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A giant swing hangs in the treetops at the Lake Owego Camp for Boys in Greeley, Pa., 
about three hours north of Philadelphia. To take a ride, you wear a harness, and a rope is 
attached to you by a carabiner at your waist. The other end of the rope is threaded 
through a pulley up in the trees and down into the hands of several fellow campers, who 
run backward with it, lifting you about 30 feet up. When a staffer yells, “Punch!” you 
yank the ripcord in your right hand, which sends you falling and swinging; that first 
dramatic swing propels you to the top of the adjacent trees, your feet tickling the 
highest branches. 

After a 29-year-old single mother from Philadelphia named Jihan Thomas tries the swing 
over the weekend of June 12-14, she bursts into tears once she gets back on solid 
ground. She is crying and laughing at once; fellow campers are hugging her and rubbing 
her back in support. 
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“In the city you’re just so tight; you’re thinking about seven thousand things a day — I 
felt a huge release after the swing,” she tells me. “You can’t get that in the hood.” 

 
“This,” she says, “Opened up a space in my soul.” 

Thomas’ experience, like the experiences of 135 people over 21 years old, took place 
when that Greeley campground hosted Camp Bonfire, a “real summer camp for adults,” 
the passion project of two Philadelphia performance artists. 

Like Thomas, I discovered that there is a great deal to be found at Camp Bonfire that you 
can’t get in the city — or anywhere else. 

This is my camp diary. 

 
 

DAY 1 

Around 10:30 a.m. Friday, I walk just past 30th Street Station up John F. Kennedy 
Boulevard, looking for the group who’ll be boarding a yellow school bus to camp — a bus 
with no air conditioning on this 90-plus degree day, with legroom better suited to 
eight-year-olds and with a seat reading “fuck bitch” in a kid’s handwriting. 

It’s the authentic camp experience. 



“Camp Bonfire?“ someone calls out. I join the grownups laden with backpacks, yoga mats 
and sleeping bags, and the topic on deck is what brings everyone to camp. 

If you do a Google search for “adult summer camp” — but, its creators say Camp Bonfire 
is “summer camp for adults,“ rather than the pornier reverse phrasing — you’ll notice a 
theme: “booze-soaked”; “sexy, boozy camp” with “drunk field day” and “hangover yoga”; 
“play like a kid all day but party all night”; one Colorado headline touts a marijuana camp 
(CannaCamp, naturally). 

A throwback weekend in the woods for the over-21 set is a growing trend, and many at 
Bonfire mention hearing about other camps like it — but some of those others have a 
distinct "get trashed" focus. Bonfire, meanwhile, highlights activities and camp culture 
first — the mention of the beer and cocktails available each night is but a footnote on 
the website. 

By the way, in case you were curious, the cost of attending Lake Owego Camp for Boys 
this year from June 27-Aug. 15 is $10,850. 

It costs adult campers this weekend $479, which includes everything except a bus ticket 
or parking pass (around $40). The directors published discount promo codes for $100 
off, so a lot of people paid less than $400.

 



At the bus stop, 
Becca Collins, a 43-year-old woman from D.C., says she wants to “hit the reset button.” 
She could have driven from D.C. to camp, but paid to park her car in Philly over the 
weekend to board the yellow bus. 

“If you are going, go big,” she says. 

Though our bus only accommodates roughly a third of all the campers — there is a bus 
from New York, too, and many people drove themselves — it’s already obvious what a 
diverse group we are: millennials, middle aged folks, people of every race. 

While packing our adult bodies into a space for children, there’s delightfully mature 
conversation: the reproductive habits of tardigrades, also known as water bears; the 
temperature the body must maintain for REM sleep; someone uses the word 
“desiccate.” 

Becca says that on the bus, “I shared that after a tragic car accident of rolling our car 
down a mountainside when I was 12 years old, I gained a healthy respect for gravity and 
a not-so-healthy fear of heights.” 

On Saturday afternoon, she will conquer the giant swing and scale her first climbing wall. 

