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ABSTRACT 

In the remote woods of Maine, children gather around a fire wearing headbands and 

feathers in order to become members of their tribe as they partake in a decades-old tradition. To 

them, the wearing of a feather is just part of the Council Fire tradition. Fire and Feathers uses 

the Council Fire ceremony at two Raymond, Maine summer camps as a case study in order to 

analyze the appropriation of Native American culture at summer camps. Cultural appropriation is 

a hotly debated topic in society, from sports logos to fashion. However, summer camps are one 

area where the appropriation of Native American culture has not received a great deal of 

scholarly attention. This thesis explores why the appropriation became part of camp practices 

and why it continues to this day. Using the script of the ceremony, old promotional brochures, 

and photographs from the camp archives, this thesis argues that the appropriation persists 

because the label ‘tradition’ has been applied to Council Fire and consequently masks the 

appropriation as simply part of the tradition. While camps have a long history of appropriation, 

O’Brien believes they can move forward in a way that honors camp traditions while not 

appropriating Native American culture.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Figure 1. Photo from a scrapbook of Council Fire participants in the 1940s. Camp Wawenock, 

Raymond, Maine. 
 

Thirty-six members of the Owaissan Tribe of Camp Wawenock in Raymond, Maine sit 

on their council rock, pouting and appearing bored. Hugging their knees to their chests, they look 

straight ahead to the fires that are out of the camera’s frame. All the girls are matching in their 

collared blouses, shorts, tube socks, and tennis sneakers. Their tribe counselor sits in the back 

corner, sticking out in her white clothing.1 Some are sporting feathers at the back of their head, 

                                                
1 Up until some point in the early 1950s, the Tribe Counselor would sit with her tribe on the council rock. 

During the 1950s—the exact year is unknown—the Tribe Counselor moved to sit with the rest of the staff. One 
reason for the change may have been that directors at the time, Syd and Lillian Ussher, were adamant about creating 
clear distinctions between campers and staff members.  
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while others are only wearing a leather headband. These girls are about to receive their feathers 

and become official members of the Owaissan Tribe. This is Council Fire.  

From its inception in the early 19th century, the summer camp has evolved into an 

American institution that has affected the lives of generations of children. While popular 

conceptions (and misconceptions) of summer camp persist, there is one aspect of camp that does 

not get as much attention: the camp traditions which connect generations and have campers 

returning year after year. Council Fire is one such tradition. Various versions of Council Fire 

exist at summer camps across the country and each serves a particular purpose within the camp’s 

community.  

While Council Fire is considered tradition at many camps across the nation, it is actually 

what scholar Eric Hobsbawm calls an invented tradition. By definition, an invented tradition is, 

“a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or 

symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, 

which automatically implies continuity with the past.”2 The Council Fire ceremony contains a set 

of practices that have symbolic value within camp. The categorization of Council Fire as an 

invented tradition is crucial to understanding its place within camps. According to Hobsbawm, 

invented traditions create continuity with the past in order to create the feeling of consistency in 

one area of life despite the fast pace of modernity.3 This push and pull between modernity and 

the past is what Council Fire represents: Council Fire connects campers with a fictitious past in 

order to create a constant throughout children’s lives as they grow up. In the case of Camp 

                                                
2 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric Hobsbawn 

and Terence Ranger (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), accessed March 11, 2019, ProQuest Ebook 
Central, 1. 
 

3 Ibid, 2. 
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Wawenock, this connection with the past is created through the appropriation of Native 

American culture.  

According to Oxford Reference, cultural appropriation is, “A term used to describe the 

taking over of creative or artistic forms, themes, or practices by one cultural group from another. 

It is in general used to describe Western appropriations of non-Western or non-white forms, and 

carries connotations of exploitation and dominance.”4 Scholar James O. Young defines cultural 

appropriation as when “[m]embers of one culture (I will call them outsiders) take for their own, 

or for their own use, items produced by a member or members of another culture (call them 

insiders).”5 Cultural appropriation thus involves the taking and using of culture—symbols, 

rituals, technologies, etc.—by a dominant group and using it in a manner that differs from its 

original purpose. Cultural appropriation is a widely debated topic in society and, at times, has 

been hard to differentiate from cultural exchange. Among the most popular debates about 

appropriation are in regard to fashion and sports mascots. Recent examples include Karlie Kloss 

wearing a headdress down the Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show runway for a Thanksgiving-

themed lingerie outfit and Pharrell Williams wearing a headdress on the cover of Elle UK.6 

These instances demonstrate a lack of understanding of Native American culture and thought for 

how the misuse of that culture may impact Native Americans. Among sports teams names and 

mascots, the Washington Redskins are the most well-known and hotly debated example. While 

                                                
4 "Cultural Appropriation," Oxford Reference, June 16, 2017, accessed March 30, 2019, 

http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095652789. 
 

5 James O. Young, Cultural Appropriation and the Arts (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), 5. 
 
6 Charlotte Cowles, "Karlie Kloss, Victoria's Secret Really Sorry About That Headdress," The Cut, 

November 12, 2012, accessed April 10, 2019, https://www.thecut.com/2012/11/karlie-kloss-really-sorry-about-that-
headdress.html; Jon Blistein, "Pharrell Apologizes for Wearing Headdress on Magazine Cover," Rolling Stone, June 
25, 2018, accessed April 10, 2019, https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/pharrell-apologizes-for-
wearing-headdress-on-magazine-cover-200635/.  
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Washington Redskins owner Daniel Snyder called the name a “‘badge of honor’” in 2013, many 

Native Americans feel otherwise.7 The National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) has been 

fighting to change the name since 1972 when it launched a campaign against the use of 

derogatory stereotypes in sports mascots.8 The NCAI argues that, “rather than honoring Native 

peoples, these caricatures and stereotypes are harmful, perpetuate negative stereotypes of 

American’s first peoples, and contribute to a disregard for the personhood of Native peoples.”9 

As these debates demonstrate, questions of use, permission, power dynamics, and intentions are 

central to cultural appropriation.  

Through the Council Fire ceremony, Native American culture—specifically, words and 

symbols, such the concept of a ‘tribe’ and feathers worn in a simple headband—is appropriated 

in order to connect campers with the past. In this thesis I argue that the Council Fire ceremony, 

with its use of Native American culture at some moments and not at others, demonstrates how 

appropriation becomes excused through the concept of tradition. The label of tradition 

normalizes the appropriation of Native American culture within the camp environment. As a 

camp tradition, Council Fire persists in its original form (or close to its original form)—feathers 

and all—because the appropriation has become a crucial part of the invented tradition. 

There is a tremendous amount of scholarship on the topic of summer camps and their use 

of Native American culture. There are four scholarly conversations, however, that are critical to 

                                                
7 Theresa Vargas and Liz Clarke, "Redskins Owner Dan Snyder Makes Visits to Indian Country amid 

Name-change Pressure," The Washington Post, December 21, 2013, accessed April 10, 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/redskins-owner-dan-snyder-makes-visits-to-indian-country-amid-name-
change-pressure/2013/12/21/5f939266-6777-11e3-a0b9-
249bbb34602c_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.55d4c67cdffb.  
 

8 "Ending the Era of Harmful ‘Indian’ Mascots," National Congress of American Indians, accessed April 
10, 2019, http://www.ncai.org/proudtobe.  
 

9 Ibid. 
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this thesis. These conversations are: the appropriation of Native American culture in American 

society at large, the history of summer camps, girls’ development, and current views on camp 

traditions that appropriate Native American culture. Drawing on where all of these categories 

overlap allows me to contribute to the scholarly conversation surrounding summer camps.  

In “‘More Real than the Indians Themselves’: The Early Years of the Indian Lore 

Movement in the United States” (2008), Clyde Ellis and Mabel F. Knight analyze the rise of the 

Indian lore movement as evidenced by the careers of Reginald and Gladys Laubin. The Laubins 

are representative of how fascination with Indian lore swept the country in the 20th century and 

helped to popularize romanticizing Native American culture. In spreading the Indian lore 

movement, the Laubins dressed up and performed as Native Americans, thus doing what scholar 

Philip Deloria calls ‘playing Indian.’ In his book Playing Indian (1998), Deloria argues how 

people, such as the Laubins, have ‘played Indian’ since the Boston Tea Party. Playing Indian is 

“the performance of Indian Americanness” through costume and disguise.10 In doing so, 

Americans have used the Indian identity when it is convenient, both to define what being an 

authentic American is and what it is not. In the face of a rapidly changing society, Americans 

sought to reaffirm an “authentic social identity” in the late 19th century.11 Americans turned to 

Indians as touchpoints of authenticity: “Whereas the parents of modern campers feared that they 

(and their children) were becoming cynical and artificial, Indians appeared childlike and natural. 

Whereas moderns lived a high-density, mass-mediated urban life, Indians were rural and face to 

face.”12 This view of Native Americans as natural and authentic became something to emulate 

                                                
10 Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 7. 
 
11 Ibid, 101. 
 
12 Ibid, 106. 
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through playing Indian. He argues that throughout time, “Americans have returned to the Indian, 

reinterpreting the intuitive dilemmas surrounding Indianness to meet the circumstances of their 

times.”13 In the wake of modernity, Americans play Indian and return to the perceived comfort 

that comes from the seemingly frozen-in-time practices of Native Americans.  

Similarly, Shari Huhndorf writes in Going Native (2001) about how the act of ‘going 

native’ has traditionally been in response to social crises in American society. Retreating to 

Indian ways of life in the face of fears regarding modernization creates nostalgia for the 

primitive way of life. People go native to find their ‘true’ self and in doing so, use the Native 

identity to reaffirm the European-American identity. Going native is thus a way of defining 

whiteness and reinforcing white dominance as Native Americans are used as a reference point 

for what is not European-American. Taken together, these sources provide an extensive 

framework for the history and interpretation of the appropriation of Native American culture. 

These scholars demonstrate that appropriating Native American culture reinforces racial power 

structures and is a widespread and deeply rooted practice in American society. Thus, it is not 

surprising it occurs in a place as seemingly innocent as summer camp. Sharon Wall discusses 

appropriation in Canadian camps in “Totem Poles, Teepees, and Token Traditions: ‘Playing 

Indian’ at Ontario Summer Camps, 1920-1955” (2005). This text served as a good model for 

analyzing camp traditions, as well as a reminder that playing Indian and fraught relationships 

with Native populations are not phenomena exclusive to the United States.  

The next category of scholarship, the history of camps, is robust and diverse. I narrowed 

sources down based on the location of the camps analyzed, primarily on the East Coast, and the 

time frame covered, with most beginning in the late 19th century. A Children’s Nature: The Rise 

                                                
13 Deloria, Playing Indian, 7. 
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of the American Summer Camp (2008) by Leslie Paris provides an extensive history of the 

development of summer camps. Paris argues that the formation of camps occurred as a reaction 

to fears of modernization in the late 1800s and early 1900s. As an escape from crowded urban 

centers, camps provided children with space to be a child. Moreover, Paris discusses the 

changing nature of childhood at this time. Childhood was increasingly being seen as a separate 

time from adulthood when play and leisure were encouraged. Thus, camps provided the perfect 

space for these notions to play out. Abigail Van Slyck echoes Paris’s modernization argument in 

A Manufactured Wilderness: Summer Camps and the Shaping of American Youth, 1890-1960 

(2006) and analyzes the physical spaces of early camps. She argues that although camps are 

thought of as ‘natural’ spaces, they are, in fact, man-made. Therefore, the manufactured element 

of camps, including their layout and architecture, facilitated the transference of views and values 

related to race, class, gender, and modernity that children could not escape from simply because 

they were in nature. Van Slyck’s chapter “Like Savages” is crucial when analyzing the Council 

Fire ceremony as it focuses on camp ceremonies, the appropriation within those ceremonies, and 

what their organization and layout reveals. She argues that the act of gathering around the 

campfire and the activities performed around the campfire—whether that be singing, telling 

stories, or playing Indian—allowed camp leaders to impose ideas about race and gender on 

children. In a similar manner to Van Slyck, Courtney Fint analyzes the summer camp as a 

cultural landscape in “The American Summer Youth Camp as a Cultural Landscape” (2008). She 

concludes that the development of, and changes to summer camps over time helped to define 

their meanings as institutions in America. She uses Jackson’s Mill State 4-H Camp to analyze the 

various spaces of camps to understand how the landscape of camp impacted the campers. Both 

Paris and Van Slyck provide in-depth histories of summer camps. This thesis has a much 
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narrower scope, using one camp as a case study (as Fint does) and drawing on elements from a 

second camp in order to analyze camping traditions. 

