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Reflections on Gratitude

I love the Thanksgiving holiday because,
although I strive to be grateful throughout the
year, it reminds us to stop and be thankful. I
have spent some time these past few weeks
reflecting on this topic. Through that reflection I
keep coming back to the same question: why,
without fail, does my proverbial cup runneth
over for those few short summer months each
year? 

 

In fact, camp provides all these types of gratitude
in great measure. But the type that I find in short
supply the other nine months of the year is that
first type. The intense gratitude that lives in the 

For years I have set a goal for myself each
May: “Ezekiel, this summer you’re going to
make sure to tell more people ‘thank you’”.
It’s a good goal. And one that I will always be
able to improve upon. Perhaps I need to
introduce another annual goal for myself.
One that I repeat each August as the last
campers and staff members drive down the
long, meandering gravel road. It would go 

Yes, I love this season! Perhaps because it is the
closest approximation to Camp Living. The closest
approximation to that fulfilling sense of gratitude
for the present moment. Thanksgiving is a season
for us all to turn our absolute focus and attention
onto each singular thing for which we are grateful,
and give thanks.
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It seems to me that from May through August,
food has never been more nourishing than that
served in the Gwynn Valley Dining Hall. Bach has
never sounded more beautiful than that rendered
by Debbie’s gentle playing as I leave the Lodge.
Water has never been as refreshing as that of the
misty Nantahala River. Surely Tulip Poplars have
never been as majestic and regal as the ones our
campers climb just outside the office. 

Camp’s natural beauty surrounds me year-
round. And yet, I never feel like I fully
appreciate it as much as I do when campers fill
this space. What’s the magic sauce? How can I
bottle up  some of thanks I feel during the 

summer and store it away for the long winter
months in between?

Most gratitude centers on living in the present
moment. Though this is not the only form of
gratitude that camp teaches us. Gratitude with a
scope towards the future is stewardship. Our core
value of appreciating the natural world helps us
cultivate this form of gratitude. Every session,
campers get their hands dirty on the Gwynn
Valley Farm and get to see the fruits of their labor
at the dinner table. Through this experience we
all learn how important it is to protect the soil.
Gratitude oriented towards the past is that
overwhelming sense of nostalgia we all get when
we think of past summers in this little cove.
Anyone who has driven down Gwynn Valley Trail
will know that this type of gratitude is plentiful at
Camp. 

present moment. The type of gratitude that
comes when one practices mindfulness. 

Distraction is the natural opposite of
gratitude that we feel in the present moment.
When our attention is fragmented it is
shallower in nature. And gratitude requires a
deep and singular focus from us. I think the
reason I feel so much more gratitude during
the summer is because there are no outside
distractions competing for my attention.
During those few short, blissful months of the
year, I don’t concern myself with social media
and curating a digital persona. I don’t busy
myself planning out my weekends and
evenings. The world outside is bustling, busy,
fast! …But here I can sit on the rock wall by
the Mill pond, slowly and methodically
transforming string into a colorful friendship
bracelet. 

something like this: “Ezekiel, this off-season you’re
going to bring more of the appreciation you feel
during camp to the rest of your year!”

So, I want to say thank you. Thank you to all of our
campers, staff, and alumni who have helped create
the magic of camp for 87 years. Thank you for
helping to create such a fun and positive camp
season in 2022. This week, I will take a walk outside
and imagine campers climbing the regal Tulip
Poplars. I will smile and take time to be in the
moment. As I feed the animals on Sunday at the
Farm, I will remember to be grateful for all the
small hands that helped feed the baby calves and
took care of the goats. I will smile, even if the older
goat jumps up and tries to get into the bucket of
feed. Although nothing will fill my cup as much as
the summer season when our campers and staff
are here, this winter I will try to appreciate the
small simple joys of camp more often.
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New and Updated Spaces at Camp