No one’s talking about their jobs or the weather. People hardly glance at their phones. 
At Camp Bonfire, you’re asked to go without technology anyway. You can even have the 



staff lock up your phone for you all weekend.

 

Snacks are passed around during the ride, and everyone has brought more granola bars, 
watermelon, even fresh Vermont cheddar cheese than they can eat themselves. 

We arrive at the gorgeous, sprawling camp with the excitement of puppies being let out 
of a cage into the grass.  

Everyone’s eager to see their cabin and meet their bunkmates. I’m in cabin Delaware 
(kismet — I was born and raised there) and meet my cabin counselor, Lee Etzold. She’s 
brimming with energy and goodwill, and has the expressive disposition of a thespian — 
she’s an actor, writer and director in Philly, and reminds me of Molly Shannon (who had a 
role in "Wet Hot American Summer," the camp movie on everyone’s mind here). 

There’s a provided toiletries basket in the bathroom of our cabin. In it: tissues, 
toothpaste, tampons and four condoms. The directors insist that a guideline for 
inter-camper relations is “enthusiastic consent.“ Most people here have elected to sleep 
in mixed-gender cabins (though there are single-sex ones, too). The camp website reads, 
“If you come with a love or find a new one, we ask that you use the many acres of forest 
to express that love and not your cabin that has 10 other people in it.” 

After acclimating in the cabin to the company of menacing spiders and face-melting 
heat, it’s time for camp orientation. 

 



“Any time we say ‘Camp Bonfire,’ you all interrupt us to sing, ‘This camp is on fire,’“ 
explains Jacob Winterstein, 29, co-founder and co-director of Camp Bonfire along with 
Benjamin Camp, 32 — yes, that is actually his last name. More kismet. 

Ben and Jacob met and became fast friends as teenagers together at summer camp, and 
they’re serious about the values and skills camp has instilled in them. 

“I feel like my personality was forged in the communal experience that was summer 
camp,“ Ben says. 

They’re both involved in the arts scene in Philly — Ben’s an artistic director with Team 
Sunshine Corporation and Jacob is a spoken word poet and works with The Philly Pigeon 
and the Philadelphia Poetry Slam.  

Camp Bonfire has humble beginnings — the two had the idea of a summer camp for 
adults, and then just went for it. That's led them to this moment at camp.  

Jacob is walking us through one of the many camp call-and-response chants we’ll learn 
this weekend. “This camp is on fire,“ is meant to be sung to the tune of Alicia Keys’ “Girl 
on Fire,“ though there is a polarizing dispute among the assembly about whether the 
response should be “This camp is on fire,“ or, “This camp is bonfire.“ 

Also at orientation, the group plays a game designed to break us free from the shackles 
of typical get-to-know-you small talk. With strangers, the camp directors encourage us 
to discuss questions like, “What’s a passion of yours today?“ “What’s a success you’ve 
had lately?“ and “What Spice Girl do you feel like today?“ 

I am uncomfortable when coerced into things like call-and-response chants and 
icebreaker games. I’m semi-wary about the vibe of this camp. It’s when each of the 
nearly dozen counselors and staffers sings their name and some rhyming, silly facts 
about themselves during the boisterous “shabooya roll call“ song (as seen in the Spike 
Lee film “Get on the Bus“) that I think, “An introvert wouldn’t be able to fucking stand it 
here.“ 

But Ben tells us we don’t have to do anything at camp. Hate group games? Skip ‘em and 
go for a hike. Think dancing or fire building is lame? Ditch and go swim in the lake. Want 
to spend your time in the woods doing nothing but chilling in a hammock with a book? 
You got it. 



The mantra of camp: “You’re a grown-ass adult. Do what you want.“ 

 

“It’s hard in the world,“ Jacob offers. “It’s easier here.“ 

Dinner the first night is outstanding: roasted chicken (with veggie options, too), a 
dazzling selection of side dishes, fluffy biscuits and fresh watermelon — people are 
devouring the meal with ferocity; most haven’t eaten anything but bus snacks since 
before noon. After, my group languishes in hazy food comas, and someone inquires 
about coffee. 

