The CSA asked me to write something about Camp Celiac 2011 for their Lifeline newsletter.  Last year, I wrote about the kids.  This year, I would like to take a different approach and write about the people who make camp what it is.  

Camp is a surreal experience, impossible to describe and yet so defining.  Each year we send home new counselors on Friday who don't look quite the same as they did when we met them the previous weekend.  You can see that they understand what we were unable to explain before and are fully invested, dedicated to the next year.  It may take them a couple weeks to recuperate, but you can see in their eyes that they will come back.  And we are so thankful.  

Camp Celiac is for the kids.  Everything we do is to make sure they will be safe, happy, having fun, and able to eat lots of GF food.  I have often wondered if the parents know that it is run 100% by volunteers, and after a couple parental comments this year, I felt it was important to make that clear.  We are a 501(C)3 non-profit organization, whose sole purpose is to offer Camp Celiac once a year.  Our mission statement is “Camp Celiac is committed to providing an exciting and adventurous week of camp while maintaining a totally gluten free diet for campers ages 8-16. The camp provides a safe environment to build long-lasting relationships and celebrates the joy of living life gluten free.”  

The logistics and work required for just one week is daunting.  We have three Camp Directors, myself from Maryland, Lisa Walton who lives in Pennsylvania, and Mike Richman from Maine.  We each work full-time jobs but also do our volunteer camp work all year.  We take a small break after camp but start up again in December, planning, organizing, and preparing for the next year.  We have conference calls about every 2 weeks in the evenings to keep on top of things.

Lisa works on the menu and with all the wonderful GF food vendors who donate to camp the food we need for five breakfasts, five lunches, five dinners, and 14 snacks for approximately 155 campers and 27 volunteer staff.  Sara Wilhelm, a parent volunteer, assists Lisa in this endeavor and has done this for two years.  Both Lisa and Sara even load up their cars and stop at various places on the way to camp and pick up donations.  Lisa's husband, Rick, handmade a freezer to fit in Lisa's SUV so she can fill it with dry ice and get food safely to camp.  This year, Sara rented a truck and enlisted her mother's help.  

Lisa makes contact with all the vendors three to four times over a 9 month period to verify participation, coordinate deliveries, and double check timing.  If any one vendor forgets, it could affect a planned meal on the menu, so she has to be diligent in making contact.

Lisa also oversees the nursing staff for camp.  She searches for potential volunteers, conducts interviews, and trains them so they have an idea of what to expect at camp.  She works with another volunteer to refill the nursing supply carts and to make sure they will have what they need.  Lisa continues her work during camp week, in the kitchen and dining hall, and helping the nurses hand out meds at mealtimes.  

Mike Richman is our liaison with the CSA and Camp Aldersgate, manages our camp bank account, all contracts with parties we do business with before and during camp week, such as for the Sunday night entertainment, carnival, DJ for the dance, bus company, bowling alley, and the group photographer.  Mike arrives to camp with everything in his vehicle and trailer, except a kitchen sink.  He sets up stakes and signs for check-in and check-out, caution tape to create smooth flowing lines, rearranges the entire Great Hall about 6 times during the week, hangs our movie night screen, and can fix, move and tweak anything to make it work right.  Mike also works with another long-time counselor, Mike Higgins from South Carolina, to plan and implement the week-long Survivor challenge for the 14-16 year olds.  Survivor is a staple at camp and takes a lot of organization to make it fun and challenging for 60 campers.  Mike also works with me in interviewing potential new volunteer staff.  This is a vital part of camp planning because we need to have the right personalities with the right qualifications in place, months before camp starts.  

I handle the registration, placement, and enrollment packets for the campers, making sure I get the information on time, filling beds from the Waiting List when I can, and answering emails from interested families,  I work with the Center for Celiac Research at the University of Maryland in Baltimore, MD; they have generously donated our camp T-shirts for several years.  I coordinate the interviewing and placement of new volunteer staff, and work on the Programming schedule for the week of camp.   There are countless other things the three of us do to make camp happen, but we truly enjoy it and are proud to be part of such a worthy endeavor.    

Base Camp is a joking term we give the Choquette family home.  Claire and Chuck Choquette live about 15 minutes away from Camp Aldersgate, where we have held Camp Celiac for 11 years.  For those of us who come up early to set up, it is our home-away-from-home, a place to plan from, and part of our camp experience.  Claire and Chuck are impeccable hosts, who seem to enjoy the yearly onslaught of people and suitcases.  It would be impossible to run Camp Celiac without their support.  It is not just that they take us in and feed us, but their company, hospitality, humor, and generosity to camp is boundless.  With the help of their daughter, Courtney, they run back and forth to the airport, do the shopping for supplies for the nurse carts, and run countless errands during the week of camp.  Claire stays at camp during the week, acting as our support staff person; she basically does anything and everything; counting photo orders, putting out snacks, working with the kitchen, helping with arts and crafts, filling goody bags for the campers to take home, going off site for any medical needs with either campers or staff, helping with Survivor, helping the nurses, serving the desserts at the dance, and generally thinking of things that need to be done before anyone else does.  On top of this, the Choquette family allows us to store loads of camp supplies at their home all year.  

