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Chapter 1: The Early Years of Camp Echo, and the YMCA’s Canadian Canoe Trip 
 

From 1899 to 1901 Evanston boys attended the Milwaukee YMCA’s Camp Hope on Phantom 

Lake near Mukwonago, Wisconsin. Camp Echo began on June 12, 1902 at Black Lake near 

Holland, Michigan, when a group of Evanston boys “planted their flag and named the place 

Camp Echo.” From 1906 to 1910 the camp was held on Bear Lake near Muskegon, Michigan. 

Camp Echo moved to Portage Lake near Onekama, Michigan in 1911. In the ensuing years the 

camp shared that site with a Chicago YMCA camp, and then moved to Diamond Lake.  
 

In the early 1920s, Evanston YMCA Board Member and Boys’ Work Committee chairman F. P. 

Davis, Sr., Boys Work Secretary Freeman, General Secretary James Bixby, and Mr. Chester 

Cook, Board and Committee member, began looking for a permanent home for Camp Echo. 

After rejecting sites at Town Line Lake and another nearby lake, they arrived at the south end of 

Ryerson Long Lake and were “electrified by what they saw – a beautiful lake with a peninsula in 

the middle cleared except for trees around the edge and a real forest of trees in the distance.” 

They negotiated the purchase of the property and Camp Echo moved to the site in 1923.  
 

Norm Weston, Camp Echo Director in 1925, initiated river canoe trips out of Camp Echo. Over 

the next sixty years, a number of nearby Michigan waters became reliable sites for Camp Echo 

river trips – including the Pine, the Pere Marquette, the Little Manistee, and the Big Manistee.  
 

In 1932, Weston began leading a Canadian Canoe Trip with boys from the Evanston YMCA. 

These trips were not connected with Camp Echo; an Evanston YMCA staff member always 

organized and led them. In 1954, Roth Holtz took over the leadership of the Canadian Canoe 

Trip for boys and Eileen Wasson began leading a Canadian Canoe Trip for girls. Roth Holtz led 

the boys’ trip for over 20 years; Kent Smith led the boys’ trip from 1977 until 1981.  
 

Over the years, several hundred boys and girls went on the YMCA’s Canadian Canoe trips. 

 



Chapter 2: Concepts from Camp Speers are incorporated into the Camp Echo program 
 

Rob Grierson, who had attended YMCA Camp Speers in Dingman’s Ferry Pennsylvania as a 

camper and staff member, joined the Evanston YMCA staff as a part-time youth worker in the 

early 1970s when he enrolled at Northwestern University. In the summer of 1976, Rob signed on 

as the Boys Camp Program Director at Camp Echo. Starting in the summer of 1977, the concepts 

of a camping progression, derived from Camp Speers, were incorporated into Camp Echo – 

adding the grade-level names Pathfinders (4
th
 & 5

th
 grade), Trailblazers (6

th
 grade), Pioneers (7

th
 

grade), Voyageurs (8
th

 grade), and Senior Voyageurs (9
th

 grade). The name “Adventurers” was 

attached to the groups living at Outpost (10
th
 and 11

th
 grade), and those groups were encouraged 

to go on “an extended four or five day camping trip.” The descriptions from the 1977 Camp 

Echo brochure are reproduced below. (The grade-level names stuck until at least 1979, were 

abandoned for about 20 years, and then returned with slight adjustments starting in 2003.) 
 

 
 

In fact, though, none of Outpost’s trips ever went beyond basic canoe trips within Michigan. 

 

Chapter 3: First Attempt to Add “True” Adventure Trips to the Camp Echo Program 
 

On March 15, 1977 Grierson was considering a full-time job at the Evanston YMCA, involving 

both school-year youth work and summer camp work, after his graduation from Northwestern. 

He presented a memo to then-Evanston YMCA Executive Director Doug Monahan suggesting 

that the Canadian Canoe Trip ought to be a part of Camp Echo. Monahan asked for clarification, 

and Grierson responded with his belief that teens at Camp Echo needed challenging “Adventure 

Trips” and that having a separate Canadian Canoe Trip run by the YMCA made little sense. The 

text of those memos is on the next page. Grierson took a teaching job at King Lab School in 

Evanston, but remained involved with the Evanston YMCA as a volunteer Y Club counselor. 



 

 
 

 



 

Chapter 4: Second Attempt to Add “True” Adventure Trips to the Camp Echo Program  
 

Bill Geiger was named Camp Echo Director for the 1980 season. One of Geiger’s major changes 

was the introduction of coed camping to Camp Echo: The summer of 1981 featured four weeks 

of Girls Camp (as it had been for over 25 years), followed by four weeks of Boys Camp (down 

from 6 weeks) – followed by Camp Echo’s first-ever 2-week session of coed overnight camping.  
 

