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Bloomingdale, Illinois, Lions sponsor their first Lions 
international youth exchangee/youth camper

 
"I feel like I'm in a movie"  

by Sue Knutson 

"On the first day of camp, we learned 
how to put up the sails, how to take 
them down, and the proper way to tie 
knots," said Brad Crosson, 20, of 
Roselle, Illinois. "We climbed to the top 
of the 24-meter center mast. Way cool! 
It was beautiful looking straight down 
as the ship appeared to glide across 
the water."

Crosson was one of 18 young people 
from 13 countries, ages 17-22, who 
participated in the Sea and Soil Lions 
International Youth Camp hosted by 
the Lions of District 106-A, Denmark. 

During the first week of the two-week program, the young people 
worked a 1915 three-mast wooden schooner. The ship transported the 
campers to ports around Denmark. The campers set the sails, helped 
to prepare the meals, cleaned the bathroom and slept in hammocks 
below deck or in bunks on the roof. The second week of camp was 
spent in a boarding school in the countryside.  

"The intention of the camp is to facilitate mutual understanding 
between people from all over the world by gathering young people 
(youth ages 16-22 are eligible to apply) from many different countries 
so that understanding between human beings can be extended," said 
camp organizer, Lion Preben Rejnhard Kristensen.  

The campers traveled to Copenhagen from Austria, Belgium, Estonia, 
Finland, Holland, India, Israel, Norway, Poland, Spain, Sweden, 
Turkey, and the US. 

Local Lions clubs sponsored the young people. The Lions Club of 
Bloomingdale, Illinois, sponsored Crosson. "It's a great program for 
young people," said 2002-03 Bloomingdale Lions Club President Paul 
Becker. "We encouraged and supported Brad's request to become a 
Lions youth camper and youth exchangee."

Each year, Lions organize about 100 international youth camps around 
the world. The Lions of Sweden organized the first Lions international 
youth camp in 1974. 

Accepting new customs 
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Lions international youth campers learn to appreciate each others' 
language, customs, history, art, and foods. At the District 106-A Camp, 
Crosson discovered that he was the only monolingual camper and the 
only native English speaker.  

"I was constantly being asked, 'How do you say that in English?' " he 
said. "We visited a Viking Village and witnessed a trebuchet (a 
medieval catapulting machine) demonstration. Others asked me the 
English word for ' trebuchet.' I said that's what we call it, too." 

Together, the campers learned first-hand about the history and 
landscape of Denmark and its more than 400 islands. The campers 
visited the Marstal Maritime Museum, the Stevns Natur Center, 
Rosklide Cathedral, Tivoli Gardens, and the castle known as 
Valdemars Slot. 

"The castle was enormous -- at least it was to me," said Crosson. "I 
didn't have the castle expertise that everyone else had. We have a 
lack of castles in the States." 

The same was true of churches with interior burial grounds. "St. 
Nikolai Church had dead people buried in the church floor," he said. 
"Instead of walking on their graves - which seemed sacrilegious to me 
- I walked around." 

Another area of discovery was food. "I decided that it was better to wait 
until I was done with a meal to ask what I had just eaten," said 
Crosson. "I had fish, wild boar, an unknown red sausage, and a 
mystery sauce on asparagus." 

 Most Lions international youth camps ask participants to prepare a 
native dish for an international dinner. Selections ranged from thick 
Belgium fries, to potato pancakes, and apple slices. Crosson made Jell-
O.

"Only Lion Kristensen had ever had Jell-O before," said Crosson. "And 
that was 30 years before." 

Two weeks as a youth exchangee, too 

After attending a youth camp, most Lions-sponsored youth also 
participate in the Lions International Youth Exchange Program. 
Adopted in 1961, the program is open to Lions-sponsored youth, ages 
15-21. 

Youth exchanges can occur between any of the more than 192 
countries in which Lions clubs exist. Each year, approximately 2,200 
Lions clubs sponsor about 2,500 young people as Lions youth 
exchangees. Most young people spend two to four weeks with a Lions-
sponsored host family.  

The sponsoring and hosting district Lions youth exchange 
chairpersons coordinate all youth exchange and youth camp travel 
arrangements. Transportation costs (actual fares, insurance, airport 
fees, customs duties, and layover or overnight fees) are paid by the 
sponsoring club from district funds (if available), by the youth and his 
or her family; or by any combination of these sources. 

Lions District 1-J Youth Exchange Chairperson Dennis Martz of the 
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North Aurora, Illinois, Lions Club arranged for Crosson's exchange to 
Denmark. "We have hosted numerous youth exchangees from 
Finland," said Martz. "Brad was our first youth camper/youth 
exchangee to Denmark." 

After spending two weeks at camp, Martz arranged for Crosson to 
spend two weeks as a youth exchangee in the home of the 
Conradsens of Ølby, Denmark. Twenty-year-old Stine Conradsen had 
spent a month in Turkey as a Lions youth camper and exchangee. Her 
parents reciprocated by hosting Crosson. 

"Poul-Erik Conradsen met me at the youth camp and drove me to his 
house," said Crosson. "There, I met his wife, Ulla, their daughter, 
Stine, their son, Simon, 17, and their dog, Sille."  

Crosson became a temporary member of their family. "Stine and I went 
for a 45-minute bike ride to Køge," he said. "The town was surreal -- 
like something out of a movie about the Middle Ages instead of a 21st 
century town. It reminded me of a child's fairy tale with cobblestone 
streets and little buildings made a few hundred years ago. I expected a 
fairy to fly by and sprinkle me with pixie dust." 

For the next two weeks, Crosson experienced everyday life in 
Denmark. This included learning about circular intersections, circular 
staircases, skeleton keys in door locks, light switches on the outside of 
rooms, and a lack of window screens. 

In addition, he participated in Poul-Erik's rowing team, a police-
sponsored 24m mountain bike race, and rode Stine's horse. He also 
visited the Køge Museum, Hamlet's famous Kronborg Castle, the 
Royal Amelienborg Castle of Queen Margarethe II, a Danish Army 
Post, two soccer matches, and the beach. 

"Having spent time in Denmark, I feel more knowledgeable and wiser," 
said Crosson. "Not just about Denmark, but about my life as a whole. I 
learned a tremendous amount about different people and cultures. I 
learned about myself and my own culture, too. My Lions youth 
exchange/youth camp experience was, by far, one of the biggest eye-
openers of my life." 

To view the District 106-A Web site, log onto www.lions.kimbo.dk/. 
To learn more about the Lions Youth Camp and Youth Exchange 
Programs, log onto: www.lionsclubs.org or contact the Youth Programs 
Department at 630-571-5466, extension 323.
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