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and construction of the first camp chapel, was largely undertaken by the
rabbinic faculty and the staff. Camp life as we knew it in the early years
had a very intimate feeling. The summer day revolved around the porches
of the big house (Bayit), where, in between discussion groups, ping-pong
games and impromptu song sessions seemed to always be going on. Tennis
was played on cracked cement courts outside the Bayit. At the bottom of
Bayit Hill stood a dramatic totem pole remaining from the previous occu-
pants, out of place and yet memorable. The lake and chapel were the only
other focal points of the scheduled activities. These were the modest begin-
nings of OSRUL In those days, we called it Union Institute, or more infor-
mally and endearingly, simply “Oconomowoc.” (Eudice G. Lorge, May 5,

2001)

As humble and unsteady as its beginnings may have been, Sarna asserts that
Union Institute’s founders were active participants in a new and important de-
velopmental phase of American Jewish camping.

The founding in 1952 of the first Union of American Hebrew Congregations
(UAHC) camp, in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, concluded the most portentous
decade in the history of Jewish camping. Brandeis Camp Institute (1941), Camp
Massad (1941), Camp Ramah in Wisconsin (1947), Camp Ramah in the Po-
conos (1950), and what later became known as Olin-Sang-Ruby Union Institute
(1952) were all founded between 1941 and 1952, and so were a range of lesser-
known but still influential camps, including Camps Aguda (1941), Avodah
(1943), Yavneh (1944), Galil (1944), Lown (1946), and Sharon (1946). The decade
also marked a turning point in the character of the whole Jewish camping
movement. Before 1940, according to Daniel Isaacman’s admittedly imprecise
figures, some two-thirds of all new Jewish camps were either philanthropic,
geared to the children of immigrants and the urban Jewish poor, or community-
based camps founded by Jewish federations and community centers. By con-
trast, in the two decades following 1940 less than a quarter of all new camps
fell into these categories, while almost 40 percent of them trumpeted educa-
tional and religious aims; they were sponsored either by a major Jewish reli-
gious movement, a Hebrew teachers’ college, or a Hebrew cultural institution.
Revealingly, fewer than 5 percent of all new Jewish camps had fallen into these
categories before 1940. Indeed, until the 1940s, Hebrew-languafge camps (with
one brief and minor exception) and the so-called denominational Jewish camps
did not exist at all.!
Understanding the transformation that took place during the crucial decade
of Jewish camping, when “intensive Jewish educational camps” developed, first
requires a look back at the early history of Jewish camping in America.* The
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“to restore those values of life which come from living in the great outdoors,’
to “find joy in the simplicity of living,” and to “develop a love of nature and a
study of all that God created for our enjoyment.”!! Camp Kennebec, a private
camp founded in Maine in 1907 by four young Philadelphia-area Jews, explic-
itly advocated Roosevelt’s “strenuous life” goals. Jewish camping enthusiasts
also believed that their programs effectively countered anti-Semitic stereotypes

concerning Jewish weakness and also promoted the great goal of Americaniza-

tion. Campers were thus supposed to breathe in the “pure sweet air of Ameri-

can mountains, lakes and forests” and to exhale any residual foreign traits. As
the summer progressed, they were likewise supposed to imbibe the manners
and mores of America, and to become (as one camper recalled in his old age)
“stalwart, healthy American adults”"? Even Jewish philanthropic camps, which,
like their “Fresh Air” cousins, offered shorter vacations, less staff, and fewer
amenities, promoted these goals. Besides restoring poor, malnourished, and
ghetto-ridden Jews to renewed health and vigor, they also sought to build up
the character of their charges and to do what they could to Americanize them."”
Initially, then, camps represented something of a counter-life for American
Jews: the rural camp setting, the antimodernist values that camps championed,
and the strenuous activities that filled the camp day ran counter to everything
the vast majority of Jews experienced in their urban homes. Symbolically, the
transition from home to camp was a move away from the workaday Jewish
world and into the rural world of American gentiles. Small wonder that at most
of these early camps Judaism was reduced to a whisper. For example, at Ken-
nebec, according to its perceptive historian (herself the wife of a prominent
rabbi and scholar): “The founders’ policy of balancing an all Jewish enrollment
with a non-Jewish staff, aimed at enriching everyone’s experience, seemed to
claim that religious observances, if any, should lean in the direction of neither
faith. Thus the Quiet Hour (not a service) has always been held on Sunday (not
Friday) night. From this has followed a tacit avoiding of anything Jewish except
in the realm of humor or self-satire”'* At Winslow, “cultivation of the child’s
Jewish interests and loyalties was not a paramount objective. . .. There were
simple Friday evening services . . . and that was all”® At most Jewish Center
and communal camps, as late as the 1930s, according to Isaacman, the situation
was the same: they “were almost completely devoid of any meaningful Jewish
programming or consciousness.”*® -
To be sure, there were exceptions. Noted educator and bibliophile George
Alexander Kohut, the son of Rabbi Alexander Kohut, founded Camp Kohut in