Geiger left the Y for another career in late 1981, and Muriel Brunger (who had come to Echo 

from Camp Speers with Grierson in 1976) was hired as an interim Camp Echo Director – for 

Camp Echo’s first-ever all-coed summer, assisted by Program Director Marie Roche. Kent Smith 

was also leaving the Evanston YMCA, and there was nobody at the Y to lead the Canadian 

Canoe Trip. With more people “on board” with the idea of Camp Echo Adventure Trips, Don 

Bos, an Evanston schoolteacher, was hired to plan and run high school trips at Camp Echo. The 

1982 Camp Echo brochure offered a new Leadership Training program, and high school trips: 

 

 
 

In spite of the great publicity, none of the trips had enough enrollment – and none went out! 



 

Chapter 5: Third Time’s a Charm – Jon Brenner Brings Adventure Trips to Camp Echo 
 

Jon Brenner came to the Evanston YMCA in the early 1980s to work in the Aquatic Department 

as a lifeguard. Jon had long been a part of YMCA Camp Martin Johnson, out of the Hyde Park 

YMCA, culminating in the summer of 1979 as their Program Director. Sadly, Martin Johnson 

closed down on May 21, 1980. Jon was talking with another lifeguard – Camp Echo staff 

member Bill Dean – about Martin Johnson and his passion for leading extended camping trips. 

Dean spoke highly of Camp Echo and the new high school trip program, and convinced Brenner 

to apply and work at Echo for the summer of 1982. Jon’s introductory summer at Echo was 

somewhat of a personal disappointment when the hoped-for adventure trips never materialized. 
 

Seeking a camp where extended camping trips were a part of the program, Brenner spent the 

summer of 1983 at the Frost Valley YMCA Camps in the Catskills. Camp Echo, meanwhile, had 

a new Director – Fred Brown – whose new idea for Echo was Pioneer Village, a site for teen 

wilderness living even more remote than Outpost. No Echo adventure trips were offered in 1983. 
 

Upon Brenner’s return to the Evanston YMCA in the fall of 1983, Brown convinced Brenner to 

give Echo another try – with the mission of planning and implementing a tripping program. The 

1984 Camp Echo brochure invited teens to sign up for a new set of Echo Adventure Trips: 

 

  



A summer 1984 newsletter mailed to YMCA members touted the trip program and quoted 

Brenner’s thoughts on a camping progression. Brown stated that, “Jon is the spark that is making 

Echo’s tripping program shine this summer.” Brenner listed the planned trips and said, “We are 

laying the foundation to offer a full range of teenage adventure trips in the coming years.” 

 

 
 

Through Brenner’s efforts, and led by Judy Gendlin, the first group of Camp Echo Adventure 

trippers went backpacking in the Porcupine Mountains at the end of the summer of 1984.  



Brenner returned to Echo in 1985, Fred Brown’s last summer as Director. The 1985 Camp Echo 

brochure listed a number of Adventure Trips. Records show that at least three went out: the 

Great Lakes Biker, the Kipawa Wilderness (Canadian) Canoe Trip, and – oddly absent from the 

printed brochure – the first of what we now know as the Boys Trailblazer trips. 

 

 
 



Brenner continued at Echo under interim Director Rob Grierson (1986-1987) and under Sally 

Donohue Courtney (1988-1991), developing new trips and leading many of them himself. Here’s 

another sample, from the 1986 Camp Echo brochure: 
 

 
 

Not all trips enrolled enough participants to go. Records document the Great Lakes Biker and a 

Wenebegon River (Canadian) Canoe Trip in 1986; a Canadian Canoe Trip, Boys Trailblazers, 

and a first Girls Trailblazers in 1987; and the Great Lakes Biker and Girls Trailblazers in 1988.  
 

For nearly a decade, Jon Brenner and Judy Gendlin fostered the Camp Echo Adventure Trip 

program and mentored a group of trip guides, both as trip participants and as co-staff, who took 

the trip program into the 1990s. Like generations of family members, each era of trip guides 

handed down, to the next era, the lore and knowledge that continue to make Echo trips special. 
 

Under Camp Director Chris Hart (1992-1996), Echo’s trip program continued to flourish, as 

many new trips were scouted and many new trip guides were brought into the fold. Each and 

every guide, from Brenner forward, has put their mark on the program and in one way or another 

contributed to the Guiding Principles that now define Camp Echo’s Adventure Trip Program. 