During the offseason our maintenance and
facilities team are constantly working hard to
improve upon existing structures, build new
facilities, and fix things that might need a little bit
of love. From new trails, new screens in cabins,
and buildings being revitalized and renovated,
Jeff, Chris, Cooper, and Gio stay busy during the
offseason helping to create the magic that is our
property. From Aching Legs all the way to
Wildwood there is a lot that has to get done

Over the years we’ve given updates and facelifts
to many of the buildings around camp and this
past year was the Health Hut’s turn! During the
offseason we moved all the furniture, bunks, and
tables out to renovate the building and the result
is an immaculate space that made our health care
team’s job a lot easier this past summer. The first
step was ripping out old cabinets and flooring to
refinish the hardwood floors, followed by putting
in new cabinets, and adding in new wiring and
light fixtures to brighten up the space. Although it
is always a bummer to find yourself in the Health
Hut while at camp, the updated space and our
incredible medical teams during the summer
made it a comfortable and welcoming
environment.

The exciting part came after taking all the holds
off when we soaked and pressure washed all of
them to reveal the original bright colors and the
fresh grippy feel of the holds without so much
dirt on them. After the seal and stain are
complete, we plan on setting brand new routes at
the wall that will provide a new challenge to our
campers in the climbing program. The routes will
be named and graded based on the Yosemite
Decimal System with routes ranging from 5.4 all
the way up to 5.10. We are excited for campers to
experience this new level of challenge at the
climbing tower!

On May 1, 2020, we completed the construction
of a building that has been a wonderful addition
for our campers and staff…the Bike Depot. This
large building houses our mountain bike fleet, is
the starting point for riding in camp or loading
bikes for a trip to Dupont, and where we do bike
repair to keep the fleet in good operating
condition. The building adjoins the swimming
pool and has added a lovely, covered place to sit
at the pool, a good place to leave towels and
shoes, and two bathrooms. This new building
has really added to our mountain bike program
and to the pool!

A few smaller projects that are happening at camp
are constant improvements to the cabins and some
updates to the waterfront. Our maintenance team
has been hard at work building some new bunks
and cubbies, repairing, and replacing screens in
cabins, and replacing the foundational posts of
one of our cabins. This involves jacking the entire
cabin up with concrete blocks and replacing the
old locus post with new wood to ensure the
structural integrity of the cabin. Another ongoing
project is updating the docks and buildings on the
waterfront. We have replaced the boarding and
frame of our docks on the waterfront within the
last year and are currently updating and replacing
the kayaking dock to make it more enjoyable and
safer for our campers learning to wet exit or
working on their roll.

With all these updates and projects going on, we
are so thankful for our talented and hardworking
maintenance team keeping our site in tip-top
shape and keeping the magic of camp going.
When you see them around camp this summer, be
sure to give them your appreciation and do your
own part to keep camp looking great for the next
generation of campers!

By Chris Tarpey

Keeping our Facilities Beautiful

Another big project that is underway for this
offseason is the rejuvenation of our climbing
tower! Ezekiel and I spent around a week taking
all of the holds off of our wall for it to be stained
and sealed with a preservant that ensures kids are
enjoying it for many years to come.



The Millwheel News November 2022 Page 3 The Millwheel News November 2022 Page 3

The Adventure of The New Adventure
A Summer of Kayaking with Mountainside

By Chris Tarpey

When comparing different disciplines of
whitewater paddling, I've always enjoyed the
analogy of cars. First you have rafts, which are the
school buses of whitewater paddling, because they
are slow, hard to maneuver, can carry a lot of
passengers, and the person driving them doesn't
always seem qualified to do so (sorry raft guides
and teachers). The next craft is canoes, which are
the old pickup trucks on a river. The canoe or
pickup truck is reliable, can carry some extra
cargo, and is a little bit slower than other cars on
the road. Now finally to kayaks, which are our
sports cars in this analogy. They are flashy,
speedy, easy to turn, come in many different
colors and shapes, and most of all are a ton of fun
to drive!

some even learned how to roll themselves back
upright after flipping. The “combat” roll is a goal
marker accomplishment for a beginning
kayaker as it allows you to flip yourself back
upright, unlocking the confidence and ability to
try harder rapids and rivers. Seeing campers flip
over and nail a combat roll in moving water was
a new accomplishment for Gwynn Valley
campers, and seeing campers work on these
skills and finally nail it at the end of their
adventures brought a huge smile to my face.

