
The different branches of the EMSB Choir go away twice each year to a location just outside Montreal where they rehearse for extended periods of time, cut off from the regular distractions of modern life: television, radio, video games, telephones and household chores. These camps are what turn a good choir into a remarkable one, and the children remember their choir camp experiences as one of the highlights of the musical year.

But these camps don’t happen on their own. They need parent involvement, and when a parent commits himself/herself to participating in one of the camps, it’s a major commitment. There are three areas of involvement:

Cleaning Crew: At around noon on the final day of camp (Sunday), this energetic crew of hardy souls arrives at the camp location, usually Cap St.Jacques, and helps the kitchen crew pack and clean. Floors are swept, the kitchen floor washed and the bunk rooms checked.

Kitchen Crew: The hand that peels the carrots rules the world! The kitchen staff at choir camp has a full time job, because the choristers are fed and lubricated regularly during their very busy weekend. In consultation with the camp coordinator, the kitchen chief decides what the weekend menu will be and all the necessary food is purchased. The children need a snack on Friday night, three balanced meals plus three snacks on Saturday, and two meals plus one snack on Sunday. No sooner is one meal over and done with than work begins to prepare for the next onslaught. A minimum of three people at any time is needed in the kitchen to ensure that all kitchen staff get enough breaks. Remember-with food preparation comes dishes. These too are the responsibility of the kitchen crew. The kitchen staff, because of the sheer volume of work required, should not be expected to undertake any duties, which are not directly related to food preparation or clean up.

Chaperones: It is essential that the chaperons are ready for any eventuality because any upset to the routine of choir camp will adversely affect the musical output of the children. The chaperons make sure the children eat with manners, throw their garbage away, and wait to be served at snack time. The chaperones defuse any little misunderstandings, which may crop up when thirty or so youngsters are together for any length of time. When the children have a break, the chaperons take them outside to hike, play ball or participate in some other activity. The chaperones sleep with the children so that those youngsters who would like to stay up beyond what is reasonable are unable to do so. Chaperones are always on duty, even though their function is not rigidly defined. In the evening, when the directors have planned group games and activities with the children, the chaperons play too. The chaperones are there to act as the responsible parent if and when the need arises. Music cannot be made amidst chaos. The chaperone must sleep with one eye open and a smile pasted permanently on his or her face. If there are not at least three chaperones present for a choir camp, the camp will be cancelled.  The chaperone is the person who establishes the tone of the camp, and permits the directors to go about the business of making music.
Choir camp usually begins after supper on a Friday evening. The children arrive, are shown the two large dormitories (one for boys, the other for girls), and unpack. At approximately 7:00 p.m., the director has a rehearsal for 45 minutes, followed by a 15-minute break, then another 45-minute rehearsal. At about 9:00 p.m. the youngsters have a campfire activity, and then go to bed at about 10:30.
Saturday morning begins at about 7:00 a.m., with breakfast at 8:00 and rehearsal is from 9:00 to 10:30. This is followed by a 15-minute break, another rehearsal, and then a half hour breather before lunch, during which the children are usually herded outside for some fresh air. Chaperones are always present and with the group.
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After lunch a longer activity takes place. In the fall at Cap St. Jacques, the activity is directed by a camp animator and usually involves a lively competitive game like ‘Capture the Flag’. At the winter camp, the children may skate or toboggan. At some time during camp, there is usually a long hike in the woods. (Chaperones are encouraged not to lose the youngsters because by this time they have improved musically to the point that the choir could not survive without them.) At approximately 3:00 p.m. they rehearse again for two hours, and then break for supper. After supper there is often a short rehearsal, a campfire activity, a talent night, a bedtime story, snack and bed. It would be useful if the day were 27 hours long because so much is done in such a short period of time, but the children thrive on it.

Sunday is quieter. The children are tired and it is harder to rouse them at 7:30 a.m. than it was on the Saturday. Breakfast is at 8:15, rehearsals from 9:00 to 11:00 and then there is an outdoor activity before lunch. After lunch the children pack up their belongings so that the cleaners can check the dorms, and a mini-concert is held at about 1:30 p.m. so that parents arriving to pick up their youngsters can hear what was accomplished during the two days. The parents are always impressed. By 3:00 p.m. everyone is off home and the tired camp volunteers are already planning how to make the next camp even better.

Please note that parent volunteers at choir camp expect the children to behave with respect at all times. If any child demonstrates that he or she is unwilling to cooperate with the authorities in charge at camp or creates disturbances which upset the other children at camp, parents will be called to take their child home. Please remember, however, that all camp volunteers take a personal interest in each and every child at choir camp because unhappy children cannot sing, and that is the reason everyone has come together. 
To make music.
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