In August of 2005, Priyateli Ditey held its 10th annual summer camp for orphans in Vorohta, a pleasant village nestled in the Carpathian Mountains. Despite less than optimal weather (two weeks of strong rains), the camp was a huge success.

The first Priyateli Ditey camp was held in 1996, with a handful of Canadian and American volunteers and not many more children.  It has grown over the years to encompass four campuses, several hundred children, and dozens of Canadian, American and Ukrainian volunteers.

Special thanks must be given to Viktor Yushchenko, who has been a supporter of Priyateli and the camp since its inception.  He and his wife, Kateryna Chumachenko, have, over the years, come and spent time at camp with the children of the internaty.  This year Yushchenko requested the various government branches to help out, and they responded generously--special trains were organized, buses were sent, food and lodging provided,  and the militia and military helped with security.  In addition, many private Ukrainian enterprises contributed goods and services to help the camp run smoothly.  

Attending camp this summer were 340 orphans, aged 12 to 18, from thirty orphanages throughout Ukraine, along with sixty stipendiaty (students who have graduated from the orphanages, but continue their education with the help of Priyateli Ditey).  Some 50 volunteers came from Canada and the USA, and a large number from Ukraine itself, including kozaky, members of the Ukrainian national baseball team, artists, florists, folk singers, and even doctors and dentists (who provided exams and free dental care for our children).

This year’s theme was “Yuviley”/Jubilee, and the children looked back to camps of the past. They relived, on a daily basis, their themes, including interesting periods of Ukrainian history (kozats’ka doba and knyazha doba).

The children were divided up, by age and interest, into junior and senior camps.  The junior camps were larger, and were held in basy with buildings and sports facilities.  The senior camps were tent camps, and the campers had to rough it a bit more.  Their day was less structured, and they went on several overnight hikes into the mountains. They also suffered the most; tents can be miserable places in a thunderstorm. 

In the junior camps, life was a bit easier, but the days were long and full. The day began with excersize (ruhanka), and then a zbirka, at which “Otche Nash” and the national hymn were sung, and the schedule for the day announced.  Morning through mid-afternoon were taken up with maysternyi, where the campers learned about the world around them and explored their skills.  There were maysternyi on art, floristry, kozak martial arts, sports, health/HIV, computers, singing, business, sewing, and more. 

In the afternoon, the campers sometimes had surprise visitors and activities, and prepared for evening programs.  These programs varied from night to night.  There were several concerts, at which the children performed. The talents they have are amazing--they act, sing, dance, play instruments, perform acrobatics, and write and recite poetry, and they do it all well. There were several discos, at which everyone danced to Ukrainian pop music.  There were small campfires with marshmallows one night, and a carnival with games another.  Elections were held for camp president (after debates and a campaign), and two fashion shows were held.  Marianne Lenchak of Toronto, a former model, taught both boys and girls how to wear clothes and model them, and they did so brilliantly, modeling both modern fashion and traditional Ukrainian wear.  A yarmarok was held, where children got to buy and sell goods they had made for camp hryvni.

As is the custom, a traditional Ukrainian holiday was celebrated.  This year the children got to experience a traditional Sviat Vechir.  The sports hall was bedecked with greenery, evergreen trees were hung with ornaments, and tables set.  A meal was served, with all the traditional 12 stravy (including varenyky, borscht and kutya), and there were performances by vertepy and kolyadnyky. 

The high point of the camp was the “Velyka Vatra” (Big Bonfire), in which all the bases participated.  Despite the pouring rain, the kozaky managed to light the huge bonfire, and the show began. The best children were chosen from the many concerts during the course of camp, and were invited to perform at this final gala concert.  They did so with the many stars who came here from all over Ukraine--Skryabin, Taras Chubay, Grinjolly, Oleksandr Ponomaryov and, in a rain soaked but wild performance, Ruslana.

Watching the show were all of the campers and staff, most of Vorohta, and a slew of dignitaries--not only local governors and mayors, but a TV personality (Danylo Yanevskiy) and the president himself, Viktor Yushchenko.  It was a magnificent show, and ended with a glorious fireworks display.

As always, the last day was the worst.  Gloom settled on the camps, as the children realized that this magical time was over, and they would soon be returning to the less exciting routines of their normal lives.  Goodbyes, were said, tears were shed, and addreses were exchanged, with promises made of friendships newly forged. As the train pulled away in the night, there was sadness all about, but also the hope that, maybe, next year we would all meet again.