Turns out, there’s 24-hour coffee available to us in the mess hall. There is a literal cheer. 
Truly, there's no sight like a bunch of grown-ass people on a porch at a boys’ summer 
camp rallying themselves for the activities to come by desperately clutching their mugs 
of watery camp coffee, waiting for the light to revisit their already drowsy eyes. 

Tonight’s activity will be Cabin Olympics. Introverts, cynics: Here’s where you might take 
a flying leap outside of your comfort zone. 

Each cabin is to give itself a new name and prepare a presentation: We’ll devise a cabin 
chant, skit, maybe create a flag; costumes are encouraged. 

The best example of “you just had to be there“ I could ever imagine would be my 
attempt to explain the origins of cabin Delaware’s new name and group presentation, so 
I’ll merely say we were renamed cabin Jungle Bite, we wore warrior-style face paint, two 
people wore blue wigs, Lee wore a vintage lace swim cap, someone played a djembe and 
wore tiger stripe-print leg warmers, and camp staffer Danielle danced in the middle of 



our chanting circle, representing a bonfire by wearing a bright orange tinsel-and-feather 
dress straight out of "Labyrinth." 

The Olympics themselves: There is a round of Quizzo with questions like, “Who did the 
character Lurch work for?“ and “What’s the capital of the former Yugoslavia?“; there is a 
race to see who can run screaming down the field the furthest on only one breath — if 
you have to stop screaming, you have to stop running. An epic game of all-camp 
rock-paper-scissors commences; once we get down to the final two players, people are 
crazed, screaming, sweaty — you’d think this group of grownups was watching a 
to-the-death jiu jitsu match on which they’d bet millions. Night begins to fall as we 
complete relay races, and campers are crashing into each other, falling onto the grass in 
hysterics. 

It is, frankly, incredible to behold. 

After Olympics, camp assembles around a massive bonfire, wood pallets burning while 
people nibble s’mores and sip cocktails from Art in the Age and beers from Yards. After 
only a few minutes, heat lightning and thunder rumble through the sky. The fire is 
abandoned and camp moves into the shelter of the basketball court, with booze and 
good spirits still in tow. 

Many people shoot hoops; others step outside from under the roof and dance in the 
rain. 

I spend a few minutes talking to counselor Alie Huxta, who says that if you give people 
— adults — the chance to act like kids, they will. It’s an invitation to let go. 

“I haven’t felt like this in years,“ she says. 

Later I climb into bed, soothed by the smells of natural wood and damp soil. More than a 
hundred adults doze here tonight, a day of new adventures now behind them, the 
sounds of rain pattering outside open windows. 

DAY TWO  

I skip the 7 a.m. sunrise yoga session this morning — the cocktails have gotten the 
better of me — and am wrestled from sleep by camp alarm clocks Jacob and Ben, who 
cruise around camp beating a drum and singing outside each cabin. 

“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, you make me happy, when skies are gray … good 
morning!“ 

There are a couple activity periods throughout the day at camp, and during each, there's 
much to choose from. 



“We intentionally make every activity period have something sporty, something 
nature-y, something relaxing, something adventurous, something silly,“ Jacob says. 

 

Today I talk with Ruth Green, 62, from Danville, Pa., who says she appreciates that the 
activities are so diverse. 

“You almost feel like you have to belong to an organization or an interest, like a 
kayaking group or a hiking group to do things like this, but they kind of made it open for 
people with all different types of interests,“ she says. 

Camp indeed is a one-stop shop to try new things, so after breakfast, I check out archery. 
The counselor, Jason Andrews, who is running the activity along with counselor Melissa 
Bowe, lost his voice last night. No surprise considering he wore a Honduran wrestling 
mask and bellowed cheers, chants and intimidation phrases for about two hours 
straight. He whispers archery instructions to Melissa, who then relays them to us. 

“It’s like being taught by a mime,“ someone observes. 