Girls’ development, specifically at summer camps, is the next category of literature. 

Susan A. Miller’s Girls in Nature (2001) focuses on how girls’ camps dealt with the ‘crisis’ that 

is female adolescence. She argues that through the intentional construction of the camping 

landscape and the presence of appropriate role models, camp leaders transformed female 

adolescence away from overly-feminine concerns and towards nature and self-sufficiency. The 

time frame for her text is 1900 to 1939, which is when the camp that is my primary source was 

founded and transitioned from a boys’ camp to a girls’ camp. Jen Helgren also explores girlhood 

in this time frame and links it to playing Indian in her text “Native American and White Camp 

Fire Girls Enact Modern Girlhood, 1910-39” (2014). Helgren argues that the Camp Fire Girls 

organization allowed girls to create new concepts of modern femininity and by drawing on 

Native American culture, girls were able to explore racial identities.14 Helgren asserts that the 

organization reflected racialized America and played an important part in adolescent girls’ 

development; girls were able to use Indian imagery to redefine themselves and what it meant to 

be female. While my thesis will not explore the Camp Fire Girls, the organization’s influence on 

other spaces for girls’ development is relevant. Similarly to Helgren, Leslie Paris argues in “The 

Adventures of Peanut and Bo: Summer Camps and Early-Twentieth Century American 

Girlhood” (2001) that girlhood was a learned and practiced social identity in early-twentieth 

century summer camps. Camps afforded girls opportunities for personal exploration and 

                                                
14 The Camp Fire Girls was a national organization that utilized Native American culture and ideals to 

teach girls about nature and domesticity. For more about the Camp Fire Girls see Mary Jane McCallum, ""The 
Fundamental Things": Camp Fire Girls and Authenticity, 1910-20." Canadian Journal of History 40, no. 1 (04, 
2005): 45-66. 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/194339136?accountid=11091.  
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transformation at each stage within their built-in age hierarchies; Paris analyzes how these, in 

addition to recreation, played a role in the socialization of girls. This category of literature 

provides background on girlhood and how youth organizations, such as camps, reaffirm gender 

ideals. When linked with playing Indian, these gender ideals become racialized.  

The final category of literature is small and focuses on what camps should do about the 

appropriation today. Stephen Fine argues in “Respectful Approaches” (2016) that camps should 

not be forced to change their practices but should incorporate more education about Native 

Americans. This is a crucial text to put into conversation with a Native American perspective on 

the subject, as it is their culture that is being appropriated. Additionally, this piece was published 

by the American Camp Association (ACA), camps’ governing body. Thus, by not mandating that 

camps change their practices, the ACA is condoning the appropriation. Steve Purdum, a 

Minnesota camp director writing to his camp community in “Camp Tradition—Old and New” 

discusses why his camp changed its traditions to remove practices of appropriation. These 

articles are useful when considering why these traditions still exist and what factors are 

considered when changing them.  

 Though there is extensive research on camps and their use of Native American culture, 

no literature hones in on the ceremonies as they exist today. This thesis contributes to the 

literature by examining the evolution of camp ceremonies, focusing on the present state of the 

ceremonies and why they are still performed today.  

This thesis uses Camp Wawenock, a traditional seven-week all-girls summer camp in 

Raymond, Maine as a case study. The nearby Camp Agawam, a seven-week all-boys camp, will 

also be utilized to gain a deeper understanding of the variations of Council Fire across camps. 

Camp Wawenock was founded in 1910 by Dr. William Kendall. It originally began as an all-
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boys camp and then transitioned into the co-ed Camp Wawenock-Owaissa in 1917 when a girls 

division opened.15 Following World War I, the boys division was discontinued in 1924 and the 

girls division has continued on since then.16 Located on the picturesque Lake Sebago in Southern 

Maine, the camp has been under the continuous direction of educators since its founding and 

currently serves approximately one hundred girls each summer. The girls are divided into two 

tribes, the Wawenocks and the Owaissans, that compete on a weekly basis in skill-based Tribe 

Meets. Eleven miles away, Camp Agawam was founded in 1919 on Crescent Lake.17 Agawam 

hosts about one hundred and thirty boys each summer. While they are not officially brother-sister 

camps, Wawenock and Agawam interact often through social dances and competitions in 

swimming, tennis, and sailing. Additionally, many campers often have siblings who go to the 

opposite camp. Both camps have a rich history filled with unique and somewhat odd traditions, 

which, when combined with friends and fun activities, create the summer of a lifetime for each 

camper.   

The scope of camps used was intentionally narrowed to just two camps, both within the 

same town in Maine, in order to make comparisons between camps that are geographically close 

and historically opened in the same time period. Access to primary source materials from these 

camps also informed the scope. In order to conduct the majority of my research, I traveled to 

Camp Wawenock to access materials in their archives. While there I also had the opportunity to 

briefly visit Camp Agawam. Neither archive resembles an official archive; rather, they are a 

                                                
15 “Camp Wawenock For Boys on Raymond Cape, Sebago Lake, Maine With a Brief Announcement of 

Camp Owaissa—A Summer Camp For Girls Under the Same Management,” 1917, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, 
ME. 

 
16 The World of Wawenock, 1999, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
17 “Traditions and History,” Camp Agawam, accessed February 7, 2019, 

https://www.campagawam.org/traditions-and-history/. 
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collection of old documents, scrapbooks, and memorabilia. Wawenock categorizes materials by 

which directorship the camp was under at the time, however, there is minimal organization and 

no official keeper of the archives. I sorted through the materials within them and picked out the 

materials related to the camp’s history, Council Fire, and traditions. Because the materials in the 

archive largely lack dates, my study is not a history of Wawenock or a history of its 

appropriation of Native American culture. Rather, it is an analysis of the meaning of such 

appropriations, particularly as performed in Council Fire. 

Through this archival research, I gathered old brochures, photographs, the Tribe Binders, 

an old version of the Song Book, the World of Wawenock play, and an assortment of random 

materials such as scrapbooks and speeches from reunions. Additionally, I looked at recent 

photographs of the ceremony as well as the text of Council Fire itself. My original research 

question was historical in nature: Native American culture is frequently appropriated at summer 

camps, including in the ceremony Council Fire at Camp Wawenock in Raymond, Maine. What 

do the changes in the ceremony and the language around it between 1910 and 2018 reveal about 

the relationship between tradition and change? But as I focused more on the work the 

appropriation did for the camp, and as I discovered the chronological limitations of the archival 

research, the direction of my research focused less on the language around the ceremony and 

more on how the tradition is taught and continues. In the end, I found myself asking, what does 

the appropriation of Native American culture reveal about the nature of tradition? What purpose 

does the appropriation continue to serve for the camp? 

The two largest sources from the Wawenock archive were camp brochures and the Tribe 

Binders. These two sources are surprisingly well-maintained. Camp brochures from the founding 

of the camp in 1910 until present day allowed me to track changes in the language around the 
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philosophy for going to camp and how the ceremony and the tribes were explained. Language in 

these brochures also mirrored language in the text of the Council Fire ceremony. These 

brochures had dates attached to them which allowed me to create an overarching timeline of 

Wawenock’s history. The Tribe Binders provided great insight into the camper perspective of 

Council Fire. As a collection of letters passed down from one set of campers to the next, they 

were created with the intention of providing helpful tips for being a Tribe Leader. They have 

amassed hundreds of letters from previous Leaders relating to all camp traditions beginning in 

the 1960s. The majority of letters were dated which helped to pinpoint when minute changes to 

traditions occurred. When looking at the letters in the binders, I honed in on how the letters were 

transferring aspects of the ceremony from one set of Leaders to the next; these letters are some of 

the clearest evidence of how the tradition is transferred from older campers to younger campers.  

The text of the Council Fire ceremony was perhaps my most important source. I had 

access to three versions of it: a partial script that dates anywhere from 1949 to 1997, the 2016 

version, and the 2018 version. Through the text and photos, I analyzed every aspect of the 

ceremony. From marching in, singing, exchanging feathers, and joining hands at the end, every 

act and word was subject to scrutiny. Comparison of the 2016 and 2018 texts was particularly 

crucial as there were important wording changes to the script between these versions. I analyzed 

the changes made to the ceremony by considering how these changes in the wording impacted 

the meaning. By removing direct references to Native Americans, the 2018 version appeared 

more palatable in a day and age when there is awareness of cultural appropriation. My interview 

with a current director also provided insight into the reasoning for the changes and her 

perspective on the elements of appropriation. This interview helped, in part, to answer the 

question that has been on my mind since the beginning of this process: why does the ceremony 
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still exist? Photos helped to show elements of the ceremony—the feathers, the fires—that are not 

necessarily present or do not come across in the written text. The juxtaposition of old and new 

photographs revealed that aesthetically, the ceremony has not changed despite the wording 

changes, as evidenced by a comparison of Figures 1 and 2.  

 
Figure 2. Photo of the Wawenock tribe at Council Fire in 2017. Camp Wawenock, Raymond, 

Maine. 
 

There was also an assortment of random documents that are very reflective of the 

unofficial nature of this archive. Newspaper clippings and parts of old books provided a history 

of the Frye’s Leap legend. Frye’s Leap, also known as the Images, is set of rocks named for 

Captain Frye, who is said to have jumped off of them when escaping a band of Native 

Americans.18 Speeches from reunions and anniversaries, as well as notes from old alumnae 

recalling anything about their time at Wawenock provided the opportunity to look at how the 

camp traditions are remembered. Interviewing Camp Wawenock alumnae built on this and was 

                                                
18 History of the Town of Raymond, (Raymond, ME: 1953), 4. 
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the most enjoyable and rewarding part of this research.19 The women brought to life letters from 

the Tribe Binders by adding specific stories and also revealing other traditions which were 

removed much earlier in the camp’s history. I learned details which demonstrate that while yes, 

the campers still do wear feathers in the ceremony, much has changed in the camp overall. 

Programming has changed, uniforms have been upgraded, and with new directors have come 

new practices. Yet, when these women return to camp for a visit, it feels as if they never left; the 

buildings look the same, the activities are the same, and the songs are the same. This again raises 

the question, if some elements such as the uniforms have changed, why does the appropriation 

remain? This tension between change and continuity has been a persistent thread in my research. 

It is important to note that I attended Camp Wawenock from 2007 to 2013 as a camper and was a 

staff member from 2014 to 2018. Thus, I have participated in the Council Fire ceremony and 

possess a special perspective as an insider to the Wawenock community.  

This thesis is divided into three chapters that focus on major themes related to camping 

traditions and playing Indian. The first chapter focuses on the elements of appropriation and how 

they have been appropriated to become camp culture. This chapter discusses how playing Indian 

is common to the organized camping experience, and particularly central to Camp Wawneock 

and Camp Agawam. This normalizes the appropriation of Native American culture within the 

context of camp. There is an ownership over Native American culture that occurs because camps 

view it as part of their tradition. Therefore, the power of tradition is highlighted as the repetition 

of Council Fire or the many generations of Camp Agawam ‘Chiefs’ demonstrate that repeating 

the tradition normalizes it, which makes the tradition further ingrained in the camp’s culture. The 

                                                
19 The interviewees are identified in this thesis by the years they attended Wawenock rather than by their 

names. 
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second chapter is a close reading of Wawenock’s Council Fire ceremony. It provides an analysis 

of the songs, actions, and wording of the script in order to understand the meaning of the 

ceremony and how the appropriation of Native American culture adds to that meaning. The third 

and final chapter explores how the ceremony and the tribes support communal bonding, 

development, and rites of passage. The tradition actively bonds people, thus reinforcing its 

strength. This chapter focuses on how elements unrelated to Native American culture also 

become part of the tradition of Council Fire at Camp Wawneock. Thus, the appropriation 

becomes further intertwined in camp culture as one of many components of the tradition. I 

conclude the thesis with a discussion of a way forward for camps that utilize Native American 

culture. It explores changes that can be made to camp practices that still align with the camp’s 

mission yet are also respectful towards Native American communities.  

Council Fire is just one tradition of many that ultimately compose an idyllic summer for 

children. However, its use of Native American culture—in a way that facilitates and encourages 

playing Indian while fostering tradition—provides grounds for exploring the dynamics of race 

and gender in the camp environment—and how tradition informs and perpetuates those notions.  
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CHAPTER I: A ONCE DOMINANT TRIBE OF MAINE INDIANS 
 

Thud…thud…thud goes the Tom Tom as the Agawam campers march single file into 

Council Fire. With each thud equaling a footstep, the campers sway from right to left. Chief 

stands at the center of the council ring behind the fire, wearing his tan and beaded faux animal 

hide costume and feathered headdress. Separated by tribe, the campers slowly fill the ring. The 

Tom Tom stops and Chief says, “Braves give ear we’re about to hold Council Fire.” 