We ended the summer on a high note with our
last day being the first Gwynn Valley group of
kayakers to paddle down the Nantahala. We
put in right below Patton’s Run rapid with an
exciting and splashy wave train giving the
campers a taste of the splashy waves and cold,
crisp water on the Nantahala. The water on the
river is released from the bottom of Nantahala
Lake, around 350 feet deep, so the water is a
nice refreshing 45 degrees year round. This
creates an eerie mist that sits above the water
and makes it hard to see the person in front of
you. I caught an eddy at the bottom of the first
rapid and watched as the campers appeared
one by one out of the fog from the rapid with
looks of excitement, nervousness, and a little
bit of healthy fear. They crushed the river from
there as the nerves began to settle and they
began to “play” the river instead of just getting
down it, a sign of their hard work over the
previous three days. At the end of the day, we
spent some time surfing in the rapid called
Surfers on the nice glossy wave created by the
rocks on the river bed. After catching surf for a
few seconds, one camper caught his edge and
flipped over, but instantly hit a combat roll and
paddled safely to the eddy. This was the perfect
way to end our summer on the river and wrap
up the paddling season.

Paddling a tandem canoe teaches you how to work
and communicate with a partner, not to mention
how graceful it feels to properly time catching or
peeling out of an eddy. This appeal will always be
there for our campers who want to paddle
whitewater but are uncomfortable being attached
to the boat like you are with a kayak.

Sitting in the office with the high temperature in
the mid-40s, frost covering the hills, and all the
leaves fallen off the trees, it makes me reminisce
and miss the warm summer days sitting in a kayak
on a river. The cold of the winter months makes
the summer feel so far away and distant but
thinking of that day on the Nantahala watching our
campers challenge themselves mentally and
physically in the seat of a kayak makes me so
excited for summer 2023. No matter what vessel
our campers choose to experience whitewater
paddling, sports car or pickup truck, I look forward
to being beside them as they experience the beauty
of our Western North Carolina rivers.

This year was our first year bringing kayaking to
our Mountainside program and it turned out to be
a success and very popular among our campers.
Campers learned how to flip over and exit their
kayak, how to punch and carve around an eddy
line, how to surf a rapid, and 

My biggest worry with adding kayaking to
Mountainside was campers not wanting to get
into a canoe anymore. I love kayaks for their
maneuverability, quick learning curve, and the
fun factor of being so close to the water, but
canoeing has its place too. 
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The Joy of Giving
An Update from the Campership

Foundation
By Anne Bullard

There are so many joys in working at Gwynn
Valley: the beautiful environment, the history, the
values and traditions, the friendships made, but
most importantly it is about the children who we
get to watch grow and develop. As the days and
years go by, we are privileged to watch these
young people develop a greater sense of self
worth, more personal independence, stronger
decision-making and collaborative skills, and
more confidence. We get to watch them get
muddy, laugh, play, make friends from many new
places, and experience the magical ‘Child’s World’
where the core values of acceptance, simplicity, a
non-competitive program, and an appreciation
for the natural world have been an integral part of
Gwynn Valley Camp for 87 years.
     

Our efforts are ongoing, and your gifts will help
send children to camp for generations to come.
As we approach Giving Tuesday and the end of
the year, we hope you will consider making a
donation to the Gwynn Valley Campership
Foundation. Every dollar makes a difference! To
read more about the Foundation, the named
scholarships, or to make an online donation,
please visit the Foundation page of our website.
If you prefer to send a check, please make it out
to the Gwynn Valley Campership Foundation
and mail it to: 301 Gwynn Valley Trail, Brevard,
NC 28712.

