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I recently had the privilege of being asked by curator Evelyn Tauben to create a piece of art for 
a unique exhibition space located at 402 College Street, Toronto. FENTSTER (Yiddish for 
"window") is an arena for “presenting site-specific installations of contemporary art connected 
to the Jewish experience”. Evelyn and I spoke at length a few times about possible directions I 
could take in developing work that referenced my Jewish heritage. She was intrigued by my 
experience of being part of the Camp Naivelt community through the 1960s and 70s. 


The process of finding a visual representation of Naivelt and my upbringing there was a 
challenge. There are so many memories I have of twenty or so years of spending my summers 
at our family cottage, #3 on Hill 2, the defining feature of which was an amazingly tall, weeping 
willow tree that grew in front of our cabin. I sifted through many memories as I imagined what I 
could create for the FENTSTER window gallery. Naivelt and its history are rich in so many 
ways. People and community were its primary asset, but also it was a place of culture, music, 
dance, arts & crafts, architecture, a tiny bit of sports—swimming at the very least and a bit of 
friendly volleyball on the grass behind the swimming pool. And of course, politics were 
paramount.


However, right from the beginning, Naivelt was an experience of and about nature. It was 
conceived and developed by women who were looking for ways to give immigrant, working 
class children an alternative to inner city life in the summertime. Naivelt was a summer 
sanctuary for me as well. I remember taking my shoes off at the beginning of July and not 
putting them back on until mid-August at night when the ground started to get cold again. It 
was a place of delicious freedom to run and explore, learn about life and people, but at the 
same time it was safe and comforting. Much has changed in Mississauga since the 70s. Where 
there were farmers’ fields and orchards there are now tracts of housing, but Naivelt continues 
to be a place set apart, where nature is still omnipresent.


So I decided to develop a piece of work about nature and Naivelt which led me to a particularly 
vivid memory I have of visiting camp with my family in the offseason, during early spring. I have 
not been able to pinpoint an exact date for this trip but it would have been in the early 60s. Our 
family took a drive out to Naivelt one day and happened upon an incredible natural 
phenomenon. The Credit River, which runs through the property, is usually pretty sleepy in the 
summer. It does though have a spring breakup that can sometimes be quite convulsive. The 
river had thrown huge chunks of ice, up to 3 to 5 feet deep, many metres from its banks. The 
fields around the river were strewn with ice floes. The place looked like a salt mine. The whole 
family was mesmerized by the sight. My Dad, Sid Heller, lifted me up onto one of the pieces of 
ice and I remember looking down into it and realizing that there was debris frozen into place. It 
was a dead fish staring back at me out of the ice that made the biggest impression on me.


We were quite near the main bridge over the Credit that everyone has to cross in order to visit 
the camp. Getting over this bridge was not always a straight-forward proposition. When I was 
little it was a one lane bridge so there was always a negotiation when two cars approached the 
bridge at the same time. Sometimes the bridge wasn’t safe and had to be cordoned off until it 
was rebuilt. Sometimes there was a chain across it to prevent entry during the offseason. The 
bridge was a fundamental entry point, bottleneck and occasional impediment to getting to Hill 
2 and 3. Therefore, sitting on the ice floe, looking back at the bridge was the memory I chose 
to encapsulate my experience of a remarkable place, Camp Naivelt.


http://fentster.org/
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