
       Horizons  (40) Winter 2007                                                                                                                       25  

Summer camps in Britain have a long history, 

and are often associated with Scouting or 

specific outdoor sporting activities. In the 

US summer camps are linked to Woodcraft or long 

multi sport activity holidays. This article focuses 

on the cultural development of ‘tábory’, summer 

camps for children in the Czech Republic. Influenced 

by the ideals of the English Scouting and American 

Woodcraft movements at the beginning of the 20th 

century, and surviving the impact of two world wars 

and a period under communism, the Czech summer 

camps have developed their own indigenous holistic 

focus on being ‘in nature’, involving ‘turistika’ 

activities. ‘Turistika’ includes activity and sport but 

is mainly about aesthetic, creative, cultural and 

other educational experiences, whilst moving and 

playing games in open and wild spaces.

Sokol & Turistický klub 

Residential experiences in the Czech Republic 

are historically related to the influential Sokol 

movement (1862), and involved physical exercises 

in natural environments - walking trips to places 

of cultural interest, camping, and summer camps 

involving turistika activities, usually moving 

from one campsite to another. Sokol’s focus was 

education, and the social importance of developing 

friendships, self-reliance, and responsibility. 

Camp participants created everything themselves 

- building wooden based tents, kitchens, toilets, 

and other camp structures, including getting water for the 

camp from streams etc. Wooden based tents are still used 

today by many other organisations as well. Provazníková 

(1939), in her book “camping for Sokol women and young 

girls”, suggested that educationally the ideal number of 

participants at a camp was 30, and that summer camps 

were a particularly effective and appropriate educational 

tool for youth, involving culture, learning and doing. A 

specific Sokol influence on summer camps was exercise 

in nature. This later involved man made fitness trails 

and circuits, as well as a broad programme focused on 

sports in nature. These camps used the motivation of a 

big ‘Camp game’, which had a different topic each year 

and ran throughout the duration of the camp – involving 

competitions of individuals and groups linked by a 

common story or theme. The tradition of summer 

camps for youth is still very important in the Sokol 

organisation today.

Initially the Turistický klub (1888) was instrumental 

in developing a range of previously traditional 

turistika activities, which included stays in nature, 

outdoor and cultural activities (learning about 

nature, local history and sights, life of local 

people), and active movement mainly on foot, 

but later involving travelling by bike, canoe, or on 

skis in winter. Focussing on movement and stays 

in nature connected with camping can also be 

included as turistika, along with mountaineering 

and easy forms of climbing. Turistika has been 

translated as ‘tourism’, which can involve travelling 
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and movement away from local environments, but 

this begins the process of diluting something that is 

particularly culturally unique and specific to the Czech 

context and environment (Turcová, Martin & Neuman, 

2005). The main influence on summer camps of the 

Turistický klub was its focus on exploration, in nature 

and Czech history. Camps were built in interesting 

locations, which were then a base for small trips or 

expeditions. Scouting also influenced this club and, 

after World War II, camping became an important part 

of both popular summer and winter programmes.

Scouts, Woodcraft, YMCA, & 
Tramping

The ideas of English Scouting, American Woodcraft, and 

the YMCA met with great interest in the Czech lands. 

The Czech founder of scouting, the school teacher 

A.B. Svojsík, involved major scientists and politicians 

and adjusted scouting 

to Czech conditions, by 

finding motivation in Czech 

history and decided on the 

Slavic title – Junák. 

The ideas of E.T. Seton 

and his Woodcraft Indians 

were also translated and 

adjusted by another teacher 

Miloš Seifert (1887-1941). 

Seton’s and Seifert’s ideas 

of Woodcraft are still alive 

today in Czech, as ‘Lesní 

moudrost’ (League of 

Forest Wisdom), and focus 

on leading a simple life in 

nature. This movement 

brought to summer camps 

understanding of the beauty of nature, the camp fire, 

staying in nature in basic Indian Teepees, and interest 

in the native people from different parts of the world, 

especially North America in the ways of rituals, songs, 

clothing, and games.

After World War I, the Czech association YMCA was 

formed and focused on academics and students coming 

to huts and cottage camps. In this organisation, the 

‘stay in nature’ was linked with other sports, less 

common games, and rhythmical exercises. The main 

focus was personality and leadership development; 

they also introduced the link between exercise and 

music.

In the early 1920s, specific summer camps, 

educational settlements, and experimental schools 

were developed. The main scouting work was at 

summer camps, which involved children and young 

adults spending two to three weeks living in nature, 

playing games and learning outdoor skills and 

developing creative art and environmental activities. 

Schools founded more permanent camping sites. 

These allowed children from a young age to spend 

holidays in the countryside. Those interested in 

these summer camps and settlements founded 

the organisation “Friends of Games and Physical 

Education of Youth in the Fresh Air”.