After archery, I make a beeline for the high ropes course; I’m dying to try the zipline. 
Unfortunately it won’t be open until Sunday, but I do try the aforementioned giant 
swing and the rock climbing walls. I make a mental pros and cons list for each: 

Giant swing pro:-Fear of heights does not currently reside on my list of anxieties 
and neuroses, so being lifted into the trees is exhilarating. 

Giant swing cons:-As you’re lifted into the air, the harness uses your torso and 
internal organs as a stress ball; stomach fat is squeezed in groundbreaking ways. 



Rock wall pros:-I do the shortest, easiest rock wall, with the largest grips, in a brisk 
minute. I feel smug about completing this activity, which is literally designed for 
eight-year-old boys. 

Rock wall cons:-I can’t conquer any wall beyond the easiest, shortest one. I am 
baffled by how anyone can climb the more difficult rock walls, which have grips 
the size of nipples. I am frustrated that I am not immediately an expert at this 
activity. I decide I’m too good for the moderate-difficulty rock climbing wall and 
didn’t really care about climbing it anyway. 

After the second activity period on Saturday, Camp Bonfire settles itself into the 
preplanned 1:30 p.m. rest hour — no activities are scheduled, and we’re asked to relax 
and keep the volume low. 

I sit on a little hill near the lake and watch my fellow campers. It’s these quiet moments 
that bring us back to our realities as adults who take any invitation to unwind, rather 
than children with their boundless energy. Here, though, the unwind doesn’t include air 
conditioning, Netflix, phones or even much social interaction: we connect ourselves 
instead to a cushion of grass or the weave of a waterfront hammock, the rays of sun 
bouncing off a still lake or our own skin, the book we’ve been using as a coaster for our 
phone on the nightstand at home. 

 



It’s more than a vacation here, more than an Instagram shot of toes in sand. Here, it feels 
like we’ve maybe discovered a new way of being still. 

Later, Ben tells me that during rest hour he saw a camper I’ve gotten to know a little bit, 
Susanne Johnson, looking down at her busied hands in her lap. He thought she was 
typing on her phone, and it deflated his spirits a bit. 

Actually, she was knitting. 

 
Shoving us from our rest hour reverie is the ringing of the camp bell, alerting us to the 
next activity: “Capture the Flag, Flag, Flag, Flag, Flag“ — there are five flags hidden 
around camp, not just one. Jacob and Ben split the property of camp in half with a line of 
flour. I watch the teams distinguish themselves by painting their faces with blue Os and 
orange Xs. People launch into serious strategy, delegating search parties, territory 
defenders, spies — I see a woman sitting on the porch of her cabin, watching, and decide 
to meet her instead of play. 

“I’m not really big on group activities,“ Mary Brewster tells me. The  “over 60“ retired 
EPA employee from Philly came to camp with her husband, Frank. “I like to take a break.“ 

She describes herself as an introvert, and I ask if she thinks people like her might have a 
hard time enjoying camp culture here. 

“I don’t think that’s the case,“ she says. She’s been bonding with her bunkies and had a 
blast organizing their skit for Cabin Olympics. 

“I just really felt good because a couple other people in the group said, ‘You know, I’m 
really an introvert, I don’t like some of these things,’ so it was just nice that there are 
people who are really always into the group things, and those who aren’t. You’re going 
to find somebody you can talk to.“ 

Shay(den) Gonzalez, 30, from West Philly, is a staffer/counselor at camp — he helped out 
with the camouflage hiking activity (like hide-and-seek in the woods, but you can’t run), 
the handstand workshop and teaches yoga. He agrees that Camp Bonfire isn’t strictly a 
place for extroverted types, or any type, really. 

“I was a definitely an awkward kid, and I’m still an awkward adult,“ he says. “But it’s really 
nice because I feel like you can easily fall into space with other awkward adults here.“ 

He says he’s seen people who arrived alone and seemed apprehensive fall into groups 
and get comfortable. 

