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A bit of Ukraine in East Chatham
Nestled in the foothills of East Chatham is Vocha Tropa (Wolves’ Trek) Plast Camp, a Ukrainian Scout Camp
chosen for its woods, trails, mountain views and resemblance to the Carpathian Mountains in Western Ukraine.

Sixty-five years ago in November of 1952, a
real estate ad ran for the sale of a 332-acre
property tucked into the foothills of the
Berkshire Mountains in East Chatham. The
sellers were Frank and Mary Chilson, the buy-
ers a committee of parents who paid $35,000
for the property, $20,000 with a bank loan,
and $15,000 raised through donations. On
March 4th, 1953, closing papers were signed
and Mr. Chilson was presented with a suitcase
filled with $15,000 in cash. That $35,000 and
sixty-five years of continuous dedicated hard
work by mostly volunteers created a children’s
camp known as the Vocha Tropa (Wolves’
Trek) Plast Camp, a Ukrainian Scout Camp.
That particular site was chosen over several
others for its woods, trails, mountain views
and resemblance to the Carpathian Mountains
and pine forests in Western Ukraine.

The Ukrainian Scouting Organization was
founded in 1911 in Ukraine but went under-
ground in 1939 after the Communists invaded.
After World War II large numbers of people
escaped to displaced persons camps in Austria
and Germany. From approximately 1945-51,
while living in these camps, churches and
Plast/Scout organizations were re-established
by the immigrants. Eventually about 80,000
people from the Austrian and German camps
were resettled in the United States, mainly in
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio,
Michigan and Illinois. In New York City, the
area around Second Avenue and Ninth Street
became a largely Ukrainian neighborhood.

Largest Plast camp in the U.S.
East Chatham was the largest Plast camp
established in the United States, followed by
Connecticut, Michigan and Chicago. The latter
three no longer exist, but currently there are
camps in Cleveland and Buffalo. The Wolves’
Trek camp in East Chatham, officially opened
in 1953, was based on the same principles as
the original Ukrainian Plast camps: to develop
moral, spiritual, social and physical abilities
with an emphasis on Ukrainian culture, lan-
guage, heritage and traditions with the aim of
encouraging campers to become conscious,
responsible citizens of the local, national and
world community. Although most of the
campers come from the American east coast,
Plast has welcomed those from Australia,
Canada, France, Germany, Japan, South Africa,
Sweden and, of course, Ukraine. Lifelong,
often international friendships are built.

Camp preparations begin in April when the
facilities committee works to ready the camp
for the summer. Following is a two-week
counselor training for about 60 trainees who
have attended their own local meetings all
year. At one time there were 400-500 campers
per session, but currently about 260 campers
arrive for a three-week session starting the first
week of July. Housing arrangements are sepa-
rate barracks for girls and boys ages 7-11; tree-
encircled fields with campfires are the settings
for ages 12-17 in tents; and a coed area with
separate tents for teenagers 16 and 17 years
old. 

Culture-based activities
Along with regular camp sports – soccer, vol-
leyball, basketball, swimming, hiking the
wooded trails – activities are culturally based:
Ukrainian crafts, games, songs, dances, and
language. Although some English is spoken, all
campers study Ukrainian during the school

Continued on next page

Above: The Ukrainian chapel over-
looking a wide swath of the property
was traditionally designed by master
craftsman Ivan Kostiv and construct-
ed by volunteers in the early ‘70s
using only wood joinery, not a single
nail.

Older scouts having some fun for the
camera. The kids conduct a scavenger
hunt in Chatham during two days in
the summer, trying to locate sites and
answer questions about local lore.
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year and speak it in camp along with their
counselors. Speaking of speaking, cell phone
use is rarely allowed. Activities are the focus.
On Ukrainian Day, campers wear traditional
embroidered clothing and eat traditional cui-
sine. Camping at Greylock Mountain, white
water rafting, and field trips to Saranac Lake
offer opportunities to explore the general area.
After July 7th, Chatham village residents enjoy
seeing campers on their yearly town scavenger
hunt with a list of items to beg or borrow
from pre-notified shop owners.

Supporting the Chatham area
The administration makes a concerted effort
to support the local community as much as
possible. Food and dairy deliveries are locally
sourced, the head chef is from the area and
approximately 400 camper-themed and 
counselor-designed T-shirts are printed in
Chatham within a speedy 7-10 days. Parents
who don’t camp on the grounds in surplus
army tents during visitors weekend stay in
local accommodations, frequent restaurants
and shop in town. 

The original house on the property burned
to the ground in 1872; a new 15-room
Victorian mansion was built in 1883, one of
only two brick houses built in the Chatham
area at that time. The house had been empty
for 20 years and in rough condition when
Plast bought it in 1953. Known as The Red
House, it currently operates as the administra-
tive offices, and separate boys’ and girls’ volun-
teer-run infirmaries. The camp has an on-site
doctor and works closely with the Columbia
County Department of Health. 

Other structures have since been built,
including a large open-air, inclement-weather
pavilion, impressively designed by Peter
Bokalo. But the piéce-de-résitance is the
charming, Ukrainian chapel overlooking a
wide swath of the property. Traditionally
designed by master craftsman Ivan Kostiv and
constructed by volunteers in the early ‘70s
using only wood joinery, not a single nail.
Sunday morning Catholic mass is held there,
as have 4 or 5 weddings of couples who met at
the camp. Inside, the aroma of pine and cedar
still fill the space after 45 years.

The camp historians have a long association
with the Vocha Tropa; Sonia Bokalo attended
as a child, as did her husband Peter’s daugh-
ters. Her nephew is now Chairman of the
Board of Directors, and plans to send his son
to the camp. Bokalo explains that “it is fairly
common that we have seen children and now
grandchildren of the first wave of campers
here.”

How fortunate that today’s campers are 
the beneficiaries of a legacy started sixty-five
years ago. �
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