Maine in 1907. According to his stepmother, he
remembered always that he was a rabbi sworn to a special mission so far

as these boys were concerned. He had to hold up to them the light that
is Israel; he had to make them mindful of the dignity of the Jewish people
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began to apply these ideas at the Central Jewish Institute (CJI) that he di-
rected.?2 Perhaps at the suggestion of his associate Leah Konovitz, CJ1 inaugu-
rated a Jewish school camp, soon known as Cejwin, to overcome the prob-
lem of students’ forgetting during the summer what they had learned at the
institute’s Talmud Torah school during the year.” A three-year experiment

» and the camp—“operated on the same standards as well-

proved “aquspicious;
middle-class fami-

conducted private camps” and aimed at “a clientele of lower-
lies who send their children to the more progressive Jewish schools in the
community”—then established permanent quarters near Port Jervis, New York.
It became the first Jewish educational camp in the United States, and was dedi-
cated to what its founder called “the art of Jewish living”**

Informal Jewish education became the hallmark of Cejwin; it promoted
what Schoolman’s successor described as “daily living activities and experi-
ences . . . which fortify the knowledge, the feelings and attitudes of youth and
make Jewish living worthwhile”? “The camp environment,” Miriam Ephraim,
Cejwin’s assistant director, explained in 1936, “gives [Jewish boys and girls] an
opportunity to socialize their knowledge, to make their information work”
while also fostering “an at-homeness with their Jewish cultural background.”*
Schoolman himself at one point described the camp as an “educational para-

dise for the camp director,” “an effective instrument for Jewish culture,” and

«an indispensable aid to the Jewish teacher for the education of his pupils”?”
Although after the first few years there were no formal classes at Camp Cejwin,
and its standard of Hebrew fell far below what some of the more intensive Jew-
ish camps would later demand, the camp proved highly influential. The found-
ers of Camp Ramah, one of whom had attended Cejwin, drew directly on

Schoolman’s experience, and others, whether they admitted it or not, learned

much from his success.”

The most immediate beneficiary of Cejwin’s success, however, was a camp
that Schoolman himself had a hand in establishing. In 1922 he and his gifted
wife, Bertha, joined with two other pioneering American Jewish educator
couples—Isaac and Libbie Berkson and Alexander and Julia Dushkin—to
found a “private, self-paying experimental Jewish summer camp for the middle-
upper-class Jewish families, which were then struggling with the Jewish edu-

cation of their children”” Modeled on Cejwin but aimed at a different and
“The Summer

wealthier clientele, Camp Modin in Maine advertised itself as
Camp with a Jewish Idea.” “We sought to create a living synthesis of the classic
Jewish traditions in home and synagogue with the new folkways of the yishuv
[settlement] in Palestine, the American love of the outdoors and sports, with
a sense of Jewish community living,” Dushkin later explained. While formal
Jewish education was optional at the camp, “each day periods were set aside for
study” The camp also encouraged the speaking of modern Hebrew and the

singing of modern Hebrew songs.”