“It’s been really nice to watch people unfold,“ Shay says. “I do think there’s a 
transformative element [to camp].“ 



The results of Capture the Flag etc. are inconclusive, and an overtime round commences. 
I see Ruth, who I interviewed earlier, listening to instructions, a little breathless from the 
chase, sweaty blue O's running down her cheeks. 

And later, I follow Jacob around as he interviews campers on camera about their 
experiences. As they talk, tears run down his. 

Near the lake, Rueben Pacheco, 38, from Brooklyn, is talking about music festivals. 

“Music fests are really the only similar thing to here,“ he says, because of the idea of 
being outside, “in touch with nature,“ sweatily trying to reach some primal, 
Woodstock-y, completely free part of your spirit — but music festivals are deeply 
commercialized, a place to see and be seen in expensive “festival fashion,“ days filled 
with racing from one stage to the next with an $8 can of Bud Light in one hand and your 
phone in the other, festival hashtags at the ready. 

But at camp, Reuben says, “you can really form a community.“ That’s thanks in large part 
to activities and workshops that reinforce the camp culture of connection and creativity. 

“We all want community, right?“ he says, “But at [some] other camps it’s always meant to 
‘make us better,’ like, ‘you’re an adult and you’re fucked up.’ Here, it’s more about just 
being present and playing.“ 



Speaking of being present, during the next Saturday activity period, I try meditation in 
the woods with counselor Dana, aka “Free.“ She’s a pediatric psychologist in New York 
and trained in hypnosis and guided meditation. 

She leads our small group into the woods to sit under a structure made of branches and 
sticks held together with twine; it recalls Carcosa from "True Detective." We sit on 
stones, logs or the forest floor; my ass hurts, I’m distracted by the far-off sounds of 
other campers yelling, and I saw a beetle so enormous that it practically had biceps 
scurry under one of the leaves near my foot. I can’t concentrate. I am critical of this 
exercise. 

Free, with her words, is guiding us through mediation up a mountain, then down to a 
pink beach. She describes the feeling of the sand, the breeze, the profound happiness 
we’re to feel on this beach in our minds. 

On the beach, Free says, is a shack with my name on it. She says it’s my sanctuary. 

“In your sanctuary,“ she says, “You have everything you need.“ 

At that, something wells up inside, and despite my cynicism and frustration, my eyes 
prickle with tears. What kind of a place has everything I need? 

Isn't that what we're all constantly searching for? 

 

A few campers will later share with me their reflections on the camp experience: 



“Everything we needed was right there, not the least of which was each other,“ says 
counselor Basil Hillel. “Without even knowing, I've been so hungry for exactly what camp 
provided.“ 

“It was an ideal human experience and a love fest. Not in a hippie way, but in a playful 
and authentic way,“ says camper Alexandra Koslow. “I felt like I got a piece of my soul 
back.“  

This camp might be the kind of place where I, where many of us here, do have everything 
we need — a connection to nature and other people, the opportunity for adventure, 
creativity and learning, a safe, nonjudgmental space, a lack of distraction and technology 
and the all-encompassing bullshit of modern life, a place where everyone around you is 
warm and kind and playful and acting as their best selves. 

I feel so happy here because this place gives me so much of what I forgot I needed. But I 
feel so sad, too — because this place is temporary. 

 
After visiting some of the other Saturday activities — a freestyle rap workshop among 
the most entertaining — I’m eagerly anticipating Saturday night’s activity: the 
“Talent/No Talent Show.“ 

Jacob and Free are our emcees, and the show begins with a poem from the newly 
formed, six-member Camp Bonfire poetry collective. 

The last stanza was written by camper Drew Anderson: 

We are all here // because we were called here 

What's small is large here // the large is small here 

All the cheers, all the beers, all the fears, all the tears 

Let's see ourselves in each other as if we're all mirrors. 