Amazon Smile
Another way to support the Gwynn Valley

Campership Foundation is through Amazon
Smile. Simply click on the link 

 https://smile.amazon.com/ch/31-1516891 and
sign up to support the GVCF. So, as you shop

for the holidays or other needed items, let
Amazon Smile help grow the Foundation!

By Katie Bullard
Over our 87 summers, 37 of them have had the
farm as a program which has served as one of
the most tangible elements of our core values,
simplicity. The farm program, as we know it, was
started in 1985 by Dale Robertson and through
his legacy and passion, our campers have had
the opportunity to see where their food comes
from and harvest many of the vegetables our
kitchen uses throughout the summer. 

get their hands dirty at the farm while serving
our local community. In 2022, our Young
Leaders harvested 2,018 pounds of vegetables
which included 1,008 ears of corn, and delivered
it to our local food pantries, The Bread of Life
and Sharing House.

have been able to attend camp without the help
of so many who make up the Gwynn Valley
family. Thank you to all those who have
contributed throughout the years and have
helped send a child to camp.

Farm & Mill Report

Over the years, Dale and our maintenance
team have planted dozens of different
vegetables for our campers to pick, and while
some have been changed, others have been a
constant. This past year, our campers
harvested 9,631 pounds of 15 different kinds of
vegetables from our farm including 4,718 ears
of corn! Campers helped with the daily bottle
feeding of 16 calves, played with 20 baby goats
(the largest number of goats born in a summer
season), cuddled 7 piglets, watched dozens of
chicks hatch and grow right from the
incubator, and of course collected dozens
upon dozens of eggs from the coop

One of the many joys we have experienced over
the years is seeing the impact camp has had on
our campers, and the impact our Farm program
has had on camp. Not only do we enjoy delicious
fresh food from the Farm, but we also get to
watch campers get excited about how many
crops they have harvested. Some learn to try and
like new vegetables due to the fact that they have
participated in harvesting them. They also grow
in responsibility as we care for and feed all of the
baby animals at camp. We are all learning and
growing together at the Farm!

It's not just our Main Campers who enjoy
spending time at the farm though -  Each
summer, the Young Leaders are also able to 

Homegrown Since 1985

One of our greatest goals and joys at Gwynn
Valley is being able to provide opportunities to
children who, without the help from the Gwynn
Valley Campership foundation, would not be able
to experience “the simple joys of childhood”.
From Mary Gwynn’s time, camp has strived to
create socio-economic diversity amongst its
campers. Howie and Betty Boyd, who directed
camp for 30 years, had the vision to establish a
foundation which would ensure that scholarships
would remain an integral part of Gwynn Valley in
perpetuity. Thanks to alumni, friends, and GV
families, The Gwynn Valley Campership
Foundation, which is held by the Community
Foundation of Western North Carolina, has
continued to grow throughout the years. In 2022,
the Endowment helped to provide 39 magical
weeks of camp for 20 children who would not  

As we had our 87th reunion this year, our alumni
who joined us for the weekend were able to buy a
piece of our Farm and Mill program. We ground
799 pounds of cornmeal and 286 pounds of grits
at the Mill this summer. The corn is grown at the
Farm and dries over the winter. Our alumni were
able to purchase a bag of cornmeal or grits on
the last day of our reunion weekend. The
proceeds from these sales were donated to the
Gwynn Valley Campership Foundation. As we
grow produce and grind corn, we are helping our
scholarship program grow as well! 

https://gwynnvalley.com/who-we-are/foundation/
https://smile.amazon.com/ch/31-1516891
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Toa echoed her for-
mer co counselor's 
 feelings around
recon- necting: "It's
like no time had
passed. We were the
same people, yet we
had grown into our
lives and career." Both
families enjoyed the
weekend watching
their kids play togeth-
er on the green and
share meals in the
dining hall. 

