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Chapter One
With the dog-eared photographs finally arranged on my desk, I leaned back, closed my eyes, and boom! It’s 1967—and it’s Parents’ Day, and the mother who’d backed me up to the bank of the Wading River was a quivering mound of outrage. “Then it’s true! You actually let my son jump off an eighty-foot-high platform into that!” She pointed with disgust at the river water a few feet away. “It’s filthy! Bet it’s full of sewage.”

“No, ma’am,” I told her in my most reassuring voice. “The diving platform’s only forty or so feet high, and the water picks up that brown color from … ”

But the lady was still thinking sewage and cut in, “You can’t even see the bottom. Anything could be swimming or crawling around down there. And what’s this I hear about my child having to swing through the woods on flimsy little pieces of rope?”

“Flimsy? Now those are one-inch nylon ropes, ma’am. They could hold an elephant. And nobody makes the campers use those swings; it’s a privilege!”

Moving still closer, she dropped her voice to a rasping whisper. “What about the campers that went missing during an overnight canoe trip?”

“Nobody’s missing.” I glanced toward Kamp Olympik’s dining hall. Why the hell didn’t the lunch bell ever ring when I needed rescuing? “Besides, the kids are crazy about adventures like overnights.”
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“Heavens,” the woman continued. “I’ve never heard of a camp like this. My son was telling us that the devil drops by regularly and snatches children from their bunks.”

“You mean the Jersey Devil?” I managed to laugh heartily. “That’s just a campfire ghost story. Besides, it’s historical—part of the indigenous folklore. The kids love it.”

The camp bell mercifully clanged just then and the anxious mother hurried away to round up her son. The boy’s dad stood beside me in silence, rocking back on his heels, his hands in his pockets. He finally murmured rather wistfully, “Think I could take a turn on those rope swings after lunch?” 

Putting an arm around his shoulders, I propelled the man toward the dining hall. “Sure,” I said. “There’re already a few dads out there, but it’s trickier than it looks. In fact, see that guy limping toward us? He was just at Tarzanville. Maybe you should ask him if you should try it.”

Damn, but we had fun back then. So did the kids who came to Kamp Olympik. Of course, the whole idea behind Kamp Olympik was to give kids a place to have fun for a few weeks during the summer. Me, I’d grown up running wild in the Jersey farmlands and woods—outside all summer long, having a ball, just being a kid. Yeah, training for that Olympic gold medal was the driving force for me as I grew into adult​hood, but I think in the back of my mind I always had this crazy dream of giving other kids a taste of growing up out of doors. 

Now the summer camp idea didn’t entirely surface right after the 1960 Olympics. Following the career paths of other Olympians from Crabbe to Weissmuller, I took my new wife, Theresa Fiore, to Hollywood because I’d been offered the brass ring: the chance to play Tarzan on the screen. You’ve gotta understand that when I was a kid, I constantly played Tarzan, swinging from ropes tied to trees in my backyard. I credit my early swinging with giving me the upper body strength I needed to become a pole-vaulting champion. It was a major influence in my vaulting success.

So yeah, I jumped at the chance to be in the movies, but let’s cut to the chase. Tarzan didn’t pan out for me. Despite a contract for six films, litigation over filming rights made it clear the picture we’d started would never be released. So not quite a year after the heady victory in Rome, I was back home wondering how I was going to support my wife and brand-new baby.

My skin crawled at the thought of having to work for somebody else, but you do what you gotta do. I mean, I finally had the family I’d always wanted, and I was damn well going to provide for Theresa and Mark. Okay, so here I am—a guy who hated so much as buttoning his collar—putting on a suit and tie and selling pharmaceuticals to people who seemed like they couldn’t have cared less. Talk about learning patience the hard way. My long-suffering butt grew numb as I sat for hours in waiting rooms, grind​ing my teeth, thinking I’d rather be digging ditches. I even tried my hand at being a repo 
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man until I got shot at when I tried to tow the car of some mobbed-up nutcase. Then I found a job that at least looked bearable: working for the State of New Jersey.

Theresa and I settled our little family in Trenton once I began punching the time clock for the New Jersey Department of Conservation. I guess my degree in finance qualified me for something, since they put me on the team negotiating for the pur​chase of land contiguous to the Wharton State Forest. I earned the necessary real estate license, rolled up my sleeves, and got going. I lucked out when they assigned Sam De Gasparis as my partner. We became good friends, and I enjoyed our work as we contacted potential sellers around the Wharton State Forest. This was in the area called the Jersey Pinelands, rich in cranberries and blueberries and steeped in American history.

