
49

G
IA

N
LU

C
A

 F
O

N
TA

N
A

LIFE

48

t sunset on Sundays at summer camp 
in the Haliburton Highlands, we’d 
sit around a fire in our pine-green 

polyester camp uniforms and sing songs. I particu-
larly loved “Leaving on a Jet Plane” because it was 
a sad song, making it (quasi-) acceptable for me to 
weep openly and blame it on the music. I also loved 
it because it was about departure, and I longed for 
any kind of transit—jet plane, Greyhound, horse 
and buggy—to take me away. As I sang “don’t 
know when I’ll be back again” for the gazillionth 
time, I knew when I wanted to be back: never.

If I haven’t already made it as clear as a sum-
mer day, I hated camp. Camp was for the sporty, 
the hearty, the peppy, the outgoing, the game. My 
fellow campers had cool unisex names like Sydney 
and Greer and Blaise and Taylor. They were the 

dreading it in deep winter, when my dad would ask 
“Do you want to go to camp this year?” “Yes,” I 
would lie, a painful lump the size of a tetherball 
taking up residence in my throat. I was at that pre-
adolescent age when being (or feeling) different felt 
like certain social doom. And I really wanted to fit 
in, so I forced myself to go for five traumatic Julys. 

My campmates learned how to water-ski when 
they were barely out of Pampers. I went water-
skiing for the first time at camp, but my skis were 
too big, and as I struggled to get up, they flipped up 
to stab me in the thighs. I remember a cabinmate 
beholding my bruises and exclaiming in revulsion 
“What IS that?” “I went water-skiing,” I explained 
feebly, my bruises having assumed rainbow colours 
to match the mirrored Oakleys she had perched, 
crownlike, on her sun-bleached-blond head. h 

Summer camp taught 
Olivia Stren how to water-ski 
and eat mystery meat—and 

that perseverance is overrated.  

kind of girls who would run toward the ball in 
team sports (not away from it, like I would), the 
kind of girls who, in the wintertime, had ski-lift 
tickets permanently adhered to their jackets, the 
kind of girls who left school early to play field 
hockey (by choice), their blond ponytails swing-
ing cheerfully, while I scurried home early to watch 
The Young and the Restless. I was more of an ob-
server. I should add that I wasn’t a loner—I was a 
sociable kid, but I preferred to do my socializing 
in a place that was close to a shower and, ideally, a 
Benetton and in a way that didn’t involve enforced 
peppiness and clapping to “Johnny Appleseed” 
before eating “mystery meat.”   

My fellow campers at Gay Venture (yes, that 
really was the name of my camp) started looking 
forward to camp at the first pop of spring. I started 
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These girls also liked eating peanut-butter-
and-banana sandwiches every day, and 
they hated rainy days because it meant 
they couldn’t go water-skiing. I was aller-
gic to peanuts (as well as dairy and eggs 
and chocolate and pretty much everything 
else you eat at camp) at a time long before 
it was fashionable to have allergies and in-
tolerances, and I longed for a month-long 
monsoon. My favourite activity at camp 
was “rest.” 

During my last summer at Camp Gay 
Venture, I went on a canoe trip, which in-
volved the particular delights of portaging 
through a leech-and-blackfly-populated 
swamp. My tripmates emerged from the 
experience tanned and strong and proud. 
I emerged so heavily bitten by blackflies 
that my eyelids swelled, nearly sealing 
shut. Another camper, whose name I 
have blocked, looked at me and laughed. 
“Nobody is going to dance with you at the 
regatta with the boys’ camp next week!” 
she cackled, her tongue blue from a just-
eaten jawbreaker and her braces glinting 
in the midday sun.  

I recall weeping with joy and relief on 
Parents Day at the sight of my mom and 
dad, the way a prisoner might sob upon 
seeing a family member after weeks of 
wrongful incarceration. They’d bring me 
jujubes and copies of Soap Opera Digest 
and fresh fruit and take me to lunch in the 
nearby town. Sometimes they’d even get 
into a fight, and I’d feel a chest-splitting 
homesickness. “Why don’t you come 
home?” my mom would say. She was on 
to me. “No, I love it here,” I would say, 
tears as big as jawbreakers rolling down 
my blackfly-bitten cheeks. 

