Camp World

by Geo Beach
S

ummer camp is a chore now, the task of selecting a product from the back pages of the Sunday Times Magazine to insulate your child from the dangers of boredom brought on by a lazy season that mocks strict schedules and delineated assignments, an escapist season scooped out of days that melt like ice cream in the Neapolitan dusk.

When I was a small boy my father said there was no reason for children to go to summer camp – they knew just how to play, with thoughts watered by a sprinkler and steaming into dreams under an afternoon sun.

"A boy just wants to dig in the dirt,"  he pronounced at dinner.

Later he was talking on the telephone – it must have been the local contractor because next day dad swung open the gates of our wooden fence and in drove a dumptruck that tipped 8 or 10 yards of earth into a mountain out back.

"You can take any of the garden tools from the shed and dig and do whatever you want," he said and kissed me and put on his straw boater and walked away through the lilacs and forsythia to the train station to go to work.

By the time he returned, that plot of ground had been a World War II foxhole and a rocket ship on the trail of John Glen and a stairway down to Red China and the hill of many neighborhood kings.  There was nothing whatever boring about that day or any of my single digit summers.

But being a boy, by the time I turned twelve I knew better than my dad, and I convinced him I needed to go away to summer camp.  I went up into the woods of New Hampshire and wandered a new world of independence.  Two weeks later I returned and advised my parents that I'd secured a position at camp the next summer – mucking out two dozen horse stalls twice a day for a couple of months.  All that backyard shoveling experience was going to pay off.  Mom thought it was terrific – she had paid her way through summer camp by bugling reveille and teaching sharpshooting.  My dad was pretty quiet.

During the next three summers I shoveled and hauled 10,000 wheelbarrowfulls of horsefeathers, and I learned to canoe and build campfires and – it being the 70s and me being a teenager – I learned to expand my consciousness and play with Lucy under the iridescent night sky on the empty baseball diamond, ascending various stairways to heaven – and the ladder to the hayloft above the horse barn.  Most of the day and much of the night there was an intoxicating lack of supervision, and for the first time I made my friends beyond the close ken of the known neighborhood.

But then came high school and real summer jobs to make real money, and I started pouring concrete – more wheelbarrows, more shoveling – with a construction company in the searing Midwest, and the cool shade of camp in the northern woods began to evaporate in the exhaust of my muscled-up Mustang fastback.

Inevitably summer jobs between school terms turn into just jobs the year around.  Lucy with her lips moist and the straw still in her hair and my cabinmate Jimmy with his hallucinogenic headphones like a C-clamp squeezing his brains and my other magical fellow travelers from the land of becoming became compressed, leaves left under the weight of time.  My jobs took me far away – from buying glass beads in Africa to training teachers in Atlanta to fighting fires in Alaska – another position where a shovel and a Pulaski will get you up the rungs of the corporate ladder – and eventually, at the end of a very long and very hot day, my job took me to the last place on earth, on this continent anyway, in a bar at the edge of the churning north Pacific.

That was a bar that was full of men full of whiskey, men in Carhartts wearing long knives, and it was a good place to find a fight if you weren't careful.  I was just looking to cool out, but the place was a forest of elbows and I knew things could get unsophisticated fast.

"Hey!"  This guy said to me as I turned and tried to slide toward the door.  He was packed right next to me, eye to eye and giving me a hard green glint, a blazing red ponytail way down his back and arms like jackhammers and he wasn't talking to anybody else.

"You don't remember me, do you?"

I quick looked to see if he was reaching for his knife, but his mouth was beginning to curl up like he wanted to laugh.

"Long way from Camp in New Hampshire, ain't it Geo?"

"Jesus, Norm!" 

One of the things you can learn in the summertime if you lie on your back assessing the logic of clouds is that time runs as easily backward as forward.  Far places collide, tectonically.  If your relations are founded in friendship, you’ll be found out by friends, even at a great remove.

Norm, carrot-top, practical-joker, wise-cracking counselor-in-training Norm, my best friend in summer camp.   Since last I saw him he spent a decade truckin’ the planet as a roadie on the Grateful Dead crew and another ten years crabbing the winter wilds of the Bering Sea.  And like a classic Casablanca line, "of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world" – he walks back into my life.

That was a few years ago now and Norm and I have calmed down, some.  At least, we’re telling less lies as the cost of extradition rises and statutes of limitation expire.

The other day I ran into Norm as I got off the plane from Manhattan, where I was reading those ads for camp.  Still can't make up my mind; don't know if Mom was right or Dad.  

Anyway, next week Norm and I are gonna go to camp at the beach.  And we’ll be sure to bring along plenty of shovels, so the kids won’t get bored.  They’ll just be digging it, all the way to China, or maybe the moon. 

ⓟ Ⓒ 2002 TEMPEST MEDIA PRODUCTIONS 
         HOM AK USA 99603-3600 907-235-1212
CAMP WORLD  / GEO BEACH / TEMPEST STUDIOS                                                                                          PAGE 5
                                                        Tempest ( studios

