
teers to outside partners,” says 
CEO Dave Smith. “They’re 
truly the heart of this organi-
zation, providing an invalua-
ble, uplifting break for a child 

with cancer.” 

Ninety-nine 
children with 
cancer trav-
eled to Camp 
Fantastic this 
year, while 
104 siblings 
enjoyed the 
silliness at 
BRASS Camp. 

Camp Fantastic’s highlights 
included a camp-wide art  
project (see story below), a 
visit from a ham radio opera-
tor, our traditional Farm Day, 
a fishing derby, a golf tourna-
ment, a banquet in a “safari” 

 T raveling to Disneyland, the 
Wild West, Hawaii, and 

outer space all in one week?! 
Yessiree. And we did it the 
“Tacky Tourist” way, complete 
with flowered 
shirts, big sun-
glasses, nose 
zinc, and fat 
cameras around 
our necks. 

This year, 
Camp Fantastic 
and BRASS 
campers shared 
the theme of 
“Tacky Tourists.” The fun   
began the Sunday of each camp 
and didn’t stop until the buses 
pulled out of camp the follow-
ing Saturday morning. 

“So many people come together 
to make Special Love’s camps 
happen, from donors to volun-

Tacky Tourists Travel to Camp -- and Beyond! 

Heading to Area Hospitals, Art from the Heart 
could have been, well, less than 
artistic. But it wasn’t. 

Indeed, what happened was 
inspiring. Teams gathered to 
compare artwork, to giggle, to 
chatter, to add their own crea-
tive touches. The product of all 
the hard work? Five sets of 
brightly colored panels depict-
ing nature and wildlife.  

Three of the murals are slated to 
be delivered by Special Love to 

Washington, D.C.-area hospitals. 
These medical facilities work 
with us to identify pediatric   
oncology patients who will get 
the most out of coming to camp. 

The art project was made   
possible by the Foundation for 
Hospital Art, which generously 
donated the mural canvases 
and paint to Special Love, with 
the help of Brian McCagh, a 
Camp Fantastic volunteer. 
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“So many people come 

together to make camp 

happen, from donors to 

volunteers to outside 

partners … providing 

an invaluable break for 

a child with cancer.” 

(continued on page 2) 

Octoberfest Rocks, 
Thanks to You 

A nother Octoberfest is in the 
books, celebrating the     

beauty of autumn and the warmth 
of being part of the community of 
support that is Special Love. 
Thanks to donations from individ-
uals and such organizations as the 
American Woodmark Founda-
tion, this year’s fall program   
welcomed nearly 200 campers, 
who carved pumpkins, created a 
harvest parade (indoors, no less), 
and shared the goodness of the 
season together. 

W hen nearly 100 children, 
ages 7 to 17, sat down 

together at Camp Fantastic to 
paint life-sized murals, the result 
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A big “How How” goes to    
Special Love’s Camp Fantastic 
for being recognized as a   
Gold Ribbon camp by the 
Children’s Oncology Camping 
Association - International 
(cocai.org). COCA-I’s Gold 
Ribbon Camp Program     
encourages its member camps 
“to provide the best camper  
experience they can provide.” 

“We’re honored to become a 
Gold Ribbon camp,” says Special 
Love CEO Dave Smith. “As a 
Gold Ribbon recipient, Camp 
Fantastic is among some of the 
most respected and well-run 

pediatric oncology camps in 
North America – and that’s 
very good company.” 

To achieve Gold Ribbon  
status, camps must meet  
stringent standards in the areas 
of administration, staffing, 
health care, psychosocial  
support, and camp activities. 
These include such criteria as 
affiliation with a recognized 
camping association, evidence 
of excellent information   
exchange with parents and 
referring agencies, accounta-
bility within the camp’s    
organizational structure, the 

existence of a 
strong confi-
dentiality 
policy, top-
notch staff 
training, and 
medical emergency plans. 

Special Love will be recognized 

during a ceremony at the     

COCA-I conference in Salt Lake 

City in early November.  

In 2014, 24 COCA-I camps 

earned their Gold Ribbon status 

for the first time. Currently, 53 

pediatric oncology camps are 

Gold Ribbon camps. 

Camp Fantastic Earns Gold Ribbon 

Tacky Tourists (continued from page 1) 

annual tree-planting on Mon-
day, when campers gather to 
honor those campers who 
have come before and those 
who will come later: 

“The moment I stepped off the bus 
at camp, I could just feel the love 

from everyone. I 
was no longer 
that bald boy 
with cancer. I 
was just like 
everyone else. 
I’m so thankful 
for all the love 

and hard work that is put in by 
so many to make Camp Fantastic 
what it is…. I give thanks for 
having the opportunity to be part 
of such a wonderful family.” 