"I was working, and I wasn't in a position where I
could take off the time; I had just started a new
job. I had really wanted to go, and was
heartbroken that I couldn't do it. And then, I
thought okay, I'll just wait for the next one ten
years from now, and then Covid happened and I
was completely devastated. I had already waited
ten years for this thing!"

GV Through the
Generations

Two co-counselors, twenty years, and
the generational legacy of camp

By Lauren Rekhelman

In the months since many alumni gathered for
Gwynn Valley's 85+2 reunion, there's one
particular question that members of the year
round team have fielded - did YOU enjoy it?
Usually, it seems people are curious to know
whether the reunion's timing - right at the end of
a busy summer season - meant that we might be
too tired to enjoy the event itself. The most recent
time I received that question was on the phone
with alumna and reunion attendee Amelia Thorn.
What I told Amelia I think reflects how many of
us on the year round team felt about the event. 

And it's true - witnessing the myriad of
intergenerational connections take place that
weekend was nourishing and uplifting. In fact, it
was the reason I was on the phone with Amelia
in the first place. In the weeks following the
reunion, the Gwynn Valley Staff & Alumni
Facebook group exploded with photos, stories,
and connections that attendees shared. 

a side by side photo recreation of Amelia and her
former co-counselor Toa. On the left-hand side
was a photo of Toa and Amelia as co-counselors
in Possum Manor 20 years ago, and on the right,
the present-day Toa and Amelia recreating the
photo at the reunion weekend, which they each
attended with their families. 

"You know, at the end of the summer, I was
exhausted of course, but when everybody
arrived, and I saw all the years and generations
represented and how happy they all were to be
back at camp, it really was such a lift. All the
exhaustion left me, and it turned out to be such
a joyful way to end the summer." 

Although the wait was long, both alumnae
reflected that in the end, their return to GV felt
all the sweeter for being able to share it with
their families. " I LOVED coming back with my
husband and kids. I hoped so much that they
would fall in love with GV as I did and they
did," says Toa. 

The experience of sharing Gwynn Valley with
the next generation also had an impact on
Amelia and Toa's experience reconnecting at
the reunion. "It was surreal," Amelia said,
"because we hadn't seen each other since we
were 19 years old, and then to see each other in
front of The Lodge, and each of us had a
husband and a little boy and a little girl with us!" 

Amelia pointed to another moment of the
reunion that, for her, highlighted the strength of
intergenerational connections at Gwynn Valley:
Her son connecting with Winni Van Gessel,
whom she had really loved herself as a camper.  

For Amelia, attending the reunion this summer
was a long time coming. After spending 3
summers as a camper in the early nineties, and
one summer as a counselor in 2002, she had
hoped to be able to attend the 75th reunion in
2010. 

an alumnus who has touched the lives of many
generations of campers and staff. 

Toa and Amelia's story shows the incredible
impact of spending even one summer on staff
and the lasting lessons it can have in your career,
life, and relationships. So, to all of our current
staff who knows! Maybe it'll be YOU back at GV
20 years from now, reminiscing and
reconnecting with a co, sharing GV with the next
generation. 

"Learn from your fellow staff and from the kids,"
Toa offered. "Don't be in a rush to grow up.
Appreciate all GV has to offer because you'll
spend the next 20 years trying to figure out how
to go back!"

Among the heartfelt and humorous messages,
one in particular caught my attention: 

Many different generations of GV campers,
staff, and families likely recognize that name.
As a long time Gwynn Valley staff member,
head counselor, and camper parent, Winni is  

As each conversation
wrapped up, I asked
Amelia and Toa what
advice they would
give current staff
members today. "Just
enjoy every minute
of it," Amelia said
without hesitation.
"Even when you're
tired, or experien-
cing a challenge, you
are in a beautiful 

place and surrounded by people who want the
same outcomes and are all pulling with the same
oar." 