 
Figure 3. Photo of an Agawam Council Fire in an unknown year. Camp Agawam, Raymond, 

Maine. 
 

At Camp Agawam, it is a custom for the director to be referred to as ‘Chief’ rather than 

by his first name.20 There have been generations of ‘Chiefs’ that led Agawam through the 

motions of camp life. From campers to staff members to parents, everyone refers to the director 

as Chief. This was not uncommon across boys’ camps that were founded in the early 20th 

                                                
20 “Admiral” Sam Rogers, “2nd Council Tally,” 2004 Season, Camp Agawam, Raymond, ME.   
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century. Many directors were either called ‘Chief’ or ‘Big Chief’ as such nicknames reinforced 

hierarchies.21 That the campers were (and are) led by a Chief lends itself to the authenticity of the 

camping experience; Indianness was a crucial aspect of the camping experience.22 This is 

highlighted in the costume the Chief wears during Council Fire. Throughout daily camp life, 

Chief dresses in normal, everyday clothing that one might expect from a camp director: shorts 

and a t-shirt bearing Agawam’s logo. However, for Council Fire, he dons a costume—complete 

from head to toe with a headdress and moccasins—in order to fully embrace the chiefly persona. 

Just as the director has a special name, so too, do the Agawam campers. Within the context of 

Council Fire, when boys are wearing a headband and feather and their Honor Band displaying 

patches of achievement, they are referred to as braves.23 No longer are they campers when 

wearing their costumes as they have transformed into Indian braves, prepared to follow their 

Chief. 

The use of terms such as Chief and brave are just one example of how Native American 

culture is appropriated at summer camp. The aspects of Native American culture present within 

the Council Fire ceremony and at camp as a whole are appropriated by the camp and are thus no 

longer viewed as Native American culture in the eyes of the campers; Native American culture 

becomes camp culture. This process occurs through small elements that, when taken together, are 

revealing of the deep-seated practices of playing Indian at summer camps. From words to 

objects, Native American culture has been used in a way that highlights the authenticity of the 

                                                
21 Leslie Paris, Children’s Nature: The Rise of the American Summer Camp, (New York: New York 

University Press, 2008) 201. 
 
22 Ibid, 201. 
 
23 “Admiral” Sam Rogers, “2nd Council Tally,” 2004 Season, Camp Agawam, Raymond, ME. 
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camping experience. Years of repeated use ingrains these practices in camp, to the point where 

children are unaware of what they are doing and adults do not see the harm. The evolution from 

Native American culture to camp culture has occurred over decades and solidifies the practice of 

playing Indian at camps as a tradition.  

The use of costume and dress up is central to the concept of playing Indian. Through 

dress, campers and directors assume a Native American identity for the purposes of the 

ceremony. The act of disguise allows one to “live out the cultural ideas that surround noble 

savagery as concrete gestures that possessed physical and emotional meaning.”24 Native 

Americans have been deemed “noble savages” since the 1700s.25 As noble savages, Native 

Americans were simultaneously pure, nature-loving people and barbaric fighters who could take 

out white people.26 By dressing up like Native Americans, one can be close to nature, pure, and 

self-sustaining while also being strong and barbaric. The key factor in this dress up is that once 

the disguise is removed, the campers return to being their white selves. The racial aspects of this 

‘authentic’ camp experience were common throughout many early 20th century summer camps.27 

Thus the practices of Agawam (and Wawenock) are not out of the camping ordinary, yet do beg 

the question, why do they continue? Playing Indian was common at late 19th and early 20th 

century camps as a way of combating modernism. The practices have persisted because of 

tradition, but the perils of modernity still threaten campers in the 21st century, thus opening the 

gates for playing Indian to return children to nature and authenticity.  

                                                
24 Deloria, Playing Indian, 6. 
 
25 Ibid, 4. 
 
26 Paris, Children’s Nature, 207. 
 
27 Ibid, 191. 
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Being among nature is valued throughout the history of camp as nature has been viewed 

as the “antidote” to modernity.28 In the late 19th century, fears of modernization aided the rise of 

camps as parents’ nostalgia for a simpler way of life, without interruption of technology, spurred 

them to send their children to camp.29 The founding of Wawenock follows the trends of many 

other American summer camps in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Ideals surrounding child 

rearing practices, changing social demographics, and modernity influenced the founding and 

popularization of camps during this time period. Fears of modernization pervaded in the late 19th 

century as cities expanded rapidly and became viewed as centers of physical and moral 

corruption despite technological progress.30 Moreover, people worried about the character of 

future generations as the frontier, where hardships shaped the American character, had closed 

according to 20th-century historian Frederick Jackson Turner.31 Without the frontier to teach 

people, including an influx of immigrants, what it meant to be ‘American’, parents turned to 

camps as a way to instill values in children.32  

Masculinity was particularly in danger with the closing of the frontier as hardships on the 

frontier built a distinctly American character and instilled ideas about what it meant to be 

masculine.33 Taming the natural frontier land taught earlier generations the value of a strong 

work ethic and teamwork. Thus, a “back to nature” mentality emerged as parents not only 

                                                
28 Paris, Children’s Nature, 9. 

 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 Abigail A. Van Slyck, A Manufactured Wilderness: Summer Camps and the Shaping of American Youth, 

1890-1960, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006) xxii. 
 
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Ibid, xvii. 
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wanted boys out of corrupt cities, but also needed nature’s rigor and purity to build their son’s 

character. Scholar Shari Huhndorf calls this “going native.” She argues that the act of going 

native—entering nature and playing Indian—“articulates and attempts to resolve widespread 

ambivalence about modernity as well as anxieties about the terrible violence marking the 

nation’s origins.”34 In fear of modernity, people go native to take comfort in the Native 

Americans’ seemingly static ways of life. Through ceremonies like Council Fire, camps had 

children playing Indian in order to capture the authenticity and simplicity that modernity was 

taking from them. Seeking to recreate the authenticity of the frontier in the face of doubt about 

modernity, camps took up the job of building character in children through experiences in nature. 

These ideals regarding the value of nature when combatting modernity’s ills were 

reflected in the marketing of Wawenock when it was a boys camp. One of the earliest brochures 

from 1910 discusses the urges boys have to be in nature: “Every boy wants to get into the open 

and free air, into the country, onto lakes and streams, and to climb mountains”35 as well as the 

influence that nature has on boys’ development: “[Wawenock] provide[s] an enjoyable vacation 

that combines with it the same benefits of healthfulness, resourcefulness, self-reliance, and self-

preservation.”36 The earliest camps were for boys, as the nation’s masculinity was at risk because 

of over-feminized homes.37 Without the frontier to toughen them, camp was necessary to turn 

boys into men. Indeed they did, or at least claimed to do so. A 1924 brochure discusses the 

                                                
34 Shari H. Huhndorf, Going Native: Indians in the American Cultural Imagination, (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2001), 2. 
 
35 William Converse Kendall, “Boys, Your Vacation: Why, Where, When and How,” 1910, Camp 

Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Van Slyck, A Manufactured Wilderness, xxiv. 
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development of character at camp saying, “Above all, Camp Wawenock tries to teach the boys to 

be true gentlemen and sportsmen. ‘Play fair and may the best man win’—but do all in your 

power to be the ‘best man.’”38 Boys at camp were being taught the characteristics they needed to 

succeed when they reentered the real world. While they may not have been experiencing the 

hardship that earlier generations experienced on the frontier, camps romanticized frontier life and 

sought to provide boys with similar formative experiences.39  

Ernest Thompson Seton was a fundamental figure in the early camping movement as he 

combined camps and playing Indian as a way to build boys’ character. Agawam’s Council Fire 

ceremony is actually modeled after Seton’s Woodcraft Indian League.40 Camps emphasized 

simplicity and only by going back to nature for authentic, primitive experiences would children 

grow up and be able to take on the demands of the modern world. The fear of old-fashioned 

values being lost to modernity created a nostalgia around Native American culture.41 Seton and 

others capitalized on this nostalgia to spread playing Indian as a way to build character 

throughout many early American summer camps.42 Seton saw Native Americans as “timeless 

and close to nature” thus making them excellent role models for children.43 Seton also viewed 

Native Americans as “other”, outside of the time and space of turn-of-the-century America.44 By 

                                                
38 1924 Camp Wawenock Brochure, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
39 Van Slyck, A Manufactured Wilderness, xxiv. 
 
40 “Traditions and History,” Camp Agawam, accessed February 7, 2019, 
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41 Paris, Children’s Nature, 97. 
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doing so, Native Americans “represented positive qualities—authenticity and natural purity—

that might be expropriated, not for critique (as in the case of the traditional noble savage) but as 

the underpinning for a new, specifically modern American identity.”45 Somewhat 

counterintuitively, Seton used old-fashioned ideals and the anti-modern practice of playing 

Indian in order to prepare children for the modern world. Thus, the modern thing to do was to 

send a child to the woods, seemingly back in time, to play Indian. Playing Indian was anti-

modern in that children learned old-fashioned values, yet by learning those values they were 

more prepared for the modern world.  

Seton used the values he saw Native Americans exemplify as the core tenets of what boys 

would gain from the Indian League, such as orderliness, community, and respect for hierarchy.46 

Within the League existed many rules and regulations. This contradiction between freedom in 

nature and rules around the ‘tribal’ structure represented modern America. Seton was being anti-

modern by rejecting the technological advancements of modern life and playing Indian but in 

doing so, reaffirmed the social values of modern American society:  

If his [Seton] demand for obedience served modern social orders and corporate 
hierarchies, his subsequent commandments—prohibitions against starting wildfires, 
harming songbirds, breaking game laws, cheating, and keeping a messy camp—
recognized Turner’s historical periodization: the free frontier was gone and America was 
now a land of limits.47  
 

Through this combination of playing Indian and restrictions on behavior, Seton believed he was 

raising a better generation of boys that would be prepared to tackle modernity’s challenges and 

lead America. 

                                                
45 Deloria, Playing Indian, 103. 
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Through Seton and other camping professionals, elements of Native American culture 

were appropriated and became part of camps’ invented traditions. The feather is the foremost 

symbol that is appropriated through playing Indian. In both Wawenock and Agawam’s Council 

Fire ceremony, the feather is the main mechanism to indicate of which tribe a camper is a 

member. At both camps, the children wear a feather tucked into a headband, a common image 

evoking Native American culture in Halloween costumes, movies, and sports logos (see for 

instance, Figures 4 and 5.) 

                                           

Figure 4. Child in an Indian Princess Costume from Amazon.com. Figure 5. Cleveland Indians 
logo, Chief Wahoo © Cleveland Indians. 

 
The organization of campers into tribes, and the use of the word ‘tribe’ instead of team, 

also demonstrates the appropriation occurring. The use of tribes enhances the identity 

transformation campers have when playing Indian as they are warriors for their tribe rather than 

just members of a team. This tribal affiliation becomes another cultural identity for these 

campers. The wearing of headbands and feathers immediately signals “Indian” to people, as a 

quick Google search of “Native American costume” or “Indian costume” yields numerous 
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results, nearly all of which include a headband, feather, or headdress. The feather thus becomes a 

crucial part of playing Indian at camp ceremonies as it is the symbol signaling the transformation 

from camper to brave, Wawenock or Owaissan. The wearing of headbands and feathers is one of 

many aspects of playing Indian that is gendered. Wearing a feather with a headband was 

considered masculine whereas just wearing a headband was considered feminine.48 Wawenock, 

which began as a boys camp, wears a feather and headband just as Agawam does. Perhaps the 

feathers and headband are remains of the masculine days of playing Indian at Wawenock. This 

use of feathers, however, becomes associated with camp and Council Fire rather than Native 

Americans in the mind of campers. After years and years of tradition, the feather has been 

abstracted from its Native American connections in the mind of the campers. To them, it 

represents camp and identity. 

For one Wawenock camper who was accidentally put on the opposite Tribe from that of 

her mother—an egregious break from tradition—she saw her feather as representative of her 

identity as a Wawenock, separate from that of her mother:  

I think I felt so tied to mine because I had the whole thing with my mom being on a 
different tribe so me getting my orange feather was like this symbol of this is who I am 
and I’m different from my mom. I just think I really identified with it and then I think the 
reason I kept it and held it as this significant, like sentimental object was not so much, 
because it had nothing to do with how we used it, so when people asked me about the 
feather, I never explain it as ‘oh I put it in a headband and I wear it and it looks like this’ 
I kinda presented it in an isolated context. Like it’s a feather and just a feather, not a 
feather that’s worn in a head band, and it’s a feather because this is my tribe, but is 
always just seem kinda isolated.49 
 

                                                
48 Deloria, Playing Indian, 113. 
  
49 Camper from 2008 to 2013 and 2015, Staff Member from 2016 to 2018, interview by author, 

Washington, D.C., December 2, 2018. 
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Her feather thus becomes more than a symbol of Native Americans, it is a symbol of her own 

identity within camp. Moreover, the feather is only viewed within the isolated context of her 

identity on a tribe, not within the larger context of how it is worn and used during the ceremony. 

