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SUMMER CAMP

S'more the merrier
SUMMER CAMPS ABOUND FOR EVERY KIND OF KID,
FROM ATHEISTS TO PRE-CRIMINOLOGISTS. BUT THE
TRADITIONAL, STEEPED-IN-NATURE-AND-BUGSPRAY
VARIETY REMAINS KING OF THE FOREST.

By Lisa Black
Lisa Black is a Tribune staff reporter
Published February 25, 2007

Summer camp has changed little over the years at Phantom Lake.

The kids sleep in rustic platform tents, barely separated by worn screens
and canvas from the dark stillness outside.

Thirteen-year-old Evan Warner, attending the
camp in Mukwonago, Wis., for his fourth year
last summer, e-mails a poetic missive to
describe life away from his home in Wicker
Park:

"It smells like trees and grass and nature in
general here," he writes. "When nobody is
awake you can hear lots of different bird calls
and the sound of leaves rustling in the wind.

There is nothing creepy except when a lot of people are in the boys'
bathroom--it smells strongly of body odor."

Three hundred and fifty miles and several worlds away is the
Powerchord Academy, a rock 'n' roll camp at Washington University in
St. Louis. Elias MacRoberts, 15, from Chicago's Lakeview neighborhood,
persuaded his mom to let him go last summer.

Campers there focus exclusively on practicing and performing--Elias'
fingers were aching by Day 3 from playing his guitar for eight hours a
day. They also record a CD, make a music video and potentially meet up
with a favorite band.

"A lot of the people there were really, really good and have been playing
since they were 6 or 7," says Elias, a guitar player with his own band,
The Function.

Campers sleep in air-conditioned dormitories, and while there is no
swimming or hiking, they do walk about a mile a day to get from one
building to the next.

And here's something you don't hear often about camp: "The food was
amazing," Elias says. "If you wanted a pizza, you could just say,
'Pepperoni pizza,' with whatever extra ingredients. They would just start
making it for you. It was like a big restaurant with everything. They even
had sushi."

With programs catering to every youngster's passion and need, a camp
is just as likely to meet on a boat dock or in a college science lab as
among tents in the wilderness.
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Now, with the ground still frozen, many parents already are searching for
the perfect summer camp for their child, scouring Web sites and
brochures, even hiring camp consultants to narrow the choices. Other
parents started last fall to secure a bunk in a camp with a red-hot theme
or a select group of campers.

About 10 million children and 1 million adults attend an estimated 12,000
summer camps a year, a number that includes both residential and day
camps, according to the American Camp Association. Camp directors
have had to compete with and adapt to not only the myriad programs
available to kids, but also to such outside forces as shifting lifestyles,
shorter attention spans and even terrorism.

After the Sept. 11 attacks, parents became more protective, leading at
least one Jewish camp to install an electronic gate at its entrance.
Parents have begun keeping children at home longer, waiting until age
10 to send them to camp rather than 8, says Jill Tipograph, an
independent camp consultant.

Families also are asking for shorter sessions, often so they can enroll
their children in more than one program, says Tipograph, who charges
$500 and up to help families narrow the choices.

Camps have grown very expensive, with the most exclusive ones
typically costing $7,000 or more for a seven-week session.

The expectations of parents, in turn, have escalated.

"Fifty years ago, if you came home from camp healthy and happy, that
was enough," says Keith Klein, director of Camp Laurel in Readfield,
Maine, which enrolls about 20 to 30 children a year from Chicago's
wealthier suburbs at a cost of $10,000 each for a seven-week session.

"Today, that's a given. You also come back much better at tennis,
horseback riding, lacrosse, or able to slalom on waterskis or windsurf,"
he says.

Or analyze a crime scene.

The Applied Technologies in Conservation Genetics Forensic Summer
Camp, at Central Michigan University, stretches the word "camp" to
modern-day limits while tapping into the popularity of television crime-
solving shows.
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