Building a Spirit of Community

“I came from a family of 9 and we were so
lucky to go ... to a special place called the
Fresh Air Camp. We went swimming and ate
a lot and looked for shells on the beach...”

In Mrs. Beckett’s basket were the added
gifts of insight and compassion... she
made no distinction between the “worthy
and deserving” and those who were
helpless victims of circumstance.
Mrs. Judge said of her predecessor and
mentor: “How to paint in words the
portrait of a woman who had such an
impact on the origins of Camp
Alexandra – to put flesh on the dry
bones of statistics, so that she emerges, not as a statistic but as a warm and
caring human being...”

“In the early days the late Mrs. Beckett
was Director of the Camp and money was
scarcer than hen’s teeth – the mattress
was a canvas tick filled with straw and after
about 3 nights’ sleeps, the bones in your
body changed places...”
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Mrs. Dorothy Beckett’s association with
the Alexandra Fresh Air Camp began in
its infancy, when the society’s attitude
towards orphans and the distressed still
bore the imprint of Victorian Times and
Lady Bountifuls still dispensed charity
from their baskets to the “worthy and
deserving poor.

“In the warm sun at Crescent Beach, within a few hundred yards of the shimmering ocean, these mothers
and their children who have been subjected to harshness and poverty all winter, will be revived...and they
will return to the city reinvigorated...”

The Alexandra Orphanage, Camp
Alexandra’s parent organization, goes
back to the very early days of Vancouver.
It opened in 1892 when members of the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union
undertook the care of three motherless
children.

Camp Alexandra quickly extended camp
services to mothers and children. It was
an ideal spot for them to rest, relax and
gain health and strength, and approval
for the construction of a permanent
building quickly followed the purchase of
land.

In 1919, 270 mothers and children came
to camp in addition to the 80 Orphanage
children.

By 1914 both the Orphanage and the city
had changed. Eighty children were
in residence and needed some relief from
the Home so in 1916 they were given a
month at camp in Crescent Beach.
It proved to be so beneficial that the
Orphanage Board of Management
decided to acquire a permanent site.

The 1930's marked the beginning of a
new and sad era and financial support
for the Orphanage was more difficult to
obtain. In the fall of 1930, the Orphanage
elected to join the Vancouver Welfare
Federation, predecessor of the current
day United Way.
By the end of the
1930's, camp routines
were well established. It
was not in any sense a
"holiday" camp, but an
important and
necessary service
producing results far
greater than anybody
had expected when they first proposed a
summer respite for the orphanage children.

In 1934 the sign at camp that had
previously read 'Alexandra Orphanage
Camp' was repainted to read
'Alexandra Fresh Air Camp'. In 1937,
only about 50% of the applicants
could be accepted and it became
necessary to collect fees from those
campers that could afford them to help
offset the cost.
“After breakfast there is the usual race
down to the leader's shack to see
who gets the brooms or rakes first, for
all the tents must be spick and span
for inspection at 9am..”

Following the depression and the war
years came groups of people who
needed much more than fresh air and
sunshine, and the trustees realized that
camp must attempt to fill these needs
rather than to dispense charity.
Symbolic of this thinking was the
change in name from the ‘Alexandra
Fresh Air Camp’ to ‘Camp Alexandra.’

By 1960, the camp had served
more that 45,000 people, providing
for most the only holiday they could
ever have.
Today, Alexandra Neighbourhood
House at Camp Alexandra provides
social and recreational programs,
services, special events, childcare
and day camps for residents of the
Semiahmoo Peninsula and beyond.
The summer camping program has
continued uninterrupted at Camp
Alexandra since 1916.
“Almost without exception, every camper
benefited from a change of environment, rest,
nourishing food and the more intangible things
camp had to offer ...”