32 Sarna

Three fe i
ik cam;til:lreslz?fsfiﬁlp Modin are especially significant for historians of
Modin with thf -consci’ouseaiSI;h(())t? LT:;II:;ir]?gu;hkins', lind b ey
. ' nancially independent; “i
li);ezssyiililt(l)ll(;g;cclaily 1-mportant for us as community W(Z;kers,ljstrj;;lti;lgtfgoslui
et fn ait:lst comm}’mal baale batim [community leaders], to have
he was later able to accégic;lz)lsei.tig‘r}:al’zl‘?l’?e Slillclieedelc.ll’ e
e ; ebrew University “at salari
econl;::il;e;g;lh I;e:;llzscitnhelilai }his z}iiditional source oty incom:.rsllei: 21(::’
conor all of Jewish camping, and private cam ,
Ef fhe lg I:lta;ljii(ﬁ;psoved tf) be very goo.d businesses indeid. For exanl‘)l:l:r };2
of the first pri Centuam]fs in M_alne, Tripp Lake Camp for Girls, foundéd at
Bl yleicd & & 11’y Yt“_ro s%sters of Rebekah Kohut (Cyd and Eva Bettel-
oo Aecander i}()o;ni}délvehhood,” according to Rebekah’s recollections
und gt him “Gancil socati™ The proft motie aloo el wpors
e b : A e profit motive also hel -
1(9) Wner_}ill); ‘::: ;(il;z:;lc:lna}ll co.mponent of Jewish camping developed fos stl(())\f\?lX
ouwnerinvestors fex te that if camp were too much like school, then campel?rs-
e Cellm?, a(rlld their investment would be lost.*® The success of
Camps Modin jwin demonstrated that this fear was exaggerated, but
Shall s , it was not totally groundless. o
According, ::I)O;nlt:; a;:;yedDa hlgl}ly important role in running Camp Modin
S g Der hllz.shkm, the three ladies, Libbie Berkson, B’ertha;
s o usd in, were responsible at various times for the Girls’
S }i carrilg aI\lN closing the camps ”** Subsequently, Mrs. Berkson
cially, of course, at girlf; ca;I;: I;i)ﬁlyeejaflmtral mlTS T Lk Cons
. S, y example of Tri
';Zl:, lcslﬁa;’z ;:mgshof 'lche Jewish Board of Guardians demorll)srirI;:elj.eII(lj 319112 :lelrg
s ves dg; erc; B(S)ci tteac};ers., Carrie KKuhn and Estelle Goldsmith, founded
B Shu.ISi ater, during the “crucial decade” of Jewish educational
grupe, Kovia Sl Jlger worked closely with her husband at Massad, Leah
B e o1 ezsaw c?ay-to - day operations at Camp Yavneh, and in 1947
Dl }slg,e playe a”plf)nee'rlng role in the founding of Camp Ramah
e Carnce.ntury, ‘h.mttor.lan Nancy Mykoff observes, “Jewish womel;
st o publc sphete. This enable thm (0 ey 10 summmet g
: . phere. ed them to journ
g;ﬁla(;lizmar;is;u;g tt.ra!d.ltlonal gender boundaries. . .J. Butev}\’rc:zlzlrllgnl:sesr tcraalalzlllIj
" g activities suggest that they challenged as well as confirmed con-
y ideas about male and female behavior.” Through camps like MochiIrl1

Final i i i
thou;lh ijy,u(sll?lr(r'lp Modin prided itself on being a pluralistic Jewish camp. Al
in subsequently described it as “religiously Conservativep\./vit};

The Crucial Decade in Jewish Camping 33




ligious backgrounds, including, Dushkin proudly reports, the children of such

Orthodox leaders as Rabbis Meir Berlin and Leo Jung.”” Into the 19506 many

Jewish camps, like their counterparts the Jewish community schools, believed

they could simultaneously meet the religious needs of a wide range of Jews by
maintaining a “traditional” Jewish environment, complete with kosher food
and Sabbath observance, but without strict allegiance to any particular reli-
gious movement. In the early years of Camp Massad, for example, Shimon
Frost reports that the camp was the very “embodiment of the idea of klal yisrael
[community of Israel; the reference for the totality of the Jewish people]. Chil-
dren from Orthodox Zionist homes and children from the socio-cultural elite

of Conservative and Reform Judaism lived together with children from secular
»38

Zionist homes. The cement that unified them all was Hebrew and Zionism.

Camp Yavneh in New Hampshire, an offshoot of the Boston Hebrew Teachers

College, similarly sought to attract children from a range of religious back-
hared commitment to Hebrew

grounds; in its case, the unifying cement was a

and Jewish study. This tradition of pluralism within Jewish camping, hearken-
ing back to the idea that the community rather than the synagogue should
oversee Jewish education, assumed that culture (and especially the Hebrew lan-
guage) unified Jews, even as religion divided them. The ideology helps to ex-
plain the relatively late development of denominational Jewish camps, like
those of the Conservative and Reform movements. They faced opposition from

those who charged that they “fragment the Jewish community away from the

ideal of Klal Yisrael.””

Even as Camps Modin and Cejwin proved successful, the third prewar at-
tempt at creating a Jewish educational camp failed. Camp Achvah, founded in
1927 by the “father” of modern Jewish education in America, Samson Benderly,
was initially the summertime portion of an ambitious year-round program
in leadership training. Called by the name kvutzah (cooperative group), and
presumably influenced by the cooperative ideals of the Israeli kibbutz, it in-
volved during the course of its existence a total of fifty outstanding New York
Hebrew high school students whom Benderly sought to train for careers in Jew-

ish educational leadership.** Those who were chosen—on the basis of scholar-

ship, leadership potential, and personality——studied year-round both indepen-

dently and in classes and then came together in summer for what became, In
1928, a full-scale study camp, conducted entirely in Hebrew. Like so many of
Benderly’s educational ventures, this small, elitist camp, conducted on a demo-
cratic basis without formal counselors, was far ahead of its time. Two partici-
pants in the program discovered years later that it had been remarkably suc-
cessful: a third of their fellow campers went on {0 Careers in Jewish communal

