A Grand Camp Experience! Grandparents and Grandkids Share the Fun
Teresa Nicodemus
A rush of wind, then letting go. Down The Black Hole they fly! Choking back laughter, eight-year-old Kayla clutches the sled. She can't see the delighted smile from her grandmother Jane, who sits close behind her as they whirl through the darkness — but she can feel it.  No snow, hats, or mittens needed as they fly into the vortex and out the other end in a whoosh of air and a big exhale of hilarious glee. 

The Black Hole slide is the resounding favorite of older and younger campers alike during Camp Tecumseh YMCA's Grand Camp in Brookston, Indiana. Fifty-seven-year-old grandparent Jane VanSickle has attended the camp every year with her granddaughter Kayla since the inaugural Grand Camp session four years ago. “It is the one time when we are able to get together without mom and dad. I get her all to myself,” says VanSickle. “Camp makes me look like a hero in the eyes of my granddaughter. I don’t have to cook or do anything. The camp does it all.”

Kathy Holderly, grandmother of two grandchildren ages five and six, agrees, “My grandchildren were impressed that ‘grandma’ would actually go down The Black Hole. Not every grandparent would go down it, you know. It’s fun for the grandkids to see me in jeans and a sweatshirt, sweating it out with the rest of them. The kids are always talking about what a good time they had with me at camp. We stay in the same cabin; it’s like a big slumber party.”

SH1 Fun and Adventure!

Use your imagination and the simple Black Hole slide constructed of corrugated tubing becomes an all-weather, dry-run sledding adventure. “We wanted a safe alternative to snow sledding. The Black Hole is perfect,” comments Jason Sims, retreats and group experiences director for Camp Tecumseh. “We’ve found that this weekend session was a great time for the two generations to spend quality time together to share stories, family history, and an experience that lasts a lifetime.”

Use your imagination again, and an afternoon at camp becomes a day in the life of a pioneer as Camp Tecumseh grand campers and children learn the art of dipping candles and grinding corn to make “Johnny cakes.” VanSickle says Kayla is a picky eater, but because the kids prepare the cakes, she loves them. 

The pioneer plan for making Johnny cakes isn’t as easy as eating them. The young and young at heart learn what it was like to live without grocery stores, electric ovens, and McDonald’s, reliving together pioneer moments as real as the calluses on their hands, which slowly appear from grinding corn with a rock. “Campers make delicious Johnny cakes from the simple ingredients of homegrown (and ground) corn, sugar, and water,” explains Sims. “They learn about growing wheat, threshing wheat, processing it for cooking. They bake biscuits in an earthen, igloo-shaped beehive oven, similar to an old-fashioned pizza oven. Of course, they all enjoy eating what they make, too! Probably a highlight of their pioneer learning experience!”

“Kayla enjoys the pioneer activities. She never, ever wants camp to end. It is a wonderfully exhausting weekend. When we get in the car to meet her mother, she falls asleep immediately. Isn’t parenting grand!” comments VanSickle. 
 

Or, you can just go fishing. With a glistening pond stocked with trout, grandparents and grandchildren at Lazy F Camp and Retreat Center in Ellensburg, Washington, like to “catch the big one.” “Catching fish is a real highlight!” says Carol Anne "CA" Roys, a sixty-five-year-old grandmother who has been going to Lazy F for thirty years – the first twenty years in camp counseling – then the last ten taking all three of her grandchildren, Brittany, the oldest, started camping at age five; Natalie, eleven; and Garik, eight.  “Going to grandparents’ camp gives them a foundation and security to go to camp on their own. My grandson Garik says he’s more responsible and he can go to camp by himself. He went to camp for the first time by himself this year,” comments Roys. 

When granddaughter Brittany was asked about her favorite activity with her grandmother, she replied, “The time that we spent at campfire doing songs and games. Just the fact of spending time with my grandma.”

Camp: The Generation Connection

Dave Burfeind, director of Lazy F Camp and Retreat Center, feels the Grand Camp sessions are “a good way to connect generations. It’s a great opportunity for grandparents to have their own bonding time with the grandkids.” 

“When I arrive at camp with my grandchildren there is a joy in my heart. I have this little moment where I say, ‘Here I am, God!’ I think it is extremely important to go to camp. It changes people’s lives. You find support and caring from other people as you raise your grandchildren. It’s a safe place to take the children; you don’t feel the fear that you sometimes experience in society,” comments Roys.

In Portland, Oregon, at the Oregon-Idaho Conference United Methodist Church, which operates three camps, including Grand Camp sessions from Idaho to Oregon, Executive Director Lisa Jean Hoefner sees those generations connecting firsthand. “Grand Camp strengthens relationships through the shared experience. Ten years from now children will remember, ‘when we did this . . .,’” says Hoefner. “It’s about the sheer joy of seeing the world through a child’s eyes – a hummingbird going to the feeder, the waves, accomplishing rowing together, building that sense of shared memories.”

Sometimes those shared memories are not only measured in significant moments but in earning yellow, brown, or blue beads that are worn with pride on campers’ name tags. At Camp Magruder in Rockaway Beach, Oregon, one of the three camps operated by the Oregon-Idaho Conference United Methodist Church, each grandparent and grandchild sports a lanyard nametag. Beads are added every day for completing an activity (e.g., boating, learning a new skill, crafts). “I remember during one session at Camp Magruder when a few grandparents joked, saying, ‘We want a naptime, and the kids want beads. Hey, why don’t we get a bead for naptime?’ Now, campers earn a bead every day for naptime . . . ,” laughs Hoefner. 