Sam and I had a simple plan of attack. We’d stop for lunch at an old country store, for instance. While we devoured delicious brisket or home-cured ham sandwiches, we’d get talking with the proprietor and turn the conversation to the local landowners and their likelihood of selling land. But there was another constant to these lunches: my borrowing Sam’s small change to buy Tastykakes. Those were the addictively deli​cious chocolate cupcakes made only in Philadelphia. I had to have ’em. Almost every other day, I’d ask for a nickel or dime to buy this tasty morsel. It became such a habit that halfway through lunch Sam would say, “I guess you want your cookie money.” After handing over his change, he’d grin, “When you’re stinking rich, you’d better pay me back!” 

“Sure, Sam,” I’d say. “When I get rich enough.” 

Then one afternoon while on our way to negotiate for a choice piece of real estate, we happened to pass a beautiful parcel of land on the small Wading River. I noticed a FOR SALE sign—a rarity in this neck of the woods—so I had Sam pull over for a minute so I could take it all in. The deeply wooded area was full of the clean smell of the forest and dotted with wildflowers and blueberry bushes. The deep silence of the place was broken only by the sound of a softly running stream. Tarzan might just have found his new home.

“What a great spot for a summer camp,” I said, thinking out loud.

“For a guy who can’t afford to buy his own Tastykakes, you’re thinking big. You got any idea what a chunk of land like that would cost?”

Yeah, I knew, so I dropped the subject. We headed back to Trenton and joined Sam’s good friend Dick Maiorino for Italian food. And it always was Italian food when Sam and Dick got together, since they were both paisans. The Italian connection kept our friendship growing, especially since Theresa was also Italian. So between the pasta and the vino and the growing camaraderie, the idea for a camp drifted out of focus. 
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If it hadn’t been for my family, it would’ve stayed out of focus. Sometimes Theresa and I would throw the idea around late at night or on rainy afternoons, the way some people might talk about a luxurious round-the-world cruise. You know, the impossible dream. But then our four-year-old son Mark got into the act. Don’t ever tell me that something can be going on in a home, good or bad, without the kids getting wind of it. We were in the middle of dinner—Theresa’s lasagna, I think—and I’d just said something about getting a couple of new tires for the car. Out of nowhere little Mark pipes up, “And then are we going to open our camp?” Hearing the words coming out of my son’s mouth ssolidified something in my mind. So maybe running a camp wasn’t just a pipe dream. 

Of course, whether it was a dream or impending reality, I had to set it aside so we’d survive in the present real world. Then I happened to mention it to a fellow Olympian I’d been pretty close to. I knew he’d be receptive to even a crazy idea because the two of us had once stopped traffic by diving naked off the Hayden Bridge into Oregon’s McKenzie River, forty feet below. No, we weren’t roaring drunk, either. We just affected each other like that. Anyhow, he thought a camp was a great idea as well: thoroughly workable. Although my friend got involved in other things, having somebody I wasn’t related to say I was on to something got my afterburners going. My dad and I started scouting locations, determined to find the best spot for a camp in the whole damn world.
Chapter Two
Opening day arrived July 1967 in a flurry of last-minute chores, like remembering where we’d put the toilet paper and telling Theresa’s mom that, no, we didn’t need fluffy curtains in the cabins. I was calm and cool, but when the kids and their parents started to arrive, I got goose bumps. Parents were excited and obviously felt secure about leaving their children in our care. That in itself was reassuring. 

But there was still no sign of the kids from Newark, and the other campers were getting restless. All the campers were hollering that they wanted to go swimming, and who could blame ’em? It was ninety degrees and as humid as only the East Coast can get. So we got suited up, performed the first of many head counts, and raced down to the lake for our first official dip. The kids had just started into the water, when they all turned to face the growing sounds of Armageddon coming from just down the road.

We heard the incredible racket of shrieks and howls and just plain bedlam before we even saw the bus, and when I did see it, I didn’t believe my eyes. Yup, it was the kids from Newark. Pop bottles, wads of paper, and shoes were shooting out of the bus like shrapnel from the kids hanging halfway out the windows. As the bus came to a stop, the children came scrambling all over each other to get out the door. After 
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observing the new arrivals, one of my other campers quickly noted the obvious. “Hey, Mr. Bragg. These kids are black!” I couldn’t see the problem, but to little kids who’d only seen a handful of black faces in their lives, it was kind of intimidating. Once they started swimming and playing softball together, though, the children didn’t give a tin​ker’s toot who was black and who was white—they all just wanted to have fun. 