life, and over half claimed to be very active in Jewish organizations.41 But, prob-
the kvutzah experiment ended after the summer of

leanings toward Liberal Reconstruction,” it attracted youngsters of var\§us re-

ably for economic reasons,
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Studies was founded-in 1940, and according to Israel Goldman’s survey, the
adult Jewish education movement as a whole in America “began to emerge and
develop.” The Department of Continuing Education of the Union of Ametican
Hebrew Congregations was founded in 1948, the same year that B’nai B'rith
began its adult Institutes of Judaism.* The Jewish Publication Society, which
promoted Jewish education and culture through books rather than classroom
instruction, also roared back to life with the waning of the Depression. Its total
income increased fivefold between 1935 and 1945, and the number of books it
distributed tripled.*” Other publishers of Judaica, including university presses,
experienced similar increases in Jewish book sales.?® Finally, Jewish organiza-
d during this period. In 1945 the American Jewish

tional life as a whole surge
Year Book reported that “a larger number of new organizations . . . formed
-year period, forty-seven new

during the past five years than in any previous five
organizations having been established since 1940.” “Interest in Jewish affairs,”

it explained, “has undoubtedly been heightened as a result of the catastrophe

which befell the Jews of Europe under the Nazi onslaught”*

The Holocaust, the waning of the Depression, and the explosive rise during
the interwar years of domestic anti-Semitism all undoubtedly influenced the
«ncreased community interest and support for Jewish education” that so many
contemporaries noticed.”® Jewish education represented both a defensive re-
sponse to adversity and a form of cultural resistance, a resolve to maintain Ju-
daism in the face of opposition and danger. It also promised to prepare the
community for the new responsibilities that it faced in the wake of the Euro-
pean Jewish catastrophe. “American Jews,” the American Jewish Year Book re-
ported as early as 1941, “are realizing that they have been spared for a sacred
task—to preserve Judaism and its cultural, social and moral values.” That same
year, Hebrew Union College historian Jacob Rader Marcus, who would soon
shift the central focus of his own scholarship from Europe to America, also
pointed to the American Jewish community’s new historic role: “The burden is

solely ours to carry;” he declared. “Jewish culture and civilization and leader-

ship are shifting rapidly to these shores”*! The arrival of learned Jewish refu-
e of the “cultural transfer” that

gees from Europe underscored the significanc
was taking place between the old world and the new. At the same time, America
generally was placing new emphasis on education. Federal aid during the De-

ght about a “remarkable improvement” in general education, es-

pression brou
pecially within the public schools. Catholic parochial schools also experienced
as the historian of one

significant growth during these years—a development,

Jewish day school notes, that “invited imitation in the Jewish sphere.””?
The growth of Jewish camping followed directly on the heels of all of these

developments. Perhaps unsurprisingly, formal and informal Jewish education

expanded at roughly the same time and for many of the same reasons. Yet Jew-

ish educational camping also benefited from three additional factors peculiar
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to the 1940s era. First, camps came to i
e serve an important child i
o pare}:lzst;‘;vzz::r\irzar a;nd mo'thers working, overnight campgfgfefreur:icxgrrl.
tected environment, Se);(())nclf nl:‘rfcllnfv:l}slitt tI}I1 eirIChﬂdlren o ot e Pm:
fected s ill relatively cheap at this ti
sun nee;'e:alzlc};f’ eslzlccll ffor much less tl-lan they had cc}:st to ‘tl))ulltdt};\l/fag;n :;r;nd
fnd adeem e :f)frri1 th.e hard times of the Depression; others could ng:
of Carmg et £ North;l;gﬁ tll\lre war years @d closed down. The founders
t};is buyers’ market: they purcha’sec;3 Z sI'-Iu?tI}Ifllz)isc}l:lre, e e etted from
e ' -acre camp site in
Hurw;z ;e;citizfége{}és and cost a mere' $‘18,ooo. “The oIV)vner hacigtj)ss:zllllaitt ’r’rf(:ljil 1
Sarich recalle ,helec’:?sseh‘ivar condlthns made it impossible to find C(’)unself
similarly recalled hole)r.“manyocr;ﬁl;?izmgfer, tal}e s oy Massad
similarly reca, : re for sale at good prices” in the :
C?)zl;l : ;,n f:r;{ceee pr?lanzrhz:flmp directors had been draftecsig, andptlllf)esse \lz\rrlhzh;;g;ll’}t’
coulen’ ke thepmar lile*tc;n;p§ for lack of manpower and food supplies.”™ A
Wisconsin, cost more—.‘Ii6e3l ocl)r:ls)Slr (])S‘if:l gail\rl1 ; ['gllll o hilslﬁtute o o nimonoe
o consin, ,000. en the rapidly rising cost it
enjof;,ed ‘ Spc; Cblzl a\(na Iel)(cicellerit 1nvest.rnent. Finally, all Jewish edgucatiozzllzgi 1st
o Lot e ber;ire y mentioned) advantage during eras of conscrip-
e exem fopeie ¢ ds ;nale §taff members were rabbinical students wlfo
b cats s ;abtl. This gave them a distinct staffing advantag; ove
other et uble, during wartime, finding sufficient mal .
e male staff for