Jaroslav Foglar (1907-1999), experienced scout 

leader, journalist, educator and writer, led many 

scouting camps and helped create many special 

features of Czech scouting. His work has been 

influencing many children and youth organisations 

for more than 70 years. It brought competition, 

adventure, small group work, metaphors and games 

to camps. Foglar’s (1937) book Hoši od Bob í eky 

(Boys from the Beavers’ river) was about boys’ 

friendship whilst exploring and having adventures 

in nature. It influenced a whole generation’s 

relationship to nature and camping. His famous 

cartoon series Rychlé šípy (Swift Arrows) is still 

well known by children and adults in the Czech 

Republic. Foglar’s outdoor education was based on 

character, self-control, individual decision making, 

and ‘Beaver badges’ could be achieved for fitness, 

knowledge and creative activities.
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Inspired by American adventure literature and 

movies, many young people, especially from 

working class families, informally went tramping 

and camping at weekends. The specific Czech 

phenomenon ‘tramping’ started in the 1920s fed 

by the natural longing of young people for freedom 

and life in nature, and as a reaction to industrialised 

society. A specific tramping culture was created, 

which combined different outdoor sports, outdoor 

activities, camping with music (tramping songs), 

artistic and handmade creativity. Motivated by 

Western films and Jack London stories (White Fang, 

1906; The Call of the Wild, 1903), basic wood 

hut settlements were built with Western names, 

including sheriffs etc. These settlements are still 

popular and quite common around rivers and lakes; 

however, camping in National parks and forests is 

more regulated within these protected areas.

Post World War I & II, & Post 
Communism

After the 1st World War, and the foundation of the 

Czechoslovak Republic in 1918, the development of 

outdoor activities and outdoor education gained a 

new dimension. In 1918 the Ministry of Health and 

Physical Education was founded and it introduced a 

new school curriculum for physical education, which 

included turistika trips into nature. Many teachers 

implemented a few days’ school camps in nature into 

their teaching programmes. 

One of the most influential people of that era was 

the teacher, scientist, and writer, Eduard Štorch, who 

organised outdoor school courses for skiing, longer 

stays in nature, and also special log cabin children’s 

camps, on a then deserted island by the river Vltava, 
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Since the 1920s summer camps have developed their own indigenous 
holistic focus on being ‘in nature’ for children and young people.
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in the centre of Prague. It was here that school 

children stayed in simple wooden cabins for a few 

days, or longer parts of the summer holidays. 

They learned how to work and live in balance, 

‘symbiotically’ with nature. The summer camps 

were also motivated by Štorch’s children’s books, 

such as Lovci mamutu (Mammoth Hunters, 1918). 

Later his experimental archaeology influenced camp 

themes, which involved participants going ‘back in 

prehistoric time’ in terms of living, dressing, and 

food gathering, for example themes of cave men, 

and then the Bronze Age.

The development of outdoor sports and outdoor 

recreation was interrupted by World War II, 

but quickly restored upon their 

conclusion. In 1945, many 

organisations which existed before 

the war started again, including 

the Turistický klub, Sokol, Junák 

(scouting) and other physical 

education organisations; but 

not for long. The Czechoslovak 

communist regime took over 

power in 1948 and the Soviet 

inf luence began to spread 

throughout all spheres of life, and 

organisations such as the scout 

movement were banned. However 

,the democratic development of 

traditions, including scouts, was 

never completely restrained. 

Under the organisation Svaz eské 

mládee (Union of Czech Youth), 

the former structure of Junák was 

destroyed and its goals were taken 

over by the Pionýr organisation, 

which remains strong today without the socialist 

input. Many groups and clubs met illegally and 

former scout leaders, once the communist 

ideological minimum was ticked off, continued to 

deliver quality educational programmes for children 

under the names of Turistický or sport clubs. 

Throughout the country tent or basic cabin camp 

sites were established with government support. 

Workers’ families were, and still are, supported 

by trade unions in attending summer camps. Also 

specialised camps were developed such as water 

sports, cycling, skiing, singing, language learning, 

and some cooperated with the army.

The prohibition of youth organisations was 

increasingly criticised in the late 1950s and 

the socialistic regime reacted by allowing more 

programmes to be created at the beginning of 

the 1960s. The above mentioned organisations, 

and leaders, started to re-discover traditional 

established methods again. Ecological movements 

also started to gain momentum, for example, 

‘Brontosaurus’, which is still active today, and 

combines work in the forests or mountains with 

ecological education of children and youth. The 

‘Union of Nature Conservation’ and several ‘Centres 

of Ecological Education’ also linked ecological and 

outdoor education. 