As always, the photos from 
camp speak for themselves         
beautifully… 

 

 

 

setting, an “under the sea” 
dance,  and, of course, the 
Friday finale fireworks after 
the campfire.  

At BRASS, campers enjoyed 
early-morning polar bear 
swims (it was July, so how 
cold could it 
be?), as well 
as visits to 
Hogwart’s 
School of 
Witchcraft 
and Wizardry, 
Willy Won-
ka’s Chocolate Factory, and 
Neverland accompanied by – 
who else? – Peter Pan. 

Sixteen-year-old Camp Fan-
tastic camper Bradley, who 
recently completed his treat-
ment for a brain tumor, 
shared his thoughts at the 
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Congratulations to Anna Scheck and 
Tommy Norris for being selected the 

2014 BRASS Camp Kyle Johnsen   
“Attitude Is Everything” Award recipients! 

This is the third year Special Love has 
honored two BRASS campers with this 

very special award. It’s given in memory 
of BRASS Counselor Kyle Johnsen.   

Recipients are selected by the staff based 
on their energy, enthusiasm, and caring 

spirit. Anna and Tommy are pictured 
here with Kyle's mom, Sharon Johnsen 

(center), who also is a BRASS counselor.   

“I’m so thankful for all 

the love and hard work 

that is put in by so 

many to make Camp 

Fantastic what it is.” 

The 3rd Annual Kyle Johnsen 

“Attitude Is Everything” Award  



Y es, mark your calendars 
and join us for one of 

our upcoming fundraisers. 
And when we say “fun,” we 
mean “FUN”!  

Throughout December | 
Gift-Wrapping for a Cause | 
Are you a good wrapper? We 
need you! Add a day of charita-
ble gift-wrapping to your    
holiday calendar. It benefits 
Special Love and warms your 
heart. The more wrappers, the 
larger the donation. Westfield 
Montgomery Mall, Bethesda, 
MD | Visit our website, 
www.specialove.org, for a link 
to the online gift-wrapping  
sign-up page 

February 6 | Casino      
Royale! | Back by popular 
demand, our second casino 

night, complete with gaming 
tables, fantastic prizes, great 
food, wonderful entertain-
ment – and for a good cause! 
Columbia Country Club, 
Chevy Chase, MD | 
www.specialove.org 

February 21| Apple Valley 
Gold Wing Crazy Supper | A 
wacky, upside-down evening  of 
fun and charity. Join us!        
Winchester, VA 

May 2 | 4th Annual IBEW 
Local 26 Poker Run | Ride a 
cycle or car and play poker 
along the way. Manassas, VA. 
www.ibewlocal26.org 

May 15 | Institute of Real 
Estate Management (IREM) 
Gala | An incredible group of 
real estate managers and 

By the end of the week, every 
camper and volunteer had left A t Camp Fantastic, the 

woodworking class got a 
surprise this year. Thanks to the 
OakCrest Companies, a Win-
chester-area homebuilder that 
donated supplies, the class took 
on the challenge of building four 
beautiful wooden picnic tables, 
from start to finish, using pro-
fessional tools and techniques.  
Mission accomplished!  

his or her mark – er, thumb-
print – on the tables to com-
plete the look. Two tables 
were donated to the 4-H 
Center, where camp is held 
each year, one to Winches-
ter’s Youth Development 
Center, which provides space 
for  Special Love’s offices, 
and one will be auctioned at 
the 2015 Casino Royale! 

Calendar Alert: “Fun”-Raisers 

Woodworking 101 - Wow! 

Running for a Reason at Our Fall in Love 5K 
in venue, from Fletcher’s 
Cove to the Mount Vernon 
Trail, the Fall in Love 5K   
still racked up miles – and 
money – for our Special Love     
community. The event raised 
more than $5,500 in registra-
tions and sponsorships.  

Working diligently behind the 
scenes months in advance 
were DCCS President Rick 
Amernick and Race Director 
Andy Pulsirisaroth, as well as 

Special Love volunteers Caro-
line Wu, Barry Creech, and 
Dave Smith. Thanks to all! 

T hank you to Special Love’s 
race partner, the DC    

Capital Striders Running Group, 
and all the enthusiastic runners 
who joined Special Love for the 
2nd Annual Fall in Love 5K on 
September 27. More than 200 
racers – from the die-hards to 
joy-runners – signed up for the 
2014 fundraiser, with the fastest 
time logged at 17:54. (We 
knew you wanted to know.) 