Against this background, Jewish educational ca

during the mping came into its own

crucial decade” Indeed, the slew of remarkable and influential

camps that w

camping and :: nf:fundei betweef} 1941 and 1952 changed the face of Jewish

B ool religiozznlli;e ??PS into important components of Jewish edu
. Educators recognized thi i ]
220 the : gnized this at the time. «
egitor a;zin:dlﬁz twa;L cor.lslliered a complete liability to Jewish Edflca

or Azriel Eisenberg admitted i
° ors inaju itorial i
ggducnfg a }slpec1al issue of Jewish Education devc{ten [ 4 lead editorial in-
mparing t T o0 <«

paring the summer to the Psalmist’s “stone that the builders rejected,” h

Y e

Not long
tion,” the

d to summer camping.

> €

might in time “becom.
. e the corn i
B i o erstone in the future structure of American
Brandeis Cam i
p Institute (BCI), which i
—— . » which opened in 1941 in Amhe
. fnuch ,aesml?rcl)itiledI ma_ny of the strengths of this new ‘‘cornerstonle‘:s’lf’Ithe -
b1 n Institute did, as a i . g
training pro ) n experimental summer lead i
trained%eaiirzzn. Founded by the charismatic Columbia Teachers CZIS? .
Youth Commris cl)lcaF;Jr Shllorno Bardin, then-director of the American Zi g'e;
n, it evolved into a Los An o
B vo : 0s Angeles-based program fi |
young adults (more than twice as many of them wome;gl thanor; Coilflg:-
en at
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combined recreation with experiential learning and placed a heavy emphasis

on drama, music, and the celebration of Shabbat—“a distinctive form of Shab-
bat.” historian Deborah Dash Moore observes, “that provided meaning, com-

munity and religious experience. » Moore characterizes the BCI experience as

«, form of spiritual recreation” and suggests that its real goals were “to inspire
to whet their appetite

Jews to be Jews, t0 link them with Jewish peoplehood,
for more learning, and to encourage them to bring up their children as Jews”™*
isely the goals that all of the Jewish educational

These, of course, Were preci
summer camps espoused, however much their strategies for accomplishing

these goals differed. Bardin especially emphasized the transformative POWer of

camp, which is why (like the more recent Birthright Israel program) he focused

on college students. In 1946 he published the following testimonial from a stu-
dent at the University of Southern California, which, in his words, provided “a
pertinent summary of the [camp’s] imponderable values . . . in shaping Jewish
he testimonial (minus one o two details) might have been ech-

personality.’ T
oed by attendees or alumni of any one of the intensive Jewish educational
Tts message attesting to the trans-

camps established over the ensuing decades.
formative power of camp helps t0 explain why camping was sO quickly and
tive and Reform

ely embraced by innovative leaders within Conserva

passionat
Judaism: “When I arrived at the Institute, I felt no particular attachment to

the Jewish people. On leaving, however, 1 took much away with me. Pride in

Jewishness; 2 desire to preserve the continuity of a brave people; a sense of be-
as a Jew among Jews; a

Jongingness in a well-defined group; 2 desire to create,
e—the establishment of aJew-

ful. Youth
wish they could all share

joy through my identification witha worthy caus
ish National Home in Palestine. All this is making life more meaning

all over the United States are crying for this. How 1
59

my experience.”
Similar testimonials emerged from the other significant Jewish educational
camp that dates its origins to 1941: Shlomo Shulsinger’s Camp Massad. Massad,
which began as a day camp and became an overnight camp in 1942y was the
first Jewish educational camp to place the Hebrew language at its core. When
he was in his late twenties, Shulsinger, who was born in Jerusalem, recalled
being part of a group that was “absolutely fanatic about Hebrew language
and culture . ..as 2 basis for Jewish life” The camp’s name, from the Hebrew
word meaning «“foundation,” Was inspired by a line from a poem by Hayim
Nahman Bialik (“If you have not built the rafters but only the massad [foun-

dation], be content, my brothers, your toil is not in vain”), and was supposed

bolize the idea “that Hebrew camping would be the foundation for He-

brew education—and through it, for Jewish life”s Indeed, the camp sought
“to give the Jewish child, during the months of summer vacation, a living and