It is removed from the playing Indian associations. Likewise, other alumnae discussed how they 

have always associated the feather with camp: “I think it was because it was something that was 

given to me representing what camp is and I think Council Fire is just one of those things that 

was always talked about and it was this big hype so that’s why I kept it.”50 To campers, the 

feather represents camp and part of their identity; it is disconnected from Native Americans. This 

is because the appropriation has been utilized to serve the invented tradition of Council Fire. 

Thus, after years of connection with Council Fire, the feather has been remade to be 

representative of camp and their tribe in the minds of the campers.  

Yet, the feather as a symbol is one of the most basic to represent Native Americans. The 

Wawenock Council Fire ceremony had to be moved from Sunday night, in part, because of high 

boat traffic. Boaters would frequently yell up to campers, war whooping and calling them 

Indians.51 To campers, the feather represents camp and their tribe but to on-lookers, the feather 

signaled Native Americans. Thus, through the invented tradition of Council Fire, the 

appropriated culture has become devoid of its original associations as it represents something 

entirely new within the context of camp. This allows the appropriation to persist as it is viewed 

as part of tradition rather than something from another culture.  

                                                
50 Camper from 2007 to 2012, Staff Member from 2013 to 2017, interview by author, Washington, D.C., 

December 2, 2018. 
 
51 Camper from 2004 to 2009, Staff Member from 2011to 2016 and 2018, interview by author, Washington, 

D.C., January 26, 2019. 
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One alumna interviewed expressed her view on the feather as tradition and touched on 

intention, an interesting aspect in the debate surrounding cultural appropriation: 

We use them as a symbol of tribes and not for a skit or mockery, so part of me feels like 
it’s part of our tradition…because I am somebody that is so rooted in tradition that I think 
that because camp was founded with the intention, as I understand it, with honoring 
Native American tribes it’s ok because we’re doing it in a traditional sense rather than 
trying to imitate or put on a show of what we think that culture may have been like.52  
 

The intention behind the feather thus becomes an important justification for why it is still used. 

Because it is thought to be done respectfully, it is therefore viewed by campers as acceptable. 

Additionally, because the feather is part of the camp’s tradition, it is permissible. If it were used 

to mock Native Americans, then it would not be viewed as acceptable. While the intention may 

have been respectful or out of reverence for a Native American way of life, regardless, there are 

still racialized undertones to playing Indian. Despite this, the feather feels acceptable to campers 

and alumnae and continues because it represents campers’ identity and the intention was not to 

be disrespectful. 

All alumnae interviewed acknowledged that the feather could be misinterpreted and 

expressed reservations about whether it should continue. However, that did not change the fact 

that they thought it was a tradition, done respectfully, and therefore allowed. Given the personal 

significance of the feather, it is understandable that they feel conflicted. As campers, they cherish 

their feather because of its meaning. That meaning is fully embedded within the context of camp 

and as young girls, they do not necessarily have the skills or reason to question it. They are being 

told to wear the feather and do not want to get in trouble, so they do as they are told and wear it. 

It is only as older women that they realize the problematic nature of the feather. However, they 

                                                
52 Camper from 2006 to 2012, Staff Member from 2013 to 2018, interview by author, January 3, 2019. 
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still have it. So while they recognize that it is a feather that represents racially-charged practices, 

it also represents a tradition that was part of a formative time in their lives. The use of the feather 

within an important camp tradition helps to excuse the appropriation as it is tradition. 

The location of Wawenock’s ceremony also has interesting connections that straddle the 

line between Native American culture and camp culture and complicate the ideas of 

appropriation and tradition. The location of Wawenock’s ceremony highlights the association of 

the tradition with Native Americans, in turn facilitating the appropriation. The Images, while 

owned by Camp Wawenock, are known to the public because of a legend associated with the 

rocks. As the story goes, Captain Frye jumped off the 80-foot cliff when trying to flee from a 

band of Native Americans pursuing him.53 He swam to safety to the island that now bears his 

name.54 There is also a story of an Indian maiden leaping to her death after her lover was killed.55 

That legend correlates with a Henry Longfellow poem entitled “Lover’s Rock.”56 Furthermore, 

for a number of years there were a several “Indian Paintings” on the rocks—a bear, a person 

paddling a canoe, a person shooting a bow and arrow—which is how they were named “The 

Images.”57  

                                                
53 History of the Town of Raymond, (Raymond, ME: 1953), 4.  

 
54 Ibid. 
 
55 Robert J. Dingley, “A Bridgeton Scrapbook…” Bridgton News, July 30, 1981. 
 
56 “Camp Wawenock-Owaissa South Casco, Maine,” 1921, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
57 Ernest H. Knight, Raymond Then and Now, (Denmark, ME: Cardinal Printing Co., 1978) 6-7.; Robert J. 

Dingley, “A Bridgeton Scrapbook…” Bridgton News, July 30, 1981. 
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Figure 6. The Images in the 1920s with the ‘Indian paintings.’ Camp Wawenock, Raymond, 

Maine. 
 

When and who drew these paintings is not known, but they add to the allure surrounding the 

rocks and made them a popular tourist destination. During the steamboat era of the 1800s, Songo 

River Excursions would pass by the Images and atop the rocks would be a person dressed as a 

Native American.58 As one local history book put it, “How many boys earned their way through 

college “playing Indian” for the amused if not bemused tourists, has not been established.”59 

Another history book claims that “a man or boy was hired for the summer to live in a tent on the 

top [of the Images] to appear in full regalia and with blood-curling whoops fire a gun in the 

air.”60 While there is no evidence of this in the camp archives, it is likely to have happened prior 

to the camp’s existence as the Songo River Excursions occurred during the steamboat era of the 
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1800s and Wawenock began in 1910.61 For years people have trespassed in order to reenact 

Captain Frye’s famous leap by jumping off the rocks.62 Some, unfortunately, had the same fate 

as the Indian maiden of Longfellow’s poem. The associations the rocks have with Native 

Americans, whether true or not, add a layer of perceived authenticity to the Council Fire 

tradition, as well as perceived longevity, as campers are occupying the same space that is the 

basis for these legends.  

The legends that surround these rocks are well-known to the local public and within 

camp. However, the very private Council Fire ceremony also takes place on the rocks. The 

playing Indian aspect of the ceremony facilitates the associations of the Images with Native 

Americans and vice versa. However, that Wawenock legally owns the property and uses it 

weekly for various ceremonies demonstrates how, for the purposes of camp, they have taken 

over the site as their own. They allowed the paintings on the sides of the rocks to fade in order to 

decrease tourists, which in part, removed some of the myth around the rocks. This public-private 

dynamic of the rocks wherein Wawenock owns and uses them for traditions but the public uses 

them as a tourist destination, speaks to a deeper public-private dynamic around Council Fire 

itself.  

At Wawenock, the ceremony occurs within the first two weeks of the beginning of the 

camping season. While it was originally on a Sunday evening, in the last three years it was 

moved to Tuesday night.63 This is because that particular Sunday would normally be a busy one: 

                                                
61 Knight, Raymond Then and Now, 6. 
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Washington, D.C., January 26, 2019. 
 



30 
 
 

Picture Day happened in the morning, Tribe and Staff Meetings occurred after photos, and in the 

afternoon there would be a Tribe Meet. Having Council Fire on top of all that was “too much.”64 

Additionally, as previously mentioned, Sunday evenings tended to have high boat traffic on the 

lake, leading curious on-lookers to yell and comment on the campers’ feathers by calling them 

Indians. This was a big distraction for the campers as their natural reaction was to turn and look 

at the boats. Therefore, it was changed to Tuesday night when there was less boat traffic. This 

intrusion by the public highlights the public-private dynamic that is at play with regards to the 

ceremony’s location and timing. 

Council Fire at Wawenock occurs before parent visitation begins. However at Camp 

Agawam, Council Fire is a weekly occurrence on Saturday evenings. Thus, when parents visit, 

they are able and encouraged to attend. That parents are able to see Agawam’s Council Fire adds 

yet another layer to the public-private dynamic because the playing Indian aspect of the 

ceremony is put on display for parents. At Wawenock, parents may be aware of Council Fire 

through letters from their daughters and are able to see pictures online, but they do not get the 

experience of the ceremony, nor do they have the experience of watching their child play Indian. 

Wawenock’s ceremony thus becomes more private as only campers and staff are present, yet, it 

occurs on rocks that are publicly well-known and linked to legends about Native Americans. 

Council Fire adds to the Native American legends that are associated with the Images by making 

them the sacred place where campers become members of their tribe. The legends associated 

with the Images will likely never fade, and through the Council Fire tradition, Wawenock does 

their part in facilitating the space as one tied to Native Americans.  

                                                
64 Camper from 2004 to 2009, Staff Member from 2011to 2016 and 2018, interview by author, 

Washington, D.C., January 26, 2019. 
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 Perhaps the best example of Native American culture becoming owned as camp culture is 

the name of the camp, Wawenock. According to the camp’s earliest brochure dating from 1910, 

“Camp Wawenock is named for a once dominant tribe of Maine Indians which has formerly 

been supposed to be extinct but a remnant family of which has recently been discovered in 

Canada.”65 Moreover, the reasoning given as to why that name was chosen has to do with the 

qualities of the Wawenock Native Americans:  

The name is said to signify very brave,-- “fearing nothing.” According to Captain John 
Smith “they were active, strong, healthful and very witty, and they had perfect 
constitutions, comely proportions and they were quite athletic.” They could paddle their 
canoes, he stated, faster with five paddles then his men could row a boat with eight oars. 
Some of our Wawenock boys would do that under similar conditions.66  
 

The use of this name served as a way to transfer the qualities of the Wawenock Tribe, being 

strong and brave, onto the Wawenock campers. This is seen through the comparison of the 

campers’ rowing abilities. The name serves as a way in which campers become more ‘Indian’ 

when they become Wawenock campers. Another 1911 brochure is more explicit in the appeal 

playing Indian has to children:  

“The name “Wawenock” is chosen for the Camp owing to the fact that the romance 
attached to anything pertaining to Indians appeals to boys, and because the peculiar 
virtues and the significance of the name of that tribe of Indians seems very appropriate. 
History reveals that the Wawenocks were one of the four tribes of Abenaques or western 
Maine Indians, and that they were a brave, active, personable people and faithful in 
amity.”67  
 

In addition to facilitating the romanticizing of Native Americans, this description acknowledges 

the origins of the Wawenock Native Americans as part of the Abenaki tribe—which appears to 
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be true. The Abenaki were part of a larger group of Native Americans, the Wabanaki, who 

spread throughout Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Quebec, Canada.68 The specific 

Wawenock tribe was spread throughout coastal areas of southern Maine.69 Lake Sebago, while in 

southern Maine, is about an hour and a half drive from this coastal region. While the actual 

Wawenock tribe may not have traversed the land the camp now sits on, the Eastern Abenakis as 

a group spread from the Atlantic Ocean to the St. Lawrence River so it is likely that at one point 

in time, Native Americans occupied the camp land.70 The name Wawenock is thus not entirely 

accurate nor entirely inaccurate; rather, it follows the place-naming practices that were common 

among camps in the early 20th century. Camp leaders used Native American names and place-

names to “present the camp landscape as a wilderness environment untouched and untamed by 

white civilization.”71 The use of Native American names for camp again highlights the 

authenticity camps were creating. By appropriating these names, the qualities associated with 

Native Americans as authentic and strong were transferred onto the campers.  

 Thus, these small elements—feathers, names—become a part of everyday camp life 

through invented traditions and solidify the distance between where they originated from and the 

campers that are using them. The label of tradition on these elements of appropriation serves to 

mask the appropriation as a camp practice, rather than what it is: the use of a culture that is not 

one’s own in a way that differs from the intended purpose. The repeated use of these objects over 

decades helps to create the authentic camp environment, just as bunkbeds and luggage trunks do.  
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CHAPTER II: IN THE GLOW OF THE COUNCIL FIRE 

One evening early in the summer season, the entire camp gathers together for a 

ceremony. The performance of the ceremony occurs on a cliff, known as the Images, which 

overlook Lake Sebago below. The mountains in the distance across the lake, silhouetted by the 

setting sun, provide a peaceful and serene backdrop for a ceremony centered on unity, belonging, 

and competition. Council Fire begins with campers donning their nicest uniforms: clean royal 

blue shorts, a matching collared blouse, a bright orange tie, and white tennis sneakers. 