Despite a last-minute change 

LOVELETTER  |  PAGE 3 

friends host a fun-filled     
evening of dining and dancing, 
all for Special Love. Congres-
sional Country Club | 
www.iremgala.org 

May 16-17 | Chesapeake Bay 
Blues Festival | It’s back! After 
a year’s hiatus, the unparal-
leled Chesapeake Bays Blues 

Festival returns, with another 
slate of top performers in a 
fantastic location. Be there, as 
a spectator or volunteer! Sandy 
Point Park, Annapolis, MD | 
www.bayblues.com 

 

Don’t miss Special Love’s second 
Casino Royale on February 6, 2015. 

Unbeatable fun for all! 
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THANK YOU, 
2014 Golf Hosts and 

Major Sponsors 
 
 

 

21st Mark Moseley          
Celebrity Golf Tournament 

OpenText | GXS 
 

Special Love’s 30th Camp    
Fantastic Tournament 
The Fort Collier Group 

Schenck Foods 
The Shockey Companies 

 
Richmond Shag Club’s  
24th John Mansini Sr.     

Memorial Golf Tournament  
 

29th Camp Fantastic 
Open|Pat Collins          

Memorial Golf Tournament 
 

Blacksburg Battles Cancer 
Blacksburg Country Club’s 
Women’s Golf Association 

 

Winchester Rotary Club 11th 
Annual Benefit Tournament 

Sonic | KFC | Arby’s 
 

PSI’s 17th Charity Golf 
Tournament Invitational 

 

Centennial Broadcasting’s 
WINC-FM Chain of 

Checks Golf Touranment 



I n 1991, 10-year-old Parisa 
Nik-Pay knew immediately 

she’d made the right decision 
to go to Camp Fantastic. 
 

“Just getting us all on the bus 
at NIH to travel to camp was a 
full-blown party,” she recalls 
with a smile. “It was complete-
ly unexpected and so much 
fun! I was coming from an 
environment where nothing 
associated with cancer was 
fun. Camp Fantastic was an 
amazing weeklong celebration 
– and the first positive thing I 
associated with cancer. 
There’s something about that.” 
 

In 1989, at the age of eight, 
Parisa was diagnosed with 
rhabdomyosarcoma, a soft-
tissue tumor. She remembers 
she hesitated to go to camp 

while she was on treatment, 
even though her nurses tried 
to convince her. “It took a 
couple of years,” she admits. 
“When I was on treatment, 
the chemo made me very, 
very sick. And I had a lot to 
process, to work through.” 
 

LoveLetter caught up with  
Parisa as she was preparing 
for Octoberfest. She’s been 
the volunteer leader of the 
fall program for seven years 
and also assists with BRASS 
camp. Now living in Hern-
don, Parisa is an attorney for 
a government contactor. 
(“It’s been my day job for 
three years,” she laughs.) 
 

But coming to camp is her 
passion. 
 

She confesses to being both 
excited and nervous before 
Octoberfest each year. “It’s 
one of my favorite events,” 
she says. “And even when 
there’s a setback with the 
weather, as we had this year, 
we always have fun with   
returning and new families. 
I’m one of those people who 
makes lists and plans. But 
when the unexpected       
happens, we all come       
together. In fact, that’s when 
some of the most creative 
things happen.” 
 

Parisa’s best memories of 
camp as a youngster? “I was in 

the infirmary with 
several other 
campers after I fell 
during one of our 
tribal games. We 
pushed all the beds 
together and were 
all in there talking 
together. It was so 
positive.” 
 

The campfires are 
another favorite: 
“They’re magical for me. As a 
camper – and even now – I 
love the last campfire of the 
week. It’s the spontaneity of 

the songs and skits. And it’s 
emotional. Campers speak 
from the heart. In that circle, 
people share what they may not 
typically share with others. The 
connection is wonderful.” 
 

As a camp leader, Parisa also 
is a big fan of the talent show. 
She watches as “the quieter 

FantasticFlashback: Parisa Nik-Pay Keeps Giving Back 
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One of Parisa’s best  

memories of camp? 

The campfires.     

“They’re magical for 

me…. In that circle, 

campers speak 

from the heart.”  

Parisa (left) taking time out to have fun with campers 
and counselors as she leads Octoberfest 2014 

HopeLab: Beating Cancer Virtually 

At camp in 1993, Parisa was,      
not surprisingly, a “World Champ” 

all kids, pediatric oncology      
patients can feel empowered by 
“fighting back” and studies have 
shown that the games educate 
and empower the kids who 
play them.   