Unfortunately, the camp’s racial harmony did not sit well with the white moms and dads when they arrived on Parents’ Day the following week. With hard mouths and indignant eyes they snatched their children out of Kamp Olympik’s clutches, even though their kids were bawling that they wanted to stay. What can I say? I was stunned, but it was 1967, and America was in the throes of racial turmoil, which, incidentally, defined one of the stupidest periods of our history. With the loss of so many campers, I became horribly aware of the possibility that my camp might go under. I was prepar​ing to jump off the nearest convenient bridge when the phone rang. It was the director of Newark’s summer recreational programs.

“Hey, Don! I’m in a bit of a jam. There’s a major problem with one of the camps I sent some kids to, and we need to switch them to another camp. Can you help me out?”

“Sure,” I said dolefully, expecting maybe a couple of campers. 

“Great, Don. I owe you one. So expect our twenty kids tomorrow?”

Twenty kids? Hot damn! I exulted silently as I punched the air. “I guess we can squeeze them in,” I said, all casual.

“And,” he continued, “You’ll be enhancing that tutorial program with in-and-out testing, like we talked about, right?” 

“Even as we speak.” Actually, that wouldn’t be a problem since all I needed to do was to hire a few more teachers. Since the summer was still young, I began recruiting again immediately and had the beefed-up program in full swing within a couple of days. O, God bless Newark!

Chapter Eleven
As long as the weather was halfway reasonable, we had no trouble keeping the kids engaged, but when it rained, the entire staff was hard pressed to keep boredom at bay. We showed movies in the dining hall, and these were pure salvation for the staff. Summer storms could last for three days, and, despite our ingenuity, by day two of the squall we’d all be tearing our hair out as we racked our brains for more things to do. However, I didn’t want the kids watching just retread cartoons or B movies. I had several Olympic films, including footage of my 1960 Olympics, which were a welcome treat. Other than that we depended on comic books, bingo, and checkers to keep the kids occupied. As long as the storm wasn’t dangerous, we’d let the kids go swimming, and they loved the sensation of swimming in the rain. All too often, however, those unwelcome storms included the rumble of thunder and flickering lightning, so indoors we all had to stay.

Then another Olympic champion—the best of the best—came to the rescue. I’d met Muhammad Ali during the 1960 Olympics, and through the sixties and seven​ties we kept in touch pretty regularly. He called one day and, out of nowhere, asked, “What do those kids do on rainy days?”

“What you’d expect: cards, bingo, and games like musical chairs. Then more bingo, cards, and games.”

“I get the picture. You’ve got a projector that will take sixteen-millimeter film, right?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Well, I’ve got a film of my fights they might like to see.”

“That would be great. Which one?”
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“You’re not listening to the Champ, Tarzan. This is a film of all my fights, from the very first pro fight right up to the present day. You interested?”

Was I! The film had to include some of the greatest fights ever to grace a ring. The kids couldn’t get enough of Ali, so I decided to make an occasion of it and originated Fight Night at Kamp Olympik: popcorn, sodas, and fight films of the greatest fighter ever.

Muhammad Ali really did love kids, and not only visited the camp often, but was more than generous in donating equipment that made their camp experience even better. Whenever he came around, they were always out of their minds with excite​ment. Here he was in the flesh: their idol and living hero, who thought that spending some time with them was worthwhile. That did so much more for them than any pep talk I could give. 

I remember the first time he came to the camp, right after they’d stripped him of his title, and I had to pick him up in Philadelphia. He was living in the western section near City Line Boulevard. Before we left, Ali made sure that his wife, Belinda, had cab fare and our camp phone numbers. She was very pregnant, and he wanted to be sure she could get to the hospital just in case things got interesting before he got back home.

Theresa, God bless her, had welcoming banners flying and both campers and staff lined up at our entrance. With the Priests and many of our other local friends as well as members of the press on hand, the mood was festive and electric. When the Champ arrived, there was a flurry of people snapping pictures and maneuvering for position to snag a handshake. 

