Closing the Generation Gap
Sharing the Family Tradition of Camp

Eden Foster

Think back.

Try to remember what childhood experiences had the most influence on you as an adult. Was it your religious community? Holidays with your extended family? Participation in a sport? Or was it a club or teacher or coach at school that had a lasting, positive impact on you?

For generations of the Teel family, that childhood experience has always been participation in summer camp. “No doubt about it, we’re a camping family,” chuckles Bob Teel, who, with his wife, Shirley, has lived in Flat Rock, North Carolina, since 1988.

Bob discovered summer camp when he was nine, and he tagged along with friends to visit their cousins at a YMCA camp near Joplin, Missouri. “As soon as I saw it I was sold. I could hardly wait to go the next summer.” His parents agreed to pay the $1-a- day fee, and Bob learned to ride a horse, paddle a canoe, shoot a rifle, play softball, and to live in close proximity with children he’d never met before. He later translated his newfound skills into a summer job as a counselor at a camp in Connecticut.

“The camaraderie at camp became very, very important to me, and the leaders had a tremendous influence on my life. My camp experience in the Ozark Mountains in the late 1930s was one of the highlights of my life, so it was no problem for me and my wife to make sure our children had the same opportunity,” Bob recalls.

Sending five children to camp each summer was no small commitment, but the Teels made it a priority. After a few summers of YMCA programs, the two boys attended camp at Culver Military Academy in Culver, Indiana, and the girls headed east to Camp Greystone in Tuxedo, North Carolina.

“Looking back on my childhood, I realize that attending camp was certainly one of the most meaningful experiences of my life,” says Stephanie Robinson of Birmingham, Alabama, the Teel’s second daughter. “Getting out of the school setting meant there was no academic pressure, no cliques or worries about clothes, but rather the emphasis was what was going on inside us, trying new things, and having fun,” she says. “And the counselors, all great college kids, emphasized the things my parents had tried to teach me, but it was easier hearing it from them,” she laughs.

Stephanie attended Camp Greystone for two years and Camp Kanakomo in Branson, Missouri, for one summer. She returned to Greystone as a counselor where she worked for five summers in a row. “Some of my very best friends even today are from camp. It’s meant the world to me.”

Attending summer camp meant so much to Stephanie that she and her husband, Gordie, committed to sending their four daughters, ages nine to eighteen, to camp as soon as each one was ready. “As a mother, learning to live with and be kind to people who are different and to make new friends at summer camp are important life skills, so we make it a priority for our children,” she relates. “And as a former school teacher, I know that the children get so tired because of all the extra activities they do after school that they have a hard time appreciating any of it. At camp, you can slow down and take your time.”

Stephanie’s brother, Starr Teel, had a different camp experience than his sisters. He attended Culver Military Academy for three summers; summers he describes as defining moments in his life. “I was a young guy in a very competitive environment, and I learned to make and live with decisions that impacted me and my team (Company) in positive ways,” Starr says. “Culver gave me the time and opportunity to acquire new skills and the confidence that comes with mastering each level of competence. I also learned about leadership and teamwork and gained an appreciation for how my actions can affect a larger community.”

We’re a camping family. At camp children learn responsibility without even realizing it

“Thanks to my father’s love for camping, Culver, and my other camp and counselor experiences, I now have a wonderful sense of adventure. I have always felt confident that I can make a positive difference in the world regardless of the circumstance. I firmly believe that a great camp experience uniquely equips all children to think this way.”
Starr’s childhood camp experiences ultimately led him to move to Hendersonville, North Carolina, in order to be near one of the largest concentrations of summer camps in the country. In addition to being a director for Camp Arrowhead for Boys, Starr is an active community volunteer and was instrumental in implementing the first regional “Art Matters” program. This initiative partnered dozens of summer camps with the local art gallery to educate the community about the values of summer camping and the role that fine art and crafts play in creative child development.

Starr and his wife Virginia’s two daughters, Annie Starr, nine, and Virginia Frances, four, are already carrying on the Teel family tradition. “I believe that there is a perfect summer camp for every child,” says Starr. “It’s a lot like picking out a college — you match your child’s needs and interests to what a particular camp has to offer.”

Annie Starr began attending day camps when she was six, and this past summer spent several weeks at both Camp Greystone and at Camp Wayfarer. “I love summer camp. My favorite thing was my cabin mates and my counselors,” offers Annie Starr happily.

“The self-confidence achieved through camp has been critically important in all of my life’s work,” says her father, Starr. 
Eden Foster is a freelance writer who lives and works in the mountains of western North Carolina.
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