creative Hebrew environment;”®" one that molded children from a young age,
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rather than transforming them in coll i
e . ege. Thus, unlike BCI an
sad i Illigie’r:;uist ZI;ieﬂgf on leadership development. Nor diddi'? (C)}fﬁaihf’oli/[ni:l
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prew world: 2 Kind o ebrew utopia that was at once staunchly American i :
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oo howy school students; they formed its primary clientele Thy
Ackerman has ot;serV:dIeii\jI);zzzdiz‘itf:;;n (t)re d) rodldlli’- B Waltei
Ackerm d, 5 standards by which
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though Massad coe o seem to have directly influenced the founding of
R f,rom P growt}i attracted notice from all Jewish educatorsg It
o o over 30 066, demmonstoated he Fll cle e o
e in , strated that full-scale i i i
T
ot Mass  initially established by Jewish organizati
gt aim::rll_; ;nrc;itsl'rls grcile;cari Zionist Organization) to furﬁierlzbigzg Sidgde—3
opicel sims: Hebraom ionism. By the 1946 special issue of Jewish Educa-
o e b o hca;npmg, however, it was already clear that more lim-
e e Boston Hsb educational camps were also starting up. In 1944, for
e ementa Z rew College established Camp Yavneh as an exten;ion
D e ot e Soeeminddly s s, b s o
i -mindedly as Massad), but i
g ditch:(f)treizczltiursh a V\Z(e_ek of formal classes—complet)e withlieiltsso (ge;
rnes £ eyt s t. at “it was not at all uncommon for youngsters t
B oadg Clevep:n:ingf, or earlier, t'o prepare”® The same year witnessez
pre foancing i e 1’1 ];) - Camp Gal1i, an educational camp established b
College of Jewish Stud}i’ess iﬁrzzldp(:efrzi:i‘grlf . i:iiiiuciiltior}i' e Chicago};
o lege of , with the Chic; ewi
tut::a(‘;;o‘l‘ii, nl;?ll:ig;ra;ted pllans for gharon Camp, a small isgl(ilfrlilf: ga(riipli:slts h
B et :vv:iissh :;plccl;ii ) Sfoﬁrr }clollege—a}gled students who were intei:
v . ors. is was the second cam i
ek cililicszil,tcg: nf.i)uide((li :}11 the “crucial decade” of Jewish edulzai}ijda(il: }clzl:i:ig(j
b ep Ozoh (1943), had combined farmwork and Jewish liI\)/—
B L pemer ot ¢ ese camps were particularly significant, they helped
next two ventures in Iev)irissipgd)iltcft)irogla‘i o e
camping that began in Chicago—

Ramah and Unio i
X n Institute—w
camping forever. ould change the face of Jewish educational
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The Advent of Educational Camping in the Reform
and Conservative Movements

Both Camp Ramah and Union Institute developed from the gxée concern for
Jewish future that animated the educational revival of
Reform and Conservative Jews alike developed signifi-
cant new youth groups at this time: the National Federation of Temple Youth
(NFTY) in 1939 and Leaders Training Fellowship (LTF) in 1945 The former,
originally focused on young adults in their early twenties, proved an immediate
success and subsequently expanded its coverage to embrace teenagers.* The lat-

ter, established as part of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s “Ten Year Plan to
more elitist than

Reclaim Jewish Youth to Religious and Fthical Life,” was much
NETY; it aimed “to identify and cultivate the best young people within Conser-
vative synagogues and lead them into Jewish public service”® Both organiza-
tions looked upon camping—a total immersion program in Judaism—as a cen-
tral component of their program, and both entered the camping field in 1947.

Camp Ramah in Wisconsin, which opened in 1947, was by far the more
ambitious of these undertakings. It also represented the first significant foray
into intensive educational camping by an American Jewish religious move-
ment. Earlier camps, as we have seen, were established by institutions (like

safeguarding America’s
the late 1930s and 1940s.

the Central Jewish Institute), movements (Hebraism, Zionism), OF individuals
(Dushkin, Benderly). They professed to be Jewishly pluralistic, embodying
the klal yisrael ideal. Camp Ramabh, by contrast, was founded by and for the

Conservative movement. Those who established it, concludes Shuly Rubin
“saw camping as one vehicle

Schwartz in her history of the camp’s early years,
to further the goals of the Conservative movement as a whole” Along with
LTE, which was overseen by the same people who were in charge of Camp
Ramah, these youth-oriented institutions aimed to create an indigenous Con-
servative leadership—both lay and rabbinic—that would perpetuate the move-
ment into the next generation.”

