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CAMP MABUHAY CELEBRATES 25 YEARS OF FAMILY AND FRIENDSHIP
By: Mencie Y. Hairston
September 22, 202;
For the past 25 years, the Filipino American community in the Greater

Washington, D.C. area has welcomed families with children adopted from the Philippin

at Camp Mabuhay. True to the spitit of Filipino hospitaity, the community opened its

hearts and wrapped its arms around the families who came from various parts of the
United States.

The Camp was started in 1996 by a group of mothers who have children adopted
from the Philippines led by Gail Pendergrast. Noting the lack of resources for their
Filipino children, they wanted to hold a one-day camp so their children can begin
exploring their birth culture. Pendergrast reached out to the Philippine Embassy in
Washington, D.C. Cecil Rebong, then-Cultural Attaché, put her in touch with Mencie
Hairston, one of the founders of Mabuhay, Inc...a non-profit organization based in Prince

orge’s County, Maryland. Thus began a heart-to-heart partnership that continues to
this d

Volunteers led by then-President, Zenaida F. Juanitez, illed two vans and drove
to Allentown, Pennsylvania in pouring rain to attend the first camp. The group planned
to do a couple of folk dances, sing some folk songs, tell the legend of the first pineapple,
and say “hello’ to the children. But the connections made with the children and their
parents were hard to shake off

In planning for the next camp, Pendergrast, on behalf of the parents, asked

Mabuhay, Inc. if it would be alright to name the camp “Camp Mabuhay”. To take
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advantage of the Filipino American presence in the Greater Washington, D.C. area, the
1997 Camp was hosted by the Philippine Cultural Society of George Washington
University. The Camp found its home at the Kittimaquadi Community Center in
Columbia, MD. As news of the Camp spread, more families travelled from various parts
of the United States to attend the Camp. Beginning in 2004, in an effort to bring the
Camp closer to the families, Mabuhay, Inc. replicated the camp in Indiana and
Connecticut, both led by local parents in partnership with local Filam organizations. The
Indiana and Connecticut camps ceased operating in 2010 and 2014, respectively, as the
campers began to age out. The Maryland camp also suspended its operations from 2011-
2013,

10 2014, a new set of families with younger children resumed holding the Camp

i Columbia, MD. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Camp was held online in

2019 and 2020. The Camp was held outdoors at Seneca Creek State Park in

Gaithersburg, Maryland in 2021 and 2022. The pandemic also forced the postponement
nniversary celebration to 2022

In keeping with this year's fiesta theme, the set up crew erected the fiesta arch to
welcome everyone. Colorful paper buntings crisscrossed the ceilings. The entablado
(stage) was decorated with gigantic paper flowers. Food tables were filled with drinks,
fruits and snacks. The sari-sari store was stocked with games, goodies, and Filipino odds
and ends ready for its customers who knew the fine art of making a deal. Music and
laughter filled the air.

Volunteers are the backbone of Camp Mabuhay. They become ate, kuya, ffo and

ta to the campers. Youth volunteers are required to undergo training before they can

serve as ‘ate” or “kuya’. They leam about their roles, behavioral and leaming
expectations of the various age groups, and the cultural information associated with the
Camp’s theme. Each camper draws the name of his/her *are” or *kuya’ from a hat;
together they join a group.

Each group was assigned a festival. In choosing the festivals, consideration was
given to the children’s birthplaces in the Philippines: Cavite's “Paro-Paro”, Rizal’s
“Higantes”, Aklan’s “Ati-Atihan”, and Davao’s “Kadayawan”. Led by the volunteers,
the campers learned why, when, and how each festival is celebrated. They made their
respective fiesta costumes, devised props, and learmed dance routines.

Past campers, volunteers, and special guests were invited to attend the Fiesta
celebration. The Camp’s main meal consisted of fiesta dishes plus the obligatory lechon.
DJ Talusan played OPM music favorites, and Toby's Ice Cream made a special delivery
ofits best-selling tropical flavors. The main entertainment was provided by each group’s

fiesta presentation. It was a frenetic, fun-filled day!

Camp Mabuhay is a partnership between the adoptive parents and the Filipino-
American community. This heart-to-heart partnership is about ensuring that Filipino
adoptees grow 1o be the best versions of themselves -- nurtured by the love and care of
their parents yet anchored to their birth culture by their Filipino are, kuya, fita and tito.

Welcome to the family! Mabuhay!!