Naptime isn’t the only bead-earning adventure at Camp Magruder. Hoefner confirms that sand sculpturing is a big hit at camp culminating with a four-star art show of sand sculptures. Intergenerational challenge course initiatives are popular, too. “Common camp activities are extra special because of who you are sharing it with. Making s’mores can be an adventure if you are doing it with grandpa,” says Hoefner. 

Giving the Gift of Camp

But, how can grandparents share in this quintessential experience if they are unable to travel or participate in the camp?  There are a number of ways:

· Send your grandchild to camp and give the perfect gift. Contact the camp and inquire about scholarships for your grandchild. Often camps will offer the scholarships with a creative approach. “When grandparents purchase a camp scholarship [at camps through the Oregon-Idaho Conference United Methodist Church], we send them a certificate and a daypack with the quotation: ‘I’m going to camp no matter what!’ We also send an activities catalog so grandparents can give a tangible present,” comments Hoefner. 

· Send notes to campers while at camp. 

· Encourage the entire family to attend family camp sessions. 

· Offer to have your grandchildren stay with you overnight to help them experience being away from mom and dad. 

Burfeind adds, “If you don’t have grandchildren, you can volunteer and be part of the program. We have individuals who volunteer in nursing and assistance with facility issues such as watering the grass and maintaining buildings and property. It's staying involved that's important.”

Today's Seniors Are Active, Healthy, and Engaged

Meeting the demands of today’s active seniors, Clemson University’s Camp Again! offers programming exclusively for older adults. This five-day, Monday through Friday program with four scheduled sessions in the fall has provided a unique intergenerational opportunity although not between grandparents and grandchildren. “For the last five to six years, we have had volunteer participants from Camp Again! during our other summer camps. We operate two summer programs, which serve children and adults with special needs,” states Leslie Conrad, director of Camp Again! 
Each session accommodates up to sixty seniors participating in activities ranging from canoeing/sailing, crafts, pontoon boat rides, and hayrides to whitewater rafting and ropes courses. The most evident benefit of this innovative camp experience “is the fellowship. I think sometimes it’s hard for them to try something new. My grandmother, for example, didn’t want to come for several years due to feeling obligated at home. She felt guilty for ‘playing.’ The first year she came she didn’t know anyone. Now she can’t imagine not coming,” says Conrad. 

Camp isn’t just for kids anymore. Whether bonding with grandchildren or finding fellowship with other seniors in the pristine outdoors at a camp program planned exclusively for them, seniors are coming to camp by the droves. 
***sidebar***

Plan Ahead for Grand Camp 
Tips for a Successful Camp Experience
· Talk about the camp session and address any needs or concerns with the parents and grandchild. Ask: What do they want to get out of the weekend? What are the guidelines and rules we must establish? In what activities do you want to participate?

· Think of experiences you have treasured that you want to share with your grandchild – seeing the stars, swimming – if you are excited about it, the child will naturally want to participate. 

· Be realistic about age levels in terms of attention spans and time when you are choosing activities. 

· Share stories at camp about what “mommy and daddy” were like at your grandchild’s age. 

· Be aware that you are potentially responsible for some discipline. Rather than spoiling your grandchild, you may need to call them on behavior issues. 

· Understand that camp is a different living experience with your grandchildren; they will be living in the same room with you – they aren’t just visiting.

· It’s good to remember this is a casual program. Remember a cap for your head and not to be concerned about your appearance! It is a very active camp session. Bring comfortable clothes – and layers of clothes for the fall.

· Be prepared to share bathroom facilities. You could be sharing a bathroom with fifteen other people!

· Bring enthusiasm to see the world again in a new way.

Packing Suggestions

· Pay attention to the “What to Bring” list the camp sends.

· For preschool children, you may consider bringing along their favorite toy. 

· Good walking shoes and an extra pair for creek walking. You need to be able to keep up with the kids. There may be moments when you might even be running! 

· Close-toed shoes and pants for horseback riding.

· Flashlights for possible “trampin’ around at night.”

· Bug spray.

· Sleeping bags to put on the beds. 

· Board games for leisure time or bad weather.

***end sidebar***

***sidebar***

Counting Seniors In! 

Grand Camps have successfully emerged to meet the needs of significant numbers of active senior citizens across the country. The growth in the older population is expected to mushroom between the years of 2010 and 2030 as the baby boomers reach sixty-five, according to the government's Administration on Aging.  By the year 2030, the elderly population will reach 70 million, more than double the number of seniors in the year 2000. At least 25.4 percent of the elderly population will be minorities. 

***end sidebar***

***sidebar***

Resources for Grandparent/Grandchild Programs

· www.CampParents.org – The American Camp Association’s family Web site includes a Find-A-Camp database featuring searchable options for senior camps with locations around the country.

· www.elderhostel.org/programs/intergenerational_default.asp – Elderhostel offers intergenerational programs from wilderness canoe camping to cooking, painting, and kite flying. 

· www.sierraclub.com – The Sierra Club has several unique programs.

· www.grandtravel.com – Grandtravel has a variety of programs specifically for grandparents and grandchildren. 

· www.grandparenting.org – The Foundation for Grandparenting, Inc. offers exclusive camps, programs, and resources geared to the grandparent. 

***end sidebar***

To learn more about camp and child development, please visit the American Camp Association’s family Web site: www.CampParents.org.
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