Counselors dress in all white to signal their neutrality. Campers convene with their respective 

tribe and put on their leather headbands. Returning campers place a feather at the back of their 

heads and fiddle with it, trying to secure it so that a gust of wind on the Images does not steal it.  

Begun in the mid-1920s when Wawenock transitioned to an all-girls camp known as 

Wawenock-Owaissa, Council Fire is a tradition started by Mrs. LaCasce, affectionately called 

“Mrs.”72 Apparently known for her dramatic flair, “Mrs.” wrote the script for Council Fire and is 

responsible for many of the other camp traditions, including the tribes. Additionally, she 

switched the camp colors from maroon and gray (interestingly, Agawam’s colors) to blue and 

orange. The camp is divided between two tribes, the Wawenocks and the Owaissans, after the 

camp’s name from the 1920s.73 While the process for being placed on a tribe is known only to 

the directors, a girl will be on the same tribe as any grandmother, mother, aunt, cousin, or sister 

of hers that attended.74 Council Fire has traditionally been a ceremony to officially welcome new 

                                                
72 The World of Wawenock, 1999, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
73 Ibid. 
 
74 In the 1960s and 1970s, the directors used to divide sisters between the tribes. However, this caused 
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campers into their respective tribes.75 Held on the Image Rocks, more famously known as Frye’s 

Leap, the Council Fire ceremony takes place in the first week and a half of camp. 

The girls begin to march in pairs from smallest to tallest through the woods in a 

militaristic fashion preparing to battle for the counselors’ admiration and praise. The Wawenocks 

emerge from the woods onto the rocks first singing:  

Here’s to the Wawenocks  
Loyal and true 
Marching together 
Make the echoes ring for Wawenock, 
We’ll beat the Owaissans, 
We’ve got the stuff, 
We wear the Orange  
And that’s enough—Rah! Rah!76  

As the tallest camper assumes her spot on the rock, the Wawenock Tribe Counselor twirls a 

strand of hair indicating to the tribe to stop singing.77 Moments pass as the staff stands and faces 

the Wawenocks in silence. Then in the distance, the Owaissans sing: 

  Here we come a-marching, 
  All so gay and free, 
  We are the Owaissans, 
  As everyone can see, and we are proud to be 
  A-marching up to Council Fire upon the Images, 
  We’ll beat the Wawenocks with our advantages.78 
 

As seen in the below diagram [Figure 5], the seating arrangements utilize the natural 

formations of the Image Rocks.  

                                                
75 Up until Syd and Lillian Ussher assumed leadership of the camp in 1949, there was also a tradition called 

“Initiation” which welcomed campers to the camp as a whole. However, the Usshers put an end to the practice as 
they considered it to be hazing. There is no evidence of the practice in the archives—I only learned of it through 
interviewing an alumna who was there to experience it. 

 
76 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 8. 
 
77 “Meeting #1,” 2015, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 

 
78 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 8. 
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Figure 7. Diagram of Council Fire. Courtesy of Sarah Somes, Wawenock camper from 2011 to 

2014 and staff member from 2015 to 2018. 
 

The staff faces the tribe rocks and the lake. To their left sit the Wawenocks, facing the 

counselors. To their right and further away are the Owaissans. In front of the Owaissans are the 

Council Fires, that are still unlit at this point in the ceremony. The fire closest to the Wawenock 

rock is the Wawenock fire, the central fire is the tribes’ joint fire, and the fire to the right is the 

Owaissan fire. The setup of the rocks makes it so that as the Owaissan campers look straight 

ahead to the staff, they have full view of the Council Fires. However, the Wawnocks never see 

these fires nor do they see the Owaissan Rock as both are situated behind them and to their left. 

It is odd that the Wawenock campers are not allowed to see the Council Fires, as they are a 
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crucial part of the ceremony. The emphasis on precision and unity—having every camper look 

forward—prevails over the campers seeing the Council Fires. 

When the Owaissans finish filing onto their council rock, the entire camp sings “Hail 

Wawenock-Owaissa”:  

Hail Wawenock-Owaissa, all thy daughters hail thee, 
Thy steadfast hopes and aims be ours, 
Thy love and purity;  
Truth be thine and virtue, 
Faithfulness and service, 
All that is best belongs 
For aye to thee.79 
 

This is a display of unity following the clear separation of tribes when entering Council Fire and 

before new campers officially become part of their own tribe. This display of unity suggests that 

the campers are all united as daughters of Wawenock-Owaissa before they are separated into 

their respective tribes for competition. The songs specific to each tribe emphasize allegiance and 

victory in order to unite campers under the banner of “Wawenock” or “Owaissan”. That 

competition between the tribes is important is reflected in the lyrics of the songs: the Wawenocks 

sing: “We’ll beat the Owaissans / We’ve got the stuff” whereas the Owaissans sing, “We’ll beat 

the Wawenocks with our advantages.”80 The tension between unity as a camp and competition 

between the tribes persists throughout the ceremony. After this display of unity, the tribes again 

emphasize their status as Wawenock or Owaissan through song. The Wawenocks sing: 

 We’re pals together, 
 Comrades, birds of a feather, 

Happy girls, steppy girls. 
Snappy girls, peppy girls, 
In rain or sunshine, 
In all our camp days, 

                                                
79 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 6. 
 
80 Ibid, 8. 
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We’ll learn the right ways, 
We are fair, we are square, 
For we’re Wawenocks, 
And forever aye.81 

 
It is interesting to note that while this is how the lyrics are listed in the Song Book, the song is 

sung as “We’re all pals together / Comrades, birds of a feather, / Peppy girls, steppy girls, / 

Snappy girls, happy girls.”82 This speaks to how either a mistake in teaching or a conscious 

decision to change the lyrics became the accepted practice. Following, the Owaissans stand and 

sing: 

Girls of Owaissa Blue, answer your call,  
We’ll always win for you and never let  
Your banners fall. 
Stand now and win the fight, 
We’re all for you. 
And as we fight for you we’ll cheer Owaissa, 
Cheer Owaissa on.83 
 

These songs highlight the competitive nature of the tribes. The Wawenocks are comrades, fair, 

and learning the right ways while the Owaissans answer the call to fight for their tribe. The 

“battle” nature of the marching songs and the tribe songs emphasizes the importance of 

allegiance to one’s tribe—the campers are simultaneously warriors for their tribe and daughters 

of Wawenock-Owaissa.  

Once both tribes have sung their songs, it is time to light the Council Fires. Side-eyeing 

the Wawenock Janitor, the Owaissan Janitor rises in unison. The title of Janitor is one of three 

Tribe Leader positions the oldest girls in camp can be elected to: Leader, Scribe, and Janitor. 

                                                
81 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 9. 
 
82 Camper from 2008 to 2013 and 2015, Staff Member from 2016 to 2018, interview by author, 

Washington, D.C., December 2, 2018. 
 

83 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 9. 
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While all three work together to lead their tribe, each plays a special role in various camp 

traditions. The two girls walk towards the piles of sticks, waiting to be lit. After pulling back 

their hair, they strike their matches and hope the kindling sparks. Once both fires are lit, they 

return to their places. Again the Owaissan Janitor side-eyes her Wawenock counterpart as they 

sit in unison. The emphasis on precision ensures that the campers are united. Further, such 

precision ensures that the ceremony looks the same from year to year. 

Next, the Leaders rise and meet at the fires. The girls take long sticks with kindling 

wrapped around the ends of them to use as torches. In coordination, they light the torches using 

flames from their respective tribe fires and together light the middle fire. Symbolically, the two 

tribes unite to light the larger central fire. Thus, while the distinction of the tribes is still 

important, the camp as a whole transcends that division: 

You have just re-dedicated your council rocks with the sacrament of fire as you lighted 
your council fires. To symbolize the spirit of unity which prevails throughout a happy, 
successful camp, your leaders have jointly kindled the common fire with the living 
brands from your tribal fires. So must it always be in our group; that the inspiration 
drawn from your separate groups unite in common action to kindle the spirit of loyalty to 
our camp as a whole.84 
 
At this moment, it is time for the Leaders to exchange feathers. Facing each other, each 

Leader removes one of two feathers she wore in her headband and holds it in her right hand. In 

unison, the Leaders recite a short speech they wrote. In 2018 the speech was, “This exchange of 

feathers symbolizes the love, friendship, and unity shared between the Wawenock and Owaissan 

tribes.”85 They place the feather in the other leaders headband and hug.  

                                                
84 “Council Fire 2016,” 2016, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  

 
85 “Council Fire 2018,” 2018, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
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Figure 8. 2012 Tribe Leaders exchanging feathers. Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 

 
Each girl is now wearing both an orange and a blue feather. The exchange of feathers is an 

important symbolic moment of Council Fire, as it again represents unity; the Tribe Leaders wear 

both an orange and a blue feather for the duration of the ceremony thus symbolizing that they are 

leaders of the whole camp, not just their individual tribe.  

This speech, wherein the Tribe Leaders articulate this symbolism, has changed over the 

years. A 1971 Owaissan note in the Tribe Binder states that the Leaders decided “something 

should be added to make Council Fire more meaningful to everyone especially the new 

people.”86 The feather exchange moment was chosen as the time to make a short speech. They 

said: 

We have exchanged feathers for the past 60 years without true understanding of what it 
all means. This exchange of feathers in its symbolic way represents the friendship and 
unity between the Owaissans and the Wawenocks: Although the two tribes are in friendly 
competition for the Tribe Cup, the spirit created is just one of the many ways the 

                                                
86 “Council Fire 1971,” 1971, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
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Wawenocks and the Owaissans work together to keep Camp Wawenock’s spirit living 
forever.87   
 

Explaining the meaning of the action served to contextualize it within the environment of camp; 

the feather acts as a peace-offering between the two tribes. In 1974, the Leaders chose not say 

anything because they believed it was more meaningful if there was silence during this 

exchange.88 The letter reads, “Instead nothing was said but I think the true meaning was grasped 

even though no words were exchanged.”89 One year, silence was confusing and meaningless yet, 

another year, silence was powerful and the action alone conveyed meaning. In the years after, the 

speech was reinstated and the Leaders chose to say a speech that was some variation of “This 

exchange of feathers symbolizes the friendship between the Wawenock and Owaissan tribes, and 

the everlasting unity between them.”90 What is interesting about these changes is, not only do 

they show campers’ ownership over this part of the ceremony, but there is also a clear evolution 

in the language around the speech from 1974 onwards. The 1977 Owaissan Leader wrote, “in 

recent years the leaders have made up some quaint little ditty to say while exchanging 

feathers.”91 This is stating a fact but also implies it is a choice to say something; in recent years 

they have said something but in other years they have not. In 1980, the letter reads, “the short 

speech doesn’t have to be done.”92 This again emphasizes that it is up to the Leaders to decide—

they have the agency to choose whether there is a speech and what is said. As the letters move 

                                                
87 “Council Fire 1971,” 1971, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
88 “Council Fire,” 1974, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
  
89 “Council Fire,” 1974, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
90 “Council Fire 1980,” 1980, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
91 “Council Fire 1977,” 1977, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
92 “Council Fire 1980,” 1980, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
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further into the 1980s and 1990s, the question of whether there will be a speech subsides—there 

will be a speech, it is simply a matter of what is said. For example, in 1984 they said, “This 

exchange of feathers symbolizes the body of two tribes in one soul.”93 By the 2000s, the part of 

the letters referencing the speeches are stated factually: “This year Colby and I said—'This 

exchange of feathers. . . .’”94 The presence of the speech became a staple of the tradition. While 

the campers have ownership over the ceremony because they perform it, there is little agency on 

their behalf due to the rigid script. The feather exchange speech became an area of Council Fire 

that the campers use as a way to express their thoughts on the tribes. This moment, while part of 

the script, allots agency to the campers because they are the ones to write the script. 