We had counselors and nurses this year from as far away as Illinois, Florida and Texas.  These 27 volunteers are dedicated individuals who give up a week of their vacation to help make Camp Celiac happen for these very deserving children.  Two volunteers stand out this year because neither signed on for what they got, but they stepped up and stepped in.  Matt Cushing is a camper's parent who has redesigned our website and made it beautiful.  He works with us all year to keep it updated.  This year he offered to get the daily photos on line from his home in New Jersey, and he concocted a very cool way to do this from afar.  We had a few technical difficulties, but with his help and the help of three counselors, we were finally able to get the pictures on the site.  He then put them together for a slide-show on Friday for the kids to see.  We did not have an official wandering photographer this year, so a number of our talented counselors offered to carry their cameras with them all week; the pictures on the website were due to their diligence in capturing these moments, in addition to their counselor and nursing duties.  We cannot thank them enough.  

Matt Cushing also offered to come early on check-in day, to help with crowd control and luggage hauling.  What he did not count on was the rain.  My minivan already had the seats taken out for the drive up from Maryland, so he used my car, and drove luggage up and down the road all afternoon, in a downpour.  The goal was to keep as much of the camper's gear dry as possible, so Matt was moving fast, and doing way more than was expected of him.  My car looked like he had taken it four wheeling, but Matt looked worse!  Another “retired” volunteer, Brian Barry, offered to come early to help with set-up, check-in, whatever we needed him for.....he is “retired” since his son aged out last year and was not a camper this year.  He brought his wife, Rose, to help with check-in.  Brian ended up in the rain moving luggage with Matt and the two of them ran the gauntlet for us and the campers.  Then when one of our male counselors had to leave right before check-in for a family emergency, Brian stayed and stepped into one of the cabins where he has been a counselor for 11 years.  Luckily, the Barry's live close by, so Rose was able to run home and pack him for the week, and he already had taken the week off from work, so it was a perfect match.  His willingness and ability to stay and fill in was invaluable to camp.   

I would like to mention two other people.  Michael Clanahan is a college student who sent us a check for around $2,500 after running a successful fund-raiser at Emory University in 2009.  He had never been a camper, but had heard about camp and wanted to help.  We invited him to be a Counselor-in-Training in 2010, at which point he presented us with another fund-raising check for even more money.  Michael returned this year, and as a bonus, he told him Mom, Lynne, all about camp, so she volunteered this year too!  Rod Fuqua runs our fishing competition all week.  He shows the campers how to use a fishing rod, bait a hook, and where the best fishing spots are.  The kids love him and the program and each year, there are more participants in the competition than the previous year.  And this year, the fishing program was the only one that received a 100% positive review on our after-camp counselor survey!

Who are these other 27 volunteers?  They are Moms, Dads, Uncles, Aunts, friends, teachers, engineers, architects, college professors, doctors, nurses, office professionals, car mechanics, IT professionals, members of the armed forces, and more.  These are exceptional people and I wish I had room to tell you about each and every one of them.  I am proud to know them and to have worked with them and hope each one will return in 2012.  Camp week is exhausting and challenging, but full of laughter, rare moments, and it is extremely rewarding.  Many of our staff return year after year, simply because they would not miss it for anything.  It is indescribable to watch these kids reconnect year after year, or come for the first time and watch them make friends with the first other Celiac children they have ever met.  They discover they are not different, but are just like everyone else, and they learn to stand a little taller and be a little more confident.  

Early in the week, we do have some homesickness and tears.  Later in the week, we have tears because the kids don't want to leave on Friday.  Friday at lunch is a difficult meal, because most of the kids are crying and hugging each other, not wanting to say goodbye or leave camp.  The 16-year-old campers are leaving for the last time, and that group is really a mess.  Some of these kids have been together since they were 7 or 8 years old, and their friendships are very strong.  I listened to one young man say he remembered his first year at camp, 6 years earlier, when he was 11 years old.  He said he cried all the way down the road because he did not want his parents to leave him there, and then at the end of that week, he cried all the way up the road because he did not want to leave.  This was his last year, but thanks to social networking, these kids can and do stay in touch with each other all year, and some groups even get together during the year, coming from far away to see each other.  This was my daughter's last year, and I know in my heart that her friends from Camp Celiac will be a part of her life always.  

Leaving camp is difficult for the staff.  In many ways, we cannot wait to get home to real beds, air conditioning, and uninterrupted sleep.  But in many ways, we don't want to say good-bye to each other for a whole year, and the campers really make it hard not to cry.  When a camper hugs you, crying, saying thank you thank you thank you,  you know you will be back.  When a camper who is aging out comes up to you and is unable to speak due to her tears, you know you will be back.  And when a camper stands up in front of the dining hall, thanking you in front of everyone, you know you will be back.   You know you have made an impact in the life of a young person, and you have made camp a part of your life.  I cannot imagine what camp will be like next year without either of my children there, but there will be lots of other kids there who I will know and new campers I look forward to meet.  

So, here's looking forward to 2012!

Denise Segreti

Co-Director, Camp Celiac