Camp Massad, Schwartz shows, “had a profound effect on the development
of Ramah on all its levels” Yet even as it emulated Massad, Camp Ramah also
deviated from it in significant ways, partly because most of its campers were
less well-equipped for a Hebrew-speaking camp—they attended supplemen-
tary afternoon Hebrew schools rather than Jewish day schools—and partly be-

cause Ramah’s program responded to many of the criticisms leveled at Camp
too focused on Hebrew, and

Massad: that it was t00 authoritarian, too Zionist,
somewhat hypocritical in its approach to religious practices. Many of Ramah’s

founders, Schwartz suggests, «constructively channeled their discontent with

Massad by founding and working in Ramah” They also sought to adapt the

Massad model to suit the needs of the Conservative movement.”!
While the central ideas and educational philosophy underlying Camp Ramah
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’;?Scz)k lf(})ljiz a: ht:e Iew1'sh Theologice'll Seminary in New York, where LTF was
o Chicago_,area c(a:unp 1tse1f_ opened_ln Wisconsin, thanks to the tireless efforts
of Ghicago-area ¢ (I)<nse;vat1ve rab.b1s and lay leaders, notably Rabbi Ralph Si-
S—— al;1 man, chalr. of the Chicago Council of Conservative
o «thé " tnl,fviv ose own. children had attended Camp Massad, was re-
i ang ! }(1) a 1gure who 1nt.roduced the idea of such a camp to the Chi-
cago area and een closely supervised .its development”’? Local lay leaders of
the Conservati rmove.ment, resp.ondlng to the widespread call to intensify
——— lc')a n? am‘rnhmit;l for ]ew1.sh ys>uth, endorsed the idea and agreed to
support the c2 OE, with the fo.llowmg' significant stipulation: “This camp will
e oo b Ill)algnts af.ﬁhated with a Conservative Congregation and will
e Educatizn ”; Councﬂ only; that is not in connection with the Board of
Jewish Bducs ar; ; lamli Ramah thus represented a declaration of indepen-
fence on the ep " of local area Conserjvative Jewish leaders. They pointedly
e, ge (Y\;ar pattern of pluralism in Jewish education overseen by a
community wid t1ds<1)rlrr1ewh.alt Orthodox leaning) Board of Jewish Education
fosten S,ynaéfo ° es e ht a{t their new camp, like a growing number of their sub—‘
. angd ins.c ools, Would now be avowedly Conservative—both in its
phil its constituency.”* The Reform Jewish campi
in tllme},l followed much the same course. ping movement
n thr
P ;ree Ccl)il:srs ways too,.the new (.Zonservative camp distinguished itself
from s prececes cr)rrli in Jewish educat%onal camping, but, revealingly, in these
. vement camps <.11d not subsequently follow its lead; in-
. res remalnned unique to Ramah. First, Camp Ramah was
Cltectly overse Itl y the Jewish Theological Seminary, the training ground
S e Symaa aulevefn[l;;);en?ent, rather t.han by its synagogue movement, the
ot %Org e o ! erica. The seminary’s Teachers Institute assumed re-
s zefore 1(e)ne ?gatlona.l supervision of the camp (it also supervised
i s anc petore Rg aeh seminary assumed financial responsibility for Ra-
i by. o é) am .thus operated on the top-down model historically
pieerred by the ofnservatlve movement: the seminary ruled. Second, Camp
e Crll orrn'al study for eve.rybody. The staff too was supposed to
oy al.isse‘s:l{n. camp. The aim was to underscore the idea that for
A e exemlte7,5 Fhlv;lng a full Jewish life meant studying every day”—
i o vwus cxem fh. in ly, every R.zunah camp had a professor-in-residence
st nven from 1 ; Jewish Theological Seminary. “Originally,” according t(;
e , “the professor hfld no formal duties but was to serve as a
o lfgénpe;s End ‘staff of a ?ew who continues to study. He would
oo octas oo yho the director in times of crisis. Over the years, the pro-
o be the guarantor at Ramah ‘of the principles of Conservative

]Udaism. “ e l lle Pl()less()l l)eca]“e tlle V
.
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By the early 19508 Ramah was a movement. A (short-lived) Ramah in Maine
had opened in 1948. A (still-flourishing) Ramah in the Poconos opened in 1950.
And more camps were in the planning stages. Camping had be;grr:lfe/@ne of the
most successful of all of the Conservative movement’s postwar-i itiatives.