After this display of unity, it is time for the new campers to receive their own feathers, 

which are “symbols that they are now Wayseekers who will in turn become Explorers, 

Pathfinders, and Craftsmen.”95 Explorers, Pathfinders, and Craftsman are all different levels girls 

work to achieve as they grow up through camp. The Wawenocks go first and then the Owaissans, 

but the procedure is the same for both tribes. The Leader faces the tribe and while mouthing 

“New campers only,” she motions for the campers to stand. Taking the pinky finger of the 

shortest camper, she leads them before the director. Each of the two directors is responsible for 

inducting a tribe and performs the induction for the same tribe year after year. Once everyone is 

in line, the Leader states, “I present to you candidates for Wayseeker.” At this point, the meaning 

of the tribes is explained to the new campers: 

New Campers of the Wawnock Tribe, you are about to take upon yourselves an oath of 
loyalty and pledge of friendship that are never to be taken lightly. Realizing the 

                                                
93 “1984 Council Fire,” 1984, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
94 “Council Fire 2014,” 2014, Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
95 “Council Fire,” 2016, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
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seriousness of this pledge to camp and to one another, do you still wish to become 
Wayseekers, searching for the way to abounding health and strength which were 
characteristic of the once dominant tribe of Maine Indians, the Wawenocks, seeking to 
combine with these traits the happiness of spirit of which the sun and fire are the 
symbols? If so, will you answer in unison…I do.96 
 

The speech for the Owaissan Tribe is similar but changes some wording so that it applies to the 

“once dominant tribe of Maine Indians, the Owaissans.”97 As instructed, the campers count “1 

chickadee, 2 chickadee, 3 chickadee” in their head and then respond in unison “I do.” The 

symbolism of the color of the tribe and feathers is then explained to the campers before they are 

presented with their feathers. For the Wawenocks:  

The orange feather is the symbol of your pledge of loyalty to your tribe, to your camp, 
and to us, your leaders. As it points to the great fire which gives us life, the sun in the 
heavens above you, may it ever remind you that its flaming color is symbolic of fire, one 
of the greatest forces in nature when rightly used; one of the most destructive when 
uncontrolled. Until humans learned the use of fire, they were savages and but little above 
the wild animals with whom they waged eternal battle for life. At first they feared the 
newly discovered fire which could hurt them. Next they worshipped it and later learned 
to control it and make it subject to their will. Within each of you is a spiritual fire which 
uncurbed may lead to destruction, but rightly directed leads to success in camp and in the 
outside world. As you grow up in camp, may each Wayseeker in turn become Explorer, 
Pathfinder, Craftsman and beyond this strive to attain the highest possible skills in the 
field of your choice.98 
 

For the Owaissans: 
 

This azure feather is the symbol of your pledge of loyalty to your tribe, to your camp and 
to us, your leaders. As it points to the boundless blue of the sky above, which is reflected 
deep into the waters of Sebago below, may it ever remind you that this most enduring of 
all colors in Nature is a symbol of steadfastness and truth. It is the color symbolic of 
universal peace. As you wear this feather as you grow up in camp, may each Wayseeker 
in turn become Explorer, Pathfinder, Craftsman, and strive to attain the highest skills of 
your choice. May loyalty to friends and ideals ever be a driving force within you.99  

                                                
96 “Council Fire,” 2016, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
97 Ibid. 
 
98 Ibid. 
 
99 Ibid. 
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It is at this point in the ceremony where wording changes were made to the 2018 version. The 

above sections were from the 2016 Council Fire script prior to any changes being made. 

According to the current directors, “superfluous” language was removed for the 2018 

ceremony.100 The use of the word superfluous is interesting, given the words that were changed. 

The 2018 ceremony removed the words “which were characteristics of the once dominant tribe 

of Maine Indians.” Moreover, the section that discusses the significance of the color orange no 

longer calls humans “savages”; instead it simply discusses how humans first feared fire, then 

worshipped it, and finally learned to control it.101 The Council Fire text in 2018 read: 

The orange feather is the symbol of your pledge of loyalty to your tribe, to your camp, 
and to us, your leaders. As it points to the great fire which gives us life, the sun in the 
heavens above you, may it ever remind you that its flaming color is symbolic of fire, one 
of the greatest forces in nature when rightly used; one of the most destructive when 
uncontrolled. When humans first discovered fire, they feared it because it could hurt 
them. Next they worshipped it and later learned to control it and make it subject to their 
will. Within each of you is a spiritual fire which uncurbed may lead to destruction, but 
rightly directed leads to success in camp and in the outside world. As you grow up in 
camp, may each Wayseeker in turn become Explorer, Pathfinder, Craftsman, and beyond 
this strive to attain the highest possible skills in the field of your choice.102 
 

The change in language is a first step in moving away from appropriation. The removal of this 

language and deeming it superfluous suggests that comparison to Native Americans through the 

drawing of direct parallels was no longer acceptable in 2018. Whereas in the 1920s, boys wanted 

to be as tan and strong as an Indian brave and playing Indian was a promoted part of the camping 

experience.103 Native American links to camp are still present through symbols such as the 

                                                
100 Wawenock Director from 2005 to present, interview by author, Raymond, Maine, October 26, 2018. 

 
101 “Council Fire,” 2018, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
102 Ibid. 
 
103 1924 Camp Wawenock Brochure, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
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feather at Council Fire, but striving to be like the once dominant tribe of Maine Indians is 

irrelevant to the purpose of the ceremony. However, the feather remains a central part of the 

ceremony as the receival of the feather is first-time campers’ official symbol that they are 

members of their tribe. The ceremony is meant to make first-time campers feel welcomed into 

their tribe and as if they belong; the purpose is not to inspire them to become Native Americans, 

literally or metaphorically. Yet, in the process of belonging, they are playing Indian. Thus this 

demonstrates the complex nature of Council Fire as a ceremony that appropriates Native 

American culture as tradition and how the directors are attempting to make changes, yet the 

grasp of tradition holds firm.  

Despite these wording changes, the overall order of the ceremony did not change. After 

the description of the feathers, one by one the girls step forward, grasp the feather with their left 

hand, shake with their right hand, make eye contact and say “Thank you, [Director’s Name]” just 

like their Tribe Leaders taught them. Once they have received their feather, they return to their 

seats and wait to be instructed to sit down. Slyly, they pass the feather to the girl seated behind 

them, who then places the feather in the new camper’s headband. They are now official members 

of the Wawenock or Owaissan tribe. 

The act of receiving their feather is made into a big ceremonial moment, but the act of 

putting on the feather is not put on display. Rather, it is a hidden gesture done quickly in the 

moments after the girls sit down. This suggests that the feather itself, as a traditional object, is 

more important than wearing it.  Or perhaps, that the donning of the costume to play Indian is not 

something to be put on display. Returning campers’ transformation is also hidden as they come 

to Council Fire already wearing their feather. The transformation from camper to Wawenock or 
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Owaissan does not come when a camper puts on her feather, it comes when she receives their 

feather.  

Once the Owaissans have received their feathers, the Tribe Scribes read out their reports 

indicating what level each camper is working towards. After the Tribe Scribe report, there is 

another display of unity. The entire camp sings “As I Linger.” 

As I linger beside the camp fire’s gleam 
I wonder what Wawenock means to me. 
In the friendship and peace, to me it seems 
Camp Wawenock’s spirit is love. 
At night as we gather round the camp fire, 
That spirit of love seems to grasp our hearts, 
And our one great desire at this camp fire, 
Is that we remain here for aye. 
When the time comes to part, 
Down deep in our hearts, 
We’ll carry a new faith in God and love, 
And because at dear Wawenock, this we have gained, 
We’ll pledge ourselves loyal for aye.104  
 

This song, which is also sung at the weekly campfire, emphasizes the community that is at the 

heart of Wawenock. The tribes, having just gone through a divided activity and being reminded 

of the differing levels (which reinforces the hierarchical structure within camp) are united again 

in the glow of the Council Fires and in the love of Wawenock’s spirit.  

When the song ends, a counselor stands and begins to read. The campers breathe a sigh of 

relief and tune out as they know the ceremony is ending soon. One by one, ten counselors stand 

and read a short speech about the 10 Components of Wawenock Spirit: Friendliness, 

Thoughtfulness, Cooperation, Honesty, Tolerance, Effort & Initiative, Sportsmanship, Love of 

the Natural World, Respect for Others, and Loyalty. When Syd and Lillian Ussher were 

                                                
104 “Songs of Camp Wawenock,” (Raymond, Maine: 1991) 3. 
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directors, between 1949 and 1997, this part of the ceremony was called the “sermon.”105 Rather 

than discussing the specific components of Wawenock Spirit, the directors would discuss what 

qualities for which Wawenock campers should strive. An excerpt of a sermon, dating anywhere 

from 1947 to 1999 is as follows:  

Now let us consider the second goal. Happiness for myself and for others. If you are 
going to make others happy you have to be a happy person yourself. Happiness is a 
strange thing – you will never find it if you go in search of it. It has to come from the 
satisfactions you get from helping others, sharing what you have, developing your 
abilities and really loving this beautiful world and the people around you.106  
 

It is unclear when the practice changed to include the staff, but the change demonstrates that 

some elements of Council Fire have changed over the years. That the feather has remained in the 

ceremony despite other changes illustrates its crucial role as the mechanism to transform 

campers to tribe members. The ten staff members that have been at Wawenock the longest are 

the ones chosen to speak. As the last counselor sits down, the Tribe Leaders rise and gesture for 

their tribe to stand as well. Taking the pinky finger of the shortest girl, they lead their tribe off 

their respective rocks to form a giant Friendship Circle, the Owaissans on the left and the 

Wawenocks on the right when facing the woods. 

                                                
105 “Council Fire,” n.d., Wawenock Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
 
106 “Lillian,” n.d., Camp Wawenock, Raymond, Me. 
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Figure 9. The Wawenocks and Owaissans form a Friendship Circle after Council Fire in 2017. 

Camp Wawenock, Raymond, Maine. 
 

The staff complete the last part of the circle, closest to the lake, and everyone crosses arms, right 

over left, to join hands. The “Good Night” songs end and silently, the Wawenock and Owaissan 

Leaders join pinky fingers and begin walking back through the woods. The tribes follow behind 

them, now joined together with a member of the opposite tribe. For a ceremony that is meant to 

welcome campers to their respective tribes, it is interesting to note that they leave joined together 

with a girl from the other tribe. They march into the ceremony as militant members of their tribe 

however they are able to walk out of the ceremony alongside a member of the other tribe, thus 

transcending their tribal allegiance for the purpose of unity. Therefore, while it is a ceremony 

predicated on becoming an official member of one’s tribe, it is also a ceremony about uniting 

within the larger camp community.  
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CHAPTER III: GROWING GIRLS  
 

To The Mighty Owaissan Tribe 
First off, let me welcome the new “Wayseekers” to the best, most powerful tribe in the 
world: THE OWAISSANS. First timers might be a bit overwhelmed. I remember my first 
ever tribe meeting. Everybody was screaming all around me and I had no idea what was 
going on. I was thinking “Wow, I’m never gonna learn any of these cheers.” But have no 
fear my Wayseekers, you will learn soon enough to cheer loud and proud for your tribe. 
And to my returning fellow Owaissans, I would like to congratulate you guys for this 
summer (or last summer because you’ll be reading this next summer). It was the 
bomb.com. I, along with my fellow leaders, were so proud of you guys. We 
DEFINITELY deserved that Tribe Cup. Remember the days when the Wawenocks would 
always win tribe cup? Well those days are over. Our spirit and enthusiasm helped us 
thrive, and helped us beat those smelly, tacky Wawenocks, just like we knew we would. 
You guys should be excited for a summer with the mighty Owaissans, as it may well be 
the summer of a lifetime.107  
 
The above letter was read at the first Owaissan Tribe meeting during the summer of 2012. 

It highlights important aspects of the tribes—competition and victory—in addition to 

underscoring the rites of passage first-time campers will experience as new members of their 

tribe. On the first Saturday of the camping season, the first-time campers are sorted into their 

tribes at Tribe Campfire. As they enter their first Tribe Meeting, they are overwhelmed and 

unsure. The energy amongst the group is infectious but they are lost in the commotion of 

cheering and jumping. Their peers, however, are experiencing a different rite of passage. 