We gave our guest a fast tour of the camp, and then he got down to business. With the entire camp assembled around the outdoor basketball court, Ali stripped to the waist and, wearing well-pressed slacks and impeccably shined shoes, he boxed everyone who wanted to challenge him. The first to enter the ring was Rich, our camp director. Rich’s approach was unique. He sort of went creeping around the ring like an immense tortoise. I assumed his unconventional battle plan was dictated by some martial arts strategy. Whatever it was, it got nowhere against Ali, who seemed amused by Rich’s strategy.
Years later, though, Ali fought the professional wrestling champion of Japan. Experts and bookies predicted Ali would knock him out, but all this wrestler would do was lie on the floor and kick The Greatest in the shins. When the Champ got home after the fight, the blood vessels in his lower legs were broken and bruised. So the wrestler was not without skill. So anyway, the fight with this Japanese champion dragged on, and Ali’s wondering what in hell to do with a guy who looked like a baby trying to kick off his leggings. If the Champ got in too close, he risked being entangled in some wrestling grip, so common sense dictated he keep his distance. This high-kicking performance was roundly booed, but the press couldn’t resist making a lot of nothing. “Ali Fails to Knock Out Japanese Champ,” the headlines 
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blared. What was Ali supposed to do, sit on the wrestler’s chest and beat on his head? I assume the peculiar prone position at least kept the wrestler from getting his head handed to him on a platter.

Anyhow, after Ali eliminated Rich with a few well-placed jabs, the cocky counselors and even some of the campers tried the challenge. Ali toyed with everyone, keeping his punches feather soft with open fists, even the brilliant shots he occasionally threw to keep the opposition on their toes. The cheering was deafening, but the laughter at Kamp Olympik’s hapless contenders was even louder. Shuffling his new shoes around the concrete court, Ali seemed to love every minute of the horseplay. Just when we thought the show was over, however, someone called out, “Fight Tarzan.” 

Ali heard that, of course, and alerted immediately. “Yeah, give me that big galoot next,” he said, a slow grin spreading across his face. “The one who thinks he’s the king of the jungle. I’m the only king around here, so bring him on!”

Standing at his side while I laced my gloves, I decided to razz the Champ a little. “I ought to tell you that I’ve been studying your style of fighting, and I think I’ve got your technique analyzed,” I said, all macho. “I believe I’ve figured out how to hit you.”

With amusement dancing in his eyes, Ali looked me over. “You’re a pole-vaulter, right?”

“Yeah, but … ”

“If you think you can hit me, Tarzan, you better wake up from your dream.” As we walked to the center of the court, he added, “And you’d better lay off the bad coconut juice while you’re at it.” Starting slowly he began dancing around the ring, interspers​ing his demands that we “rumble in the jungle” with Tarzan yells. I lumbered around after him, a lead-pawed bear trying to catch a butterfly, or rather a bee with one hel​luva stinger. Moving like lightning, Ali smacked me with several shots. I never saw him throw the punches, but felt the light touch on my cheek. 

Nonetheless, I felt a surge of hope when I realized he was falling into the pattern I’d taken note of while watching his fights. Ali would throw several shots, and then back up in a more relaxed position, dropping one hand then the other to below his waist. The minute his opponents would lead with one foot, trying to get close, Ali raised his hands again. What was to stop me from getting a good one in before he had a chance to raise those lethal fists? I reasoned that if I could get to him before he raised his hands, I’d be able to hit him. Wait a doggone minute, Bragg, I told myself. This isn’t theorizing while you watch Ali’s fight films with beer in your hand; it’s happening right now. Mess up and he’ll jab you someplace excruciatingly painful. But what the hell, I thought. I knew I’d regret it if I didn’t try.

So the next time he danced backward, I raised myself on my toes and hopped at him. This rabbit-like gambit not only speeded up my approach, it caught him off 
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guard. I planted one foot and threw a shot that landed squarely on his nose. Then, instead of getting out of there, I grabbed his shoulders and asked, “Do you want me to do that again?” 

Before I could draw a fresh breath, punches began to rain down on me. Hooks, jabs, uppercuts, you name it, I got it. Not that it hurt. Though his gloves came at me at the speed of light, Ali gentled each blow on impact. 

Thank God! 

As he proceeded to demolish me, the campers were going crazy. Finally, I threw my hands up in helpless surrender. Ali stopped the assault, jumped back, and screamed to the kids, “Did I hit Tarzan or what? Who’s the king of the jungle now? Who can swing from the biggest tree? No one but Ali!” Some campers were crying from the unbelievable excitement of an event they’d remember for the rest of their lives. It took forever for the crowd to quiet down, and the staff and I finally gave up on trying to get the camp back on track for the rest of the day’s activities.