Reform Jewish camping, meanwhile, was developing in a quite different di-
rection. Beginning in 1947, and probably at the instigation of the new and
highly creative director of the youth department at the Union of American He-
bi Samuel Cook,”” NFTY initiated a series of short con-

brew Congregations, Rab
claves and Leadership Institutes that it held at various camp sites (Camp Henry

Horner in Painesville, Ohio; at Camp Lake of the Woods in Decatur, Michigan;

etc.). The program of the 1948 Leadership Institute featured “classes,” “ser-
» «dramatics,” “campfires,” “danc-

vices,” and “study” in addition to “sports,
ing,” and “fellowship;” and it aimed to “create a strengthened movement for
“huge success,” and Rabbi

Reform Judaism.” The program was described as a
Ernst M. Lorge, one of those who directed the program, expressed the convic-

tion “that conclaves and other camping programs are essential to Jewish edu-
»78

cation.
Lorge was no stranger to Jewish camping. He and Rabbi Herman Schaal-

man, then-director of the Chicago Federation of the Union of American He-
brew Congregations, along with several other German-born Reform rabbis,
had experienced Jewish camping in Germany, where, according to Lorge, it had
an “incredible effect . .. on Jewish education and living.””> Rabbi Alfred Wolf,
who played a central role in the establishment of Camp Hess Kramer (1952)
and other Reform Jewish camps that operated under the auspices of Wilshire
Boulevard Temple in Los Angeles, similarly credited his German experience
with stimulating his interest in camp: “You might say that Camp Hess Kramer
began when, in my teens, I was called upon to organize Jewish youth groups in
Heidelberg, in a Germany just shaken to its roots by the Nazi take-over. It was
then that I realized how much of Jewish values I could get across to young
people as we were hiking or camping together under the open sky”® These
rabbis subsequently witnessed the impact of both Jewish and Christian camp-
ing in America, and their resolve to create a movement of Reform Jewish camp-
ing was reinforced. But though the German experience was an important under-
lying factor in the development of Reform Jewish camping, it was not (as some

claim) determinative. As early as 1946, the American-born Sam Cook had at-

tempted, unsuccessfully, to acquire a permanent camp site for the Reform move-

ment.®! That same year, Rabbi Joseph L. Baron of Milwaukee (born in Vilna),
who thought he had actually found a camp donor, described in a letter, “how
anxious we have all been to develop a stimulating religious educational pro-
gram for our youth during the summer months, how particularly important

such a program is in this post-war era, and how much the success and growth

of our summer activities

depend on a suitable site in the country”® In the
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immediat
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the bulk of its campers were teenagers or adults. An “experimental one-week’s
session for 11 and 12-year-olds” was only initiated in 1954 (later imthe 1950s, a
“junior session” was created for children aged 9 to 11).8¢ Like Brandeis Camp
Institute, which, as we have seen, focused on the college-aged, Union Insti-
tute initially sought to transform its campers. Massad and Ramah, by contrast,
sought to mold them.

Fourth, more than at any other Jewish camp, Union Institute emphasized
direct contact with rabbis as a central feature of its program. Visiting rab-
bis were treated as celebrities, akin to the “professor-in-residence” at Camp
Ramah. They taught the ninety-minute study sessions, led regular “bull ses-
sions” with participants, and were the camps’ dominant personalities. Each
summer more rabbis offered to come to Union Institute, some of them sacri-
ficing a portion of their vacations in order to do so. Union Institute thus pro-
moted closer relations between rabbis and young Reform Jews. Over time, it
also stimulated many young people to enter the rabbinate.”

Finally, and perhaps as a consequence of the deep rabbinic involvement in
the program, Union Institute placed a much heavier emphasis than any other
Jewish educational camp on promoting spirituality. Indeed, during the opening
summer of 1952, religious activities were described in a report to the board as
“probably the most successful single facet” of the camp. In addition to regular
morning and evening prayers, which were “creatively developed by a commit-
tee of young people;” there were “cabin prayers at night, and a recitation of
prayers before and after each meal” “Very frequently,” according to this same
report, “a genuine mood of religious devotion was generated at these occasions,
and many of the participants were deeply moved by them.”*° Later these crea-
tive services and the whole informal mode of camp worship would have a ma-
jor impact on the Reform movement as a whole.

Within a few years, Union Institute, like Ramah, became a full-scale camp-
ing movement. Camp Saratoga (later Swig) opened in California, and three
more camps opened by 1958, all of them guided by the Youth Division of the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations. Unlike the Ramah camps, how-
ever, which were centrally directed from New York, the Union camps operated
under a considerable degree of local autonomy.” Just as individual congrega-
tions enjoyed a great deal of latitude under the UAHC structure, s0 too did the
individual camps. In this respect, as in so many others, the camps reflected the

character of the movement that sponsored them.

The Lasting Influence of Educational Jewish Camping

The establishment of Union Institute rang down the curtain on the most crea-
tive and influential decade in the whole history of the American Jewish camp-
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