Campers in their second summer are encountering the privilege of knowing what to expect—

they are not the wide-eyed, overwhelmed new campers. Rather, they have experienced a full 

summer and know the cheers; they are part of the official in-crowd of returning campers. The 

Leaders they voted on are back in their cabin changing into orange and blue clothing, filled with 

a mixture of excitement and nervous energy; they are the ones in charge. Those six girls 

experienced one of the most prestigious rites of passage in camp—they were elected to lead their 

                                                
107 “To The Mighty Owaissan Tribe,” 2011, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 
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peers for the duration of the summer. The pressure and prestige that comes with such a task is 

reflected in the Tribe Binders. A 1969 note reads, “Well gang all I can say is good luck! You 

have just taken on the most time consuming and the most difficult job at Camp Wawenock.”108 A 

similar sentiment is echoed years later in 2012: “First of all, heads up, because exciting as it is 

the night you are elected leader, it is still quite a challenge.”109 

Camp is a place built around rites of passage, age hierarchies, and maturation. Whether a 

girl is chosen to be a lead in a play or gets her period for the first time, the camping experience is 

one in which girls grow from children to adults as they pass through both formal and informal 

rites of passage. In order to belong at camp, a first-time camper must “learn a new set of cultural 

references” as she enters into a world entirely removed from her home life.110 Camp is a space 

organized around age and designed to develop girls into women. As a 1921 brochure states, “At 

an age when she is most susceptible to external influences, a girl is surrounded at camp by 

powerful agents for the development of true and noble womanhood; she is laying the foundation 

of character.”111 This emphasis on age and a girl’s development “marked [campers’] more 

specific place in the camp at large.”112 A camper’s age determines where in the social 

organization of camp she exists. Additionally, “each age cohort ha[s] its particular spaces and 

routines and to some extent its own social life.”113 At Wawenock, these age-cohorts are four 

                                                
108 “Dear Leaders,” 1969, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
109 “Leaders 2013,” 2012, Owaissan Tribe Binder, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME.  
 
110 Paris, Children’s Nature, 98. 
 
111 “Camp Wawenock-Owaissa South Casco, Maine,” 1921, Camp Wawenock, Raymond, ME. 

 
112 Paris, Children’s Nature, 107. 
 
113 Ibid, 110. 
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units: the Lodgers, the Middlers, the Sub-Seniors, and the Seniors. Lodgers are campers ages 8 

and 9; they live in the Lodge, a building that connects four cabins by a shared living room.114 

Middlers are 10 and 11-year-old girls that live on the Hill, a large hill that is central to 

Wawenock’s campus and a hub of activity.115 Sub-Seniors are girls ages 12 and 13-years-old. 

These girls also live on the Hill with the Middlers.116 Seniors are girls ages 14, 15, and 16; they 

live on the Row which consists of a line of cabins at the side of the lake.117 Thus, age and space 

of living in camp contributes to the formation of bonds within these groups that in turn facilitates 

the development of girls.  

The tribes thus become important aspects of the camping experience, as girls of all ages 

mix together. While progressing through the different living units demonstrates obvious 

maturation in the girls, the tribes facilitate belonging and maturation as rites of passage are built 

into the fabric of them. They are one of the main mechanisms for how first-time campers learn 

the culture of camp, whether it be songs, games, or age hierarchies. Once a first-time camper has 

all the rites of passage any camper experiences—the nerve-wracking journey to camp, meeting 

cabinmates, trying to sleep the first night—the ones specific to Wawenock (that are also mirrored 

at other camps) begin. Aside from the word tribe which does draw on Native American culture 

(discussed in Chapter 1), the tribes create smaller communities across age divisions which 

transfer the camp traditions to younger girls through rites of passage.  
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In addition to cabin and unit groups, the tribes are the main method the camp uses to 

build a specific type of girl-centered community. Through the tribes, girls take their rightful 

place, defined by age and progression through camp experiences, within the camp community. 

Council Fire at Wawenock focuses on this community as it is meant to welcome first-time 

campers to their tribes. Moreover, the tribal boundaries are transcended as the community of the 

camp as a whole is repeatedly emphasized through lighting fires, singing, speeches, and the 

Friendship Circle. Thus community, both the larger camp community and the individual tribal 

community, is central to the ceremony. This emphasis on community speaks to a skill camp is 

teaching children: citizenship. Girls are learning how to be members of a community within 

camp; they know their responsibilities and contribute to the well-being of that community. They 

will take those lessons—when to be a leader, when to be a follower, how to contribute—and use 

them in society. Through community, citizenship and comradery are instilled, thus preparing 

children for life.  

Returning campers occupy a different status in the camp social order wherein they have a 

level of privilege.118 As girls return to camp, the preparation becomes less daunting as they know 

what to expect. It becomes boring and monotonous to teach the songs and practice sitting and 

standing as the process is the same year after year.119 As girls grow up in camp, they assume 

more leadership roles. The preparation for Council Fire and the ceremony itself highlights the 

age hierarchies within camp. The older campers, ages 15 and 16, are the ones running the show: 

they delegate tasks to the 13 and 14-year-olds and take on the task of teaching all the younger 
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girls the ins-and-outs of Council Fire. During the ceremony, the three Tribe Leaders (who are 16-

years-old) are responsible for keeping the ceremony going. The girls march into Council Fire 

arranged in height order, emphasizing maturation.120 As evidenced from the marching line, 

through camp and Council Fire the girls grow from short, young girls at the front of the line to 

the tall, older girls at the back of the line who are knowledgeable and experienced. As a girl 

grows, she will move towards the back of the line and assume leadership. Each year, one girl 

returns to the front of the line to lead the group, symbolizing the growth she has undergone in her 

camping years: she is now old enough, tall enough, mature enough, and possesses the leadership 

qualities necessary to be at the helm of her tribe. She grasps the pinky finger of one of the 

youngest girls in camp and prepares to lead her through those same stages of development. Thus, 

these age hierarchies within the tribe and camp as a whole not only teach leadership but also help 

to build community as younger girls are interacting with and looking up to the older girls, who 

are teaching them and making them feel welcome.  

The preparation for Council Fire and the pressure that comes with that also emphasizes 

campers’ different roles within the community. Depending on what space a camper occupies 

within the tribe, the level of pressure they feel differs. For first-time campers, it is their official 

welcome into their tribe. One of the reasons the current directors cite for maintaining the 

tradition is that it is crucial for first-time campers to feel officially part of their tribe in order for 

them to settle into the rhythm of camp.121 From the time they are young, Wawenock campers are 

indoctrinated with the importance of Council Fire. It is the first big task the tribe accomplishes as 
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a group and it is the first opportunity they have to impress the counselors.122 However, the 

importance of the ceremony is perpetuated by the campers themselves. Interviews and notes in 

the Tribe Binders illuminate this process and how the level of stress campers feel changes as they 

age. Moving through the stages of stress thus becomes another rite of passage and part of the 

invented tradition. When campers are young and undergoing Council Fire preparations for the 

first time, the experience is often overwhelming and confusing: 

Learning it for the first time, you kinda just let it wash over you and you have no idea 
what it actually means or what it actually looks like. But you’re just kinda like stepping 
in line and not trying to stick out. You’re just kinda of going along with it and not really 
knowing what you’re doing.123  
 

As a young camper, you do as you are told and try not to stick out. Another alumna recalls as a 

9-year-old having no idea what her Leaders were talking about when they discussed Council Fire 

but she was excited to get her feather “because everyone made it sound like such a big deal.”124 

A third woman was “horrified” as a first-time camper in 2004 thinking that any mistake she 

made could mess up the entire ceremony.125 Despite people’s memories of not understanding the 

ceremony, notes in the Tribe Binder outline how to explain the ceremony to the younger girls. In 

a list of things to stress to the tribe when preparing for Council Fire, the first is the seriousness of 

the ceremony. The bullet points read: “the only initiation into camp they will have; it’s the first 

appearance as a tribe.”126 Young campers are told that the event is serious, yet they cannot fully 
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grasp the ceremony—the order of events, the environment—until they experience it themselves. 

Before they even know how the ceremony goes, first-time campers know that it is a serious and 

important event, hence the amount of time and preparation needed. 

One leadership opportunity for Senior campers is to teach the Council Fire songs to 

younger girls. Tasked with this responsibility, the girls get a taste of the stress the Tribe Leaders 

feel. The Senior girls feel pressured to teach the songs correctly yet struggle to manage their 

frustrations with the younger girls.127 The Tribe Binders echo these frustrations when dealing 

with the Lodgers and Middlers: “Try to ignore the annoying children—BE AS PATIENT AT 

YOU CAN!”128 Regardless of their struggles, the girls feel like they have an important role in 

Council Fire, despite not yet being Tribe Leaders.129 

Once girls reach the final stage of Tribe Leader, their view of Council Fire changes: “As I 

got older, because I understood the intensity of what was pushed on me, when I was younger 

they told me how important it was and I didn’t comprehend the immensity of it, as a Leader I felt 

that pressure.”130  Leading Council Fire is the first and arguably most stressful task they need to 

complete. The letters in the Tribe Binders are meant to be supportive by offering tips and tricks 

on how to navigate the role. However, the notes just reinforce that being a Leader is stressful and 

Council Fire is an especially stressful time. One note acknowledges that the tip to not stress—

which is repeated in countless letters—is not very helpful: “I’m not even going to try and tell you 
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not to get stressed just like every single other letter in this binder about Council Fire. You’re 

gonna get stressed, it’s inevitable.”131 Stressing about the ceremony is one of the behavioral 

norms of the tradition that essentially becomes a pre-ceremony ritual. This stress stems from the 

fact that there are so many elements of Council Fire to remember and so many girls to lead: 

“You’ll be in charge of ½ of the entire camp. When I say in charge I mean it June [the director] 

puts a lot on you and treats you with a lot of respect.”132 Three sixteen-year-olds girls leading 

approximately fifty girls ranging in age from 8 to 15-years-old is a hefty undertaking, especially 

given their varying maturity levels. Thus, they make plans and to-do lists as a way to ensure they 

cover everything. One note consists of sixteen different elements to teach the tribe, while another 

lists out thirty-one steps to the order of Council Fire.133  

Having to teach—and perfect—so many different elements of the ceremony, from 

marching, to dress, to singing, leads the older campers to feel overwhelmed. This stress 

manifests physically, ranging from tears to sweat. A 1983 camper wrote, “I know that you will 

become frustrated! We did, especially me! For an example, I cried!”134 while a 2012 Tribe 

Leader said, “I was so stressed that I was gonna forget the order of everything even though it was 

my seventh time doing it that I wrote the entire order on my hand and then sweated it off.”135 

Despite all the time, effort, tears, and stress, the ceremony always goes off without any major 
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problems. Occasionally a first-time camper thanked the wrong director when receiving her 

feather, or someone’s mid-ceremony fart caused laughter.136 These mistakes make the ceremony 

all the more memorable. The relief the campers feel post-Council Fire is evident: headbands and 

feathers come off immediately, hair is put up, and they enjoy treats as a reward for their hard 

work.  

The perceived importance of the ceremony is felt across multiple generations of campers. 

In fact, the ceremony has actually become less strict over the years. In the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s, girls had to tuck in their shirts, wear a leather belt, and polish their white tennis 

sneakers.137 Younger alumnae acknowledged that even throughout their more recent years at 

camp in the 2000s, the ceremony has become less rigid.138 For example, girls are no longer 

required to wear white sneakers, they simply must wear sneakers and if they have a lighter 

colored pair, those are preferable.139 Stressing over small details such as sneakers demonstrates 

the campers’ desire for perfection.  

Removing this stress by loosening the rules acknowledges that it does not have to be as 

stressful as it is made out to be. The clothing rules were changed because the pressure of the 

tradition had been established through generations of older campers teaching younger girls of 

Council Fire’s importance. The weight of the tradition and girls’ expectations for perfection, in 
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addition to the precision discussed in Chapter 2, were enough to maintain the sense of formality 

around Council Fire, even with smudged tennis sneakers. 

However, these changes beg the question, why keep the feather when other elements 

have changed? What about the feather is so important? Although the feather is a symbol of 

appropriation, it also a rite of passage. The feather acts as a source of comfort rather than a 

source of stress; girls identify with the feather as it is representative of their identity as a 

Wawenock or an Owaissan, whereas polished white sneakers are associated with the stressful 

preparation for the ceremony. Moreover, the feather is a more central element to the ceremony 

than tennis sneakers or a belt. The feather is the one point of connection between Native 

American associations and the maturation process, which is likely why it has not been removed 

from the ceremony. It represents the campers becoming members of their tribes and developing 

from Wayseekers into Explorers, Pathfinders, and Craftsman as girls grow up in camp.    

Very few major changes have occurred over the years precisely because of this perceived 

importance. The campers wanted the ceremony to be perfect—down to every last polished 

sneaker—because that is the way it is supposed to be in their minds. Thus a cycle is created 

wherein younger girls are told of the ceremony’s importance, then they become Leaders and 

stress about running the ceremony, despite having been told not to stress about it. However, 

every year prior they have been reminded of its importance. When the girls become Leaders, 

they reinforce this importance that they were taught. Through this feedback loop the tradition has 

taken on a life of its own. Stressing about Council Fire becomes a behavioral norm that is just as 

much a part of the invented tradition as the songs or the feather. This stress has become accepted 

as the norm over the years and implies a continuity with the past: current Tribe Leaders stress 

because they were taught Council Fire is important and must be perfect; thus, they must inculcate 
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those values onto the younger girls. Therefore, even the elements of Council Fire that do not 

have to do with appropriation are crucial aspects of the tradition that give it power—Council Fire 

must be perfect because perfection is part of the tradition.  

