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Among the fond traditions at Camp Wakanda, a long-gone YMCA facility
on the northwest shore of Lake Mendota, were the pranks played on camp
counselors.

That's why wearing underwear was so important.

"Invariably, you'd be standing up there making announcements and another
counselor would yank your pants down," said Bill Schultz, 60, of New
Berlin, who attended the camp as a child and returned as a counselor and
waterfront director.

For decades, summer meant one thing to thousands of boys in the Madison
area - a stint at Camp Wakanda. Saturday, as part of its 125th anniversary
celebration, the YMCA of Dane County is inviting back all former campers
and counselors for a reunion at the camp's former site, now part of Governor Nelson State Park.

Founded in 1919, the 22-acre camp operated 54 summers before closing after the 1972 session due to societal changes and budget
shortfalls. For most of its existence, the facility operated as a day camp, busing kids in and out for two-week sessions, with overnight
campouts every Thursday.

"It was always a treat to go there," said former UW-Madison athletic director Pat Richter, 69, a former camper who hopes to attend
the reunion. "You were just on the other side of the lake and not that far from home, but it felt like you were in another world."

At its peak, the camp had a main lodge and 10 cabins and served some 750 boys ages 7 to 13 over the course of a summer. (Girls had
a nearby camp, also now closed.)

In a 1973 interview, Harold Rudolph, director of the YMCA's East branch, told the Wisconsin State Journal the camp would not be
reopening that summer because attendance was down by half from its peak and its costs had outstripped its revenue.

Also, "more and more families in Madison are weekend campers now," he said, a trend that was cutting into the camp's uniqueness.

But in its heyday, the camp taught boys how to waterski, shoot BB guns, sail and make their own wallets. There was an archery
range, a craft shop and an array of athletic fields.

"It was kind of a rite of passage for children then," said Bob Anderson, 59, of Milwaukee, referring to camps in general and Camp
Wakanda specifically.

Anderson, a retired executive with the Boy Scouts of America, said that as a boy growing up in Madison, he mainly wanted to go to
camp to swim and shoot arrows. Later in life he realized "that what you really learn are group dynamics and the social aspect," he
said.

Schultz, executive director of alumni relations for the Medical College of Wisconsin, said he pitched the idea of the reunion to the
YMCA because he considers the camp "an institution."

"We looked up to the camp counselors like they were gods," said Schultz, whose father, also named Bill Schultz, was executive
director of the Dane County YMCA from 1957-72, a period that included the construction of both the current West and East YMCA
buildings.

Saturday's reunion likely will include references to the ghost stories passed down through the years at the Thursday night bonfires.

At least one story always featured an escaped serial killer from the Mendota Mental Health Institute, a state psychiatric hospital just



across the lake.

Sometimes the fear factor worked a little too well, said Jim Haugsland, 68, of Bayside, a retired sales executive who attended the
camp as a boy and returned as a counselor.

"You'd always have several of the kids pee in their beds because they were too scared to leave their cabin at night," he said.