I worried that if I took her up on her 
offer, which I longed to do, it would be 
a loser move. I’m not sure why quitting 
camp was unthinkable when, frankly, I 
excelled at quitting other things. I took 
up drumming when I was 13 because I 
wanted to be like Mary Stuart Masterson 
in Some Kind of Wonderful, but I quit be-
fore I graduated from my practice snare 
pad. I also quit piano, ballet, gym (as soon 
as it wasn’t compulsory) and calculus.  
I even quit Writer’s Craft in high school  

after getting poor grades. But quitting 
camp felt more like a personal failure 
because it would be admitting that I 
wasn’t—and would never be—like those 
peppy ponytailed girls.

Parents Day was the halfway mark, 
a sort of temporary life jacket and a re-
minder of life Outside. But it was also a 
reminder that I had two weeks left until 
the last day, the one I’d spend the whole 
month fantasizing about. Until then, I’d 
have to subsist on the letters my mom 
would send me. During “rest,” I’d lie in 
my musty bunk and read and reread her 
letters; she’d write me detailed accounts (in 
French) about the goings-on in The Young 
and the Restless’ Genoa City. (“Nikki 
s’est mariée avec Jack Abbott,” etc.) I’d 
read about the recent baby swapping and 
Nikki’s pill-popping addiction. I’d pop a 
jujube and pine for home. 

Other girls at camp, the afore mentioned 
ones, sometimes got glamorous injuries (a 
broken arm from horseback riding or a 
sprained ankle from leaping for a volley on 
the tennis court) that would exempt them 
from swimming and canoe trips. They’d la-
ment their convalescence, and I’d burn with 
jealousy. The last year I went to camp, I  
finally sustained a proper injury of my 
own—during arts and crafts. While my 
peers might have hurt themselves slalom 
skiing or show jumping, I got injured mak-
ing a mug. The pottery wheel fell on my 
leg, and my foot got caught between the 
burning motor and the spinning wheel. I 
was sent to convalesce at the infirmary. I 
couldn’t go swimming or water-skiing or 
portaging, I was told, and I tried to look 
appropriately aggrieved. After a few days 
of lying supine with a plastic A&P bag 
on my foot, I left camp—not by jet plane 
but in somebody’s Mazda—and went to 
SickKids Hospital in Toronto. I had, it 
turned out, a third-degree burn on my foot 
and needed a skin-graft operation immedi-
ately. I spent the rest of that summer lying 
in the burn ward at SickKids with staples 
in my foot and my leg in a cast—all of 
which somehow seemed a preferable fate 
to spending my time at camp. I knew when 
I’d be back again. n

GROWN-UP 
SUMMER CAMPS
THESE SIX NOSTALGIC  

GETAWAYS WILL LET  
YOU RELIVE YOUR  

MOST MEMORABLE 
CAMPFIRE  MOMENTS.
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SHOWCASE YOUR TALENT 
During Labour Day week, 

Canadian Adventure Camp in 
Ontario turns over its giant 

water slides and Tarzan swings to 
adult campers. There’s even a 

talent show to cap off the week—
so start practising your 

“Kumbaya” mash-up now.

TRY A DIGITAL DETOX  
Each August, North Carolina’s 

Camp Grounded hosts a 
throwback camp-out for young 

professionals—the four-day  
retreat comes complete with a 
no-digital-device policy. Who 
needs social media when you 

can walk on stilts?

PADDLE HARD 
Fireside Adventures camp hosts 

a 10-day canoe adventure in  
the Yukon for wilderness- 

loving adults each August. Paddle 
400 kilometres up the Yukon 
River and spend your nights 

snacking on s’mores under the 
glow of the aurora borealis.

FIND BLISS 
Popular with Gen X and Gen Y, 
New York’s Soul Camp offers 
five August days filled with col-
our wars, dance classes and, 

of course, yoga. It starts with a 
fear-burning ceremony, where 

you can watch your troubles go 
up in the smoke of a bonfire.

ROCK OUT 
For a three-day weekend in 
September, Camp Yoga has 
crafted two sleepover-meets-

fitness camps in Canmore, Alta., 
and Parry Sound, Ont., respect-
ively. Roll out of your bunk bed 
each morning for rock climbing, 
rope courses and lots of yoga.

THROW A PARTY  
For three nights in September, 
Camp No Counselors lets you 
check in to a bunkhouse in L.A. 

or Michigan. Spend your days zip 
lining and your nights at themed 
costume parties complete with 
live music (and an open bar).