Through letters, the previous Leaders remind the new Leaders to reinforce to the younger 

girls how important the ceremony is to the directors and to Camp. Camp consequently becomes 

its own entity, separate from the people who comprise it, that is to be honored through Council 

Fire. Moreover, Camp and the tradition continues even as campers age out of Wawenock. The 

campers are crucial to the performance of the ceremony yet continually get replaced each year. 

Camp will keep running and traditions will keep going, regardless of who the Leaders are and 

how much they stress. Furthermore, that these letters get passed down contributes to the 

continuation of Council Fire as it is simply assumed the tradition will be executed next summer. 

The Council Fire tradition has created a nostalgia around Camp; performing the ritual each year 

connects campers with the history of Camp as relighting their council fires serves to rekindle 

their loyalty to Wawenock. As such, the tradition persists, yet each year someone makes the 

decision to carry on the tradition. 

Only when campers move onto staff do they realize the ceremony is not as serious or 

important as they once thought; perfection is not necessary.140 Transitioning onto staff and not 

having to stress about Council Fire thus becomes the ultimate rite of passage. One alumna 

acknowledged how this transition changed her perspective:  

Leading it, I think we, or I, had the tendency to blow it up to be this like big, momentous 
thing and if like any little detail was off about Council Fire, that we just HAD to fix it and 
we were such perfectionists with it and now being on staff, I have the perspective that it’s 
really, it doesn’t need to be as perfect as we thought it had to be because we’re just happy 

                                                
140 Camper from 2006 to 2012, Staff Member from 2013 to 2018, interview by author, January 3, 2019; 
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to see the kids getting together and getting something done but it doesn’t have to be 
perfect, which was not what I believed when I was a Leader.141 
 

Being on staff means one can relax and absorb the entire ceremony. The importance of Council 

Fire diminishes once one no longer has an active role in it. This final rite of passage, transition 

onto staff, represents an end to one’s youth. While that transition comes with its own rites of 

passage, leaving their camper days behind marks an end to campers’ childhood. They have 

passed all levels and jumped through all of the hoops to become the mature young women that 

the brochures promoted. Traditions such as the tribes help to preserve rites of passage that 

promote a sense of formal and informal belonging and connection. They provide comfort and 

reassurance as girls grow and develop: the school year may bring with it many changes and 

challenges, but girls can take comfort in the consistency of Wawenock’s traditions. That 

connection extends across generations as all Wawenock women have experienced the confusion 

of a first Tribe Meeting, the stress of Council Fire, and excitement before an Agawam Dance. 

Traditions create consistency across years and thus across camping experiences, yielding 

generations of women who developed from girls to women by passing through the same stages.  

 These rites of passage at camp relate back to the philosophy—to create an environment 

where girls grow into young women. Like a video game, it is only by progressing through each 

level that the campers are able to do so. This is heavily organized around the concept of 

leadership. Girls slowly take on increasingly larger leadership roles over their summers at camp. 

As a result, if and when they reach the final stage, Tribe Leader, they are prepared. However, not 

all girls will pass through all rites of passage. Of the eight to fifteen girls that may be eligible for 
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a Tribe Leader role, only six will be chosen each summer. Thus, just as with the award levels, 

not all campers are equal. 

The levels of achievement in activities creates another system of rites of passage through 

which Wawenock campers pass. These levels reflect the notion that through camp, girls are 

supposed to grow and achieve; they return each summer having learned something and are better 

for having gone to camp. Camp is the ultimate place for growth as it “builds a girl’s confidence 

so that she can explore her strengths and challenge herself to take healthy risks.”142 Girls are 

motivated to take healthy risks and improve through the award levels at camp. During 

Wawenock’s Council Fire, girls receive their feather symbolizing that they are Wayseekers, on 

the journey to becoming Explorers, Pathfinders, and Craftsmen.143 As girls reach these levels, 

they gain skills and have confidence in themselves and their abilities: “Wawenock helped me 

develop my self-confidence. As I was encouraged to learn and as I tackled challenges, both in 

my activities and in the group living environment, I learned to trust myself and become more 

confident in my abilities.”144 These levels are formal and highly structured rites of passage and 

skills achievement that girls work towards throughout their camper summers. Through these 

levels, camp is moving girls through levels of maturation. 

Only the youngest girls who will have two summers in the Lodge will work for their 

Adventurer. Otherwise, campers beginning in the Lodge or on the Hill begin by working for their 

Explorer. To earn her Explorer, a girl must put forth effort in her activities and be recognized for 

making progress in skill. As a recognition of and reward for earning her Explorer, a girl receives 
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a necklace with a blue disk that has ‘CW’ in gold.145 This is a tangible display of her 

achievement. It is also a particularly coveted object because as a piece of camp jewelry, it is 

allowed to be worn at Council Fire. The next level to achieve is Pathfinder. This level often takes 

girls two summers to achieve as skill requirements in multiple activities are necessary. While the 

reward for achieving the Pathfinder used to be a signet ring with ‘CW’ engraved, it is now a 

pin.146 It is unclear exactly when this change was made but reasons behind the change include 

giving 12-year-olds a ring that they soon outgrew.147 The next level, perhaps the most 

prestigious, is the Craftsman. In the words of a 1961 camper in a scrapbook, “The girls who earn 

their [C]raftsman, perhaps five or six a year, should be truly proud for this is a truly difficult 

award.”148 Mastery of multiple activities leads to a silver tennis bracelet with ‘Wawenock’ 

engraved in it.149 Wearing that bracelet is a rite of passage that takes years to achieve but when 

done, acts as a status symbol as only a select group of girls earn the bracelet.150 The next level, 

simply called “Advanced Skills,” is not an overall level one works toward. Rather, it applies to 

each individual activity. Thus, a girl can get their Advanced Skills in sailing but still be at a 

Pathfinder level in tennis. Achievement of Advanced Skills comes with a silver charm for each 
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activity. Accumulation of charms becomes another status symbol and an indication that one is 

highly skilled.  

The final level is one that was removed from the program for a period of time but was 

resurrected in a different form in 2018. In the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, the Ocowaissan was the 

highest award a camper could achieve. To do so, a girl would have to have a mastery of skills in 

her activities, perform a service project for camp, and plan multiple evening activities.151 It was a 

large task that was rarely achieved. In 2018, the directors brought back the Ocowaissan award 

but changed the requirements to earn it; girls had to have earned their Advanced Skills in six 

activities. In its first year reinstated, only two girls earned this level.152 Their tangible reward was 

a redesigned Pathfinder ring—a silver signet ring with ‘CW’ engraved.153  

 The levels systematically move campers through maturation and provide tangible signs of 

that growth. These formal rites of passage the campers experience—along with the informal ones 

that come with daily camp life—highlight the connections that Wawenock campers experience; 

they all go through the same levels. However, just as with the tribes, not all campers achieve all 

levels—some because they do not reach the skill level and some because they stop returning to 

camp. The varying levels highlight the differences between campers yet also serve as a point of 

connection. Older girls can guide younger ones as they work to achieve levels and all campers 

can connect with alumnae on the trials and tribulations of working towards one award.  
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 Thus, the elements of Council Fire that are separate from the appropriation—such as the 

award levels, leadership, and community building—are crucial to the continuation of the 

tradition as they facilitate a girl’s growth and maturation. Through tradition, girls are connected 

with the past as they move towards the future: they are learning the same values as previous 

generations and earning the same awards, yet in doing so, are gaining the leadership skills, 

confidence, and friendships that will carry them through life. These elements of the tradition 

serve to naturalize the appropriation as just another aspect of Council Fire; feathers are just as 

normal as stress, songs, or earning an award.  
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CONCLUSION 

The Council Fire ceremony raises many questions about the camping industry as it offers 

a lens into the practices of hundreds of camps that make their home in remote woods. While a 

formative ceremony for campers in their development in camp as leaders and as young women, 

the ceremony also transforms Native American culture to camp culture as it is repeatedly 

appropriated. The practice of playing Indian is widespread across the industry and has been since 

its inception. That it continues speaks to how playing Indian has become tradition and, as 

discussed in Chapter 3, evolved to serve new and expanded meanings apart from those 

associated with Native Americans. Traditions, because they are ingrained in culture, take time to 

change. 

Unlike the debates surrounding sports mascots and fashion, this practice happens in 

secluded woods and thus does not receive national attention as do other forms of appropriation. 

The privacy and remote location of summer camps helps to conceal—whether intentionally or 

not—the appropriation that is occurring. Despite the lack of widespread attention, members of 

the Native American community have voiced their disapproval for youth programs that use 

Native American culture. Ozheebeegay Ikwe, a Native artist and activist, writes in regards to the 

Boys Scouts’ Order of the Arrow (OA) ceremony: “I feel the OA ceremony is downright 

offensive … Use of these items by Boys Scouts indicates that there is very little understanding of 

the Native people they claim to admire and respect.”154 Ikwe’s point underscores the main 

defense often used for playing Indian—that these practices are done out of respect. However, 
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whether the practice is respectful cannot be determined by the people playing Indian as it is not 

their culture being used in unintended ways.  

Stephen Fine, writing for the American Camp Association, argues that camps should not 

have to change their ways because the elements of Native American culture are camps’ 

traditions.155 However, he does suggest camps educate campers on Native Americans and 

explain the history and meaning behind symbols.156 While this is one way of navigating the 

issue, some camps have gone further in making changes. Camp Mishawaka in Minnesota 

changed the name of their tribes from Native American names to mythical animals. In writing 

about the decision to change, camp director Steve Purdum says: 

The truth is I am not Navajo, Chippewa, Mohawk, or Apache. I am a Scotts-Irish white 
guy from Illinois. Truth be told, too, I am not sure the fundamental benefit of these 
affiliations would be changed in any way if I had been a part of a team that did not share 
a name with a real Native American tribe. At its inception, I imagine the tradition of the 
tribes at Mishawaka borrowed authentic Native traditions, along with some of the theatre 
… This affiliation, comradery, opportunity for leadership, and learning the importance of 
good sportsmanship are key parts of the Mishawaka experience. While the benefit of this 
tradition is clear, any benefit of continuing to use Native names or images is not.157 
 

For Wawenock, Agawam, and other camps, there is a way to move forward that honors camp 

traditions without being disrespectful towards Native American communities. In lieu of wearing 

the feather at Council Fire, which immediately evokes images of Native American costumes, 

campers could hold it in their hands. Alternatively, the feather could be removed entirely. 
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Campers could instead receive a ‘W’ or ‘O’ pin, or perhaps the shield on which the awards they 

eventually earn will be placed.  

Playing Indian at camp raises questions of appropriation within American society in the 

21st century. It also raises questions regarding what forms of play are acceptable for children. 

“Cowboys and Indians” is a popular school-yard game that pits heroic cowboys against savage 

Indians. This game and dressing up at summer camp reflect how children are introduced to racial 

stereotypes, whether not they are aware. The scholarship on appropriation can be enriched in the 

future by analyzing what stereotypes about race children learn from playing Indian. Moreover, 

future studies could expand on the scope of this project. While this thesis had a narrow scope, 

Council Fire and similar ‘Indian Pageants’ exist at camps across the country. Thus, a 

geographical comparison of playing Indian at camps across the country could reveal regional 

differences in the practices. Additionally, analyzing traditions of camps that were founded later 

in the 20th century would also provide interesting insight into invented traditions and how a time 

period may have changed the historical past with which the traditions tried to create a 

connection. 

At the end of the summer, campers go home tanned, happy, having made new friends and 

having gained skills from their time at camp. The traditions they participate in during the 

summer months are similar in nature to the ones they will participate in during the holidays—no 

one is entirely sure why some aspects of the invented tradition exist, but they do them because it 

has become a genuine tradition. The tradition of appropriation at American summer camps is one 

that is reflective of the country’s underlying racial history. While great debates rage on about 

sports, there is little discussion about summer camps. Perhaps because they are seen as idyllic, 

innocent places of sunshine and happiness. And they are. But, as with any American institution, 
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they are places with deep and questionable histories. Their traditions are unique and, at times, 

problematic. However, each year, the decision is made to continue the tradition. When creating 

the camping experience, it seems it would not be camp without s’mores, campfires, and friends, 

but perhaps it can be without feathers. 
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