Also in the show: a group standup comedy presentation of off-color, deliciously 
groanworthy jokes — “Why can’t Barbie get pregnant? Because Ken came in another 
box!“ — an original song called “Tessa Thinks I’m Ugly“ that aligns the entire audience 
against Tessa, that bitch, a "Flight of the Conchords" rap, spontaneous poem 
construction inspired by audience members’ dreams and a terrific dance routine 
performed to “Uptown Funk.“ 

In any outside context, some of these performances would be a little cringeworthy — 
the less-than-perfect instrument playing, the obvious nerves, the moments of “wait, let 
me start over…“ — but here, in this warm, supportive little bubble, it's like watching 
magic happen. People who would never otherwise take a stage are up there, they’re 



trying, and the audience is whooping and snapping and shouting messages of love and 
no one cares about awkwardness or discomfort or embarrassment or judgment. 

Later that night, at the bonfire 2.0 and camp dance party — superbly DJ’d by David 
Adams, aka Lil’Dave — the good vibes are going strong, but I’m feeling incredibly 
exhausted. Being an adult at summer camp is making me weary. I turn in around 
midnight, the sounds of merriment riding on the breeze across a dewy green field and 
into my cabin, lulling me again to sleep. 

I find out later that while I was busy sleeping, some people went skinny dipping in the 
lake that night. At one point, they froze in terror at sounds coming from the woods. 
They thought they were hearing coyotes. 

Turns out it was a woman having an orgasm. 

DAY 3 

The adults are struggling this morning at summer camp. 

We kill the first round of coffee in seconds at breakfast. A large portion of the camp isn’t 
even at breakfast, or at the camp meeting before the first activity period. The 
counselors at the meeting have lost their voices, campers are still bleary-eyed and it’s 
more apparent than ever that the over-21 set is, well, not a bunch of kids anymore. 

But still we press on. I decide my last activity of the day will be a final visit to the lake. I 
learned how to canoe and took a swim the first day, but today I want to stand-up 
paddleboard. As I’m cruising, I pass Kacia Ng, who I’ve chatted with a bit at camp. 



“Don’t you just feel like Pocahontas doing this?“ she cries out cheerfully.

 

And you know what, I do. I’ve never felt more like Pocahontas in my life. The Disney 
version, anyway. 

Then it’s time for the closing ceremony. 

I sit down with Lee in our cabin beforehand. She talks of the tears she knows are 
imminent as people depart camp. 

“You go into a really interesting mental state when you’re really cut off, to a degree, 
from this 'adult life' you’ve built for yourself,“ she says. “I say ‘adult’ in quotes because 
it’s constructed — the barriers that help you function in your day-to-day world, those 
walls come down quite a bit here.“ 

“I think some of the crying is the final release before you have to sort of reconstruct 
yourself,“ she continues. “I guess there’s a little bit of mourning that happens.“ 

Lee has a one-year-old daughter, and says that at camp, she’s gotten back in touch with a 
buoyancy, a sense of play, that she can bring back to her child. 

“I always had it,“ she says, “But you tend to forget.“ 

At the ceremony, Jacob and Ben light a final bonfire, and we gather around. As Ben 
gestures toward the crowd while speaking, a huge dragonfly alights peacefully on his 
hand, and stays there for about two minutes. He just carries on. 



He’s the goddamned Snow White of adult summer camps. 

We sing the Camp Bonfire song, which a few campers wrote during an activity period. 
Sample lyrics: 

No work or phone or freaky cults 

It’s camp! … For grown-ass adults 

Do what you want, you’ve got the power. 

And grown-ass juice at happy hour! 

Jacob asks for anyone who wants to share a story or special moment from camp. 

The last to share a story is Mark Valenzuela. He says earlier that day he was standing and 
talking with a new camp friend, a man named Tony. They were looking around the camp, 
taking in the sights, and Tony remarked, “I hope heaven is this good.“ 

The entire assembly cheers. 

I recall something Ben said during our interview. 

“I in my life seek experiences that I can describe as heaven on earth, where I can look 
around and say, ‘This is it, this is what I’ve been looking for.’“  

And so he and Jacob have done something remarkable — they've created out of thin air 
a haven, a sanctuary. 

A place where we have everything we need. 

●  
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