late Virgil Abloh sat front row at
a New York Fashion Week event wearing matching MultiCam rain shells, made by
Arc’teryx LEAF (Law Enforcement and Armed Forces, which has since rebranded
to Arc’teryx Pro) and sold for more than $1,000. The rareness and exclusivity of
the jackets instantly turned them into grails, and High Snobiety published an
article titled “You Can’t Buy Virgil Abloh & Drake’s Matching Arc’teryx Jackets,
Unless You're in the Army.” This turned out to be untrue, and eventually anyone
could buy MultiCam jackets in a lot of places, including in a collection that
Outdoor Research made called Allies.

“People are gravitating to those tactically adjacent products and using them as
fashion in their ‘gorpcore’ wardrobe,” says Katarzyna Schoewe, VP of design and
product innovation at Outdoor Research. “Tactical gear feels like it’s at the root of
the gorpcore trend.” (Gorpcore is a fashion phenomenon where people don hiking
gear as street wear).

It's easy to lampoon these trend followers, who it’s assumed (perhaps falsely)
have never gone hunting and don't even know a member of the armed forces.
What right do they have to MultiCam? The truth is, they might have the most
authentic claim: It was made in Brooklyn by art school grads, after all.

Styling by Laurence Ellis. “The Rise of Digital Camo,” from top: Kyle Berger; Getty
Images; Reuters; Getty Images.
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The War Machine

e The Ghosts of Al-Shifa Hospital
e Anduril Wants to Own the Future of War Tech. Mishaps, Delays, and
Challenges Abound

e How American Camouflage Conquered the World

e ‘Get Down! Get Down! They're Gonna See Us!": Six Months of Hiding From
ICE

e Meet the Gods of Al Warfare

e When Satellite Data Becomes a Weapon

Avery Trufelman is the host and producer of the podcast Articles of Interest, named one of the

best podcasts of the year by the New Yorker, The New York Times, The Atlantic, and many others.
The season called “Gear” explores the intersection of the military and the outdoor industry. ...
Read More

TOPICS LONGREADS WAR MACHINE CAMOUFLAGE MILITARY FASHION

READ MORE
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Your Body Is Betraying Your Right to Privacy

Attachment to smart devices and biometric surveillance leaves Americans more vulnerable to
police searches than ever. Left unchecked it will only get worse.

ANDREW GUTHRIE FERGUSON

Hassan Took a Bike Ride. Now He’s One of the Thousands Missing in Gaza

In a place denied access to basic forensic technology—and where people disappear into Israeli
detention—the fate of thousands remains unknown. One of them is an autistic teenager.
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The IRS Wants Smarter Audits. Palantir Could Help Decide Who Gets
Flagged

Documents show the tax agency is testing a Palantir tool to surface “highest-value” audit and
investigation targets from a maze of legacy systems.

CAROLINE HASKINS
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In 2019, two Canadian brothers blew into Detroit with an irresistible pitch: For $50, almost
anyone could become a property owner. When houses decayed and the city intervened, the
blame games began.

JOEL KHALILI

‘Get Down! Get Down! They’re Gonna See Us!": Six Months of Hiding From
ICE

A family in Chicago has been terrified to leave their apartment. Agents could be anywhere.

MADDY CROWELL
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The Ghosts of Al-Shifa Hospital

Months into a supposed ceasefire in Gaza, doctors still have to smuggle in basic medical supplies
—and treat new casualties of war.

SPENCER ACKERMAN

Why ICE Is Allowed to Impersonate Law Enforcement

“There's no accountability,” one expert tells WIRED of ICE’s ability to lie to the public. "The
consequence of this is that it's going to be a systemic harm across all law enforcement.”
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My Al Agent ‘Cofounder’ Conquered LinkedIn. Then It Got Banned

When social media is constantly pushing people to use Al, why not let Al agents participate?

EVAN RATLIFF

-
Don’t Listen to Anyone Who Thinks Secession Will Solve Anything

Americans increasingly fantasize about a divorce between red and blue states—but they dread
the thought of civil war. You can’t have one without the other.
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Opposing ICE Might Save the Country. It Could Also Ruin Your Life

For months, lone vibe coder Rafael Concepcion has obsessively built tools to counter the federal

immigration crackdown—pivoting as he’s been outmatched. He’s also lost his job and become a
target.

BRENDAN I. KOERNER
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He Built the Definitive Epstein Database—and It Consumed His Life
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RYAN BILLER

The US Military’s GPS Software Is an $8 Billion Mess

The GPS Next-Generation Operational Control System was due for completion in 2016. Ten years

later, the software for controlling the military’s GPS satellites still doesn’t work.

STEPHEN CLARK, ARS TECHNICA
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