Within the Socialist Youth Union organisation new 

experimental forms of outdoor education emerged, 

despite the tensions of the communist regime. So 

called ‘Tábornické školy’ (Camping schools) were 

founded in 1964, which also helped found later 

Vacation School Lipnice in 1977. They offered 

varied, demanding, non-traditional, and unique 

adventure programmes developed on the best 

traditions of camping, Sokol, scouting, turistika, 

tramping, and Woodcraft, which linked sport, 

exercise and stays in nature, with games, drama, 

and creative arts. The holistic method of linking 

these activities was later called ‘dramaturgy’). 
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‘Camping’ was rediscovered and the style of work and 

interesting programme was implemented into physical 

education, Pionýr and Turistický clubs, and University 

programmes, such as those at the Faculty of Physical 

Education and Sport at Charles University. Many of 

these organisations are still running such camps, 

although they do not always cooperate together.

The ‘free’ 1960s did not last long and after the 

Russian occupation in August 1968 the democratic 

changes were again suppressed for the next 21 

years. However, youth organisations were not touched 

noticeably by the new regime. On the contrary their 

leaders gave more of their free time for preparation 

of programmes, which had strong appeal and qualities 

of friendship and fair play. Summer camps and whole 

year round work with children and youth groups in 

different organisations provided cultural meaning and 

educational impact.

The Velvet Revolution (1989) changed the face of the 

whole society. Organisations tried to reconnect their 

activities with Czech traditions, which had developed 

up to 1948, and also link to those which had appeared 

in the course of the previous 40 years. Summer 

camps, tramping, walking and cycling continue to be 

very popular among youth. Many organisations meet 

weekly throughout the year, with the culmination of 

activities being the summer camp. Groups of adults 

and families continue to maintain basic traditions at 

log-cabin sites with many people leaving the main 

cities at weekends and during holiday periods to 

spend in forest cottages. Many people also continue 

traditions of mushroom and berry picking, along 

with playing games. Walking and cycling in the 

countryside is made easier by an extensive network 

of well maintained and signed paths, which link 

forests, villages, and towns. There is now European 

Union and Government funding to support outdoor 

programmes for youth and children, in particular 

educational summer camps focused on specific social 

competencies. However, an increasing bureaucracy, 

focus on health and safety, and the decline in number 

of volunteers have increasingly impacted on many 

larger summer camps, although camps for numbers of 

less than 30 children remain largely unregulated. Also 

there are now more options for children during the 

year, and camps are increasingly expensive, which has 

impacted on membership and camp attendance.

Key Aspects Specific to Tábory

There are few Czech children, aged 7 and above, 

who have not been on a summer camp. As indicated 

above, there are many different forms of these 

summer camps, and each has their own unique 

specialities. Some are focused on an outdoor pursuit 

like yachting, climbing, canoeing, cycling, horse-back 

riding, but also art or drama activities, etc. However, 

the most common content of summer camps are 

outdoor activities, especially games in nature turistika 

activities, creative arts, environmental activities, and 

....few Czech children, .... have not been on a summer camp
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also different competitions. Often there is a whole 

camp game with a certain theme/topic that runs 

during the camp, for example fairy tales, Indians, 

Ancient Egypt, the Incas Empire, Greek history, 

legends from other countries, periods of Czech 

history, etc.

Children stay in very simple conditions, usually 

building wood based tents, sometimes also teepees, 

or simple wooden huts, gathered round a campfire. 

Some camps cook only on a wood fire and children 

wash in a stream or lake. Children often have many 

duties each day. They have to tidy their tent or hut, 

help in the kitchen with meals or dishes, go shopping, 

collect and chop wood for the fire, ‘guard’ the camp 

day and night, etc. What is never missing on such a 

summer camp is creativity, involving art, music and 

drama. The saying “Every Czech is a musician” is of 

course true, so guitars and other musical instruments 

are always present. Singing Czech tramping or folk 

songs round a campfire has always been popular 

among all generations. Songs by the fire are often 

accompanied by creative drama scenes through 

which young people express their new experiences 

and reflect on the day, for example role play of trip 

expeditions and activities. Every summer camp also 

has its rituals, which can be for example, similar to 

scouting - raising the national flag in the morning and 

pulling it down in the evening, or morning greeting of 

the sun, or rituals during setting a fire, etc.

Conclusion

Since the 1920s, summer camps have developed their 

own indigenous holistic focus on being ‘in nature’ 

for children and young people. Activities have been 

based on many traditional sources, and programmes 

offer young people outdoor activities, especially 

games in nature, turistika activities, creative arts, 

environmental activities, different competitions, and 

also aesthetic, cultural, and educational experiences. 

The phenomenon of Czech summer camps deserves 

thorough analysis, which could bring inspiration for 

educators all around the world. ■
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