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The Meaning of ummer Ca . It used 
to be about acquiring survival skills. Now 
it's the social skills that need work 

1 NEVER WENT AWAY T O CAMP, EVEN THO UGH-OR 

maybe becau se-my father became presid ent of the 
American Camping Association (AeA) when I was a kid. 
He liked to joke that my idea of camping was room scr­
vice.I might have resented this had it been any less true. 

I suspected it was time to send my daughter off to 
cam p even before the day the power went out in our 
neighborhood and she and a hungry friend tried to roast 
a hot dog over a candle. Absent electricity, they spent 
the days making ankle bracelets and 
playing board gam es and writing 
,1 play together because no power 
means no screens, no iChat, no Sims. 
So I wasn't looking for some fancy 
culinary camp or robotics camp or 
whatever is fashionable now, just for 
someplace that teach es the appropri­
ate interactions of sticks , weenies 
and flame . With no plugs . 

Camps have always reflected 
children's dre ams and parents' fears. 
In the 1880s, many rising middle­
class families worried that indus­
trial society had broken off some 
piece of the American soul, some tie 
to the frontier. Boys were growing 
soft: too much time with their moth­
ers and their teachers, not enough 
manly activi ty.So the early camps 
promised, as a founder put it. to take 
"weak ly boys out into camp life in the woods .,. so that 
the pursuit of healt h could be combined with the practi­
cal knowledge outside usual academic lines." 

Those first campers were wilderness tourists; today 
a wilderness is anyplace without bandwidt h. I did send 
my daughter to tennis camp two years ago,but th at didn't 
really count since it lasted fivedays and she was allowed 
to use her cell phone. This defies what I suspe ct isnow the 
whole point ofsleepaway camp: if 19th century campers 
were meant to retrieve lost survival skill s-trapp ing, 
fishing, gunnery-i-arst century campers need to work on 
their social skills. TIle winter issue of Camping magazine 
noted tha t today'scam pers are often missing some basic 
in teractive inst r uments: fantasticallydigitally aware, they 
are less familiar with the ideasof sharing their space, their 
stuff or the attention of the adults around them. For kids 
who are allowed to text during dinner, who have their par· 
cnts on speed dial forw henever theyget in trouble or need a 
ride,who communicate using more acronyms tha n a four­
star general. a litt le autonomy isprobably long overdue. 