HopeLab sponsored the “hot 
spot” at Camp Fantastic this 
year, where campers could 

relax indoors between their 
many classes and outdoor 
activities. 

“What a wonderful addition 
to our hot spot,” said Special 
Love Program Director    
Angela Ashman. “When 
campers needed a breather, 
playing Re-Mission 2 was a 
popular option with a positive 
message.”  

C ampers at Camp Fantas-
tic 2014 were able to 

fight cancer virtually, thanks 
to a donation from HopeLab, 
creators of Re-Mission 2, a 

series of six online 
games.  

While online gaming 
is popular with nearly 

kids” come out of their shells. 
“They show talents you didn’t 
know they had,” she explains. 
“It truly shines a new light on 
them for everyone.” 
  

More than 20 years after her 
first trip to camp as a pediatric 
cancer patient, Parisa finds it 
rewarding to volunteer with 
Special Love, as do many     
former campers.  
 

“For me, it’s giving back to a 
program that’s given so much 
to me,” she says softly. “It’s 
those quiet, unplanned        
moments, when I can offer 
support to someone who really 
needs it. As an older volunteer, 
I can talk to parents about what 
their kids are going through, to 
assure them it’s normal and 
help them see there’s hope. We 
become a family.”  
 

How How, Parisa! 

 



K OA Care Camps, the 
national philanthropy of 

Kampgrounds of America, has 
provided $89,000 in funding 
to Camp Fantastic since 1999, 
with the organization’s latest 
gift coming in June.  

Special Love CEO Dave 
Smith joined the KOA Care 
Camps board as a non-voting 
member earlier this year and 
has helped to establish a 
stronger partnership between 
KOA Care Camps and the 

members of the Children’s 
Oncology Camping Associa-

tion International (COCA-I), 
with which Smith is complet-
ing his final term as president. 

Special Love has been a COCA-I 
member since its inception in 
1986 and is one of more than  
80 COCA-I members to receive 
KOA Care Camps funding       
in 2014.   

“It’s great to see people con-
nect over our common affinity 
for kids with cancer,” said 
Smith, adding, “The fact that  
it also has led to increased 
funding opportunities is a  
giant bonus.” 

Special Love Benefits from National Ties to Oncology Camping 

An Essay: Why Julia Falls in Love Each Summer at Camp Fantastic 

F ollowing Camp Fantastic this 
year, Julia Jones, a counselor 

who once camped with Special Love, 
wrote a heartfelt essay about what 
camp means to her. We share it here: 
 

“For one week every summer, 
I get to go to camp. Camp is 
my happy place. This camp is 
called Camp Fantastic…. In 
1998, I was a camper at 
Camp Fantastic, and   
Special Love has been a 
part of my life ever since. 
For the past six years, I’ve 
been a counselor at camp. 
    “I wish I could tell you 
the story of every child I 
met at camp. I wish I 
could share all of the ways 
they impacted me and touched 
my heart. Every year when I 
go to camp, my heart is 

changed and I return to every-
day life without adequate 
words to express my experi-
ence. I grow frustrated trying 
to explain to people how a 
weeklong summer camp can 
have such spiritual signifi-
cance, and that the only way 
you could begin to understand  
is if you put your ear to my 
ribcage and listened to the 
music in my heart. 
    “Many people live their 
lives seeing darkness every-
where they go even though 
they live in the light. But I 
have met children who had 
darkness pushed upon them 
and from that place stubborn-
ly insist on seeing the light. 
    “In the end, I describe camp as 
transcendent and bittersweet. 

It’s a week of the most fun 
you can have: riding horses, 
canoeing, playing dress up, 
building a spaceship, visiting a 
farm, riding a motorcycle, 
winning more prizes and 
stuffed animals than you can 
ever fit into a suitcase, sitting 
around a campfire, witnessing 
more complete and utter silli-

ness than one person can handle, 
and making the kind of friends 
you will never forget. Camp is 
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KOA Care Camps 

has provided 

$89,000 in funding to 

Camp Fantastic 

since 1999. 

full of the kind of people who 
will do whatever it takes to make 
a camper smile…. 
    “At the beginning of the 
week, before the campers 
arrived, Tom Baker, Special 
Love’s founder, gave us some 
advice: to fall in love with a 

camper. It’s not hard to love 
these kids. They climb right 
into your heart and stay there. 
The hard part is saying good-
bye to 99 children at the end 
of the week, knowing some of 
them you may never see again.  
    “Saying goodbye was particu-
larly hard this year. One of the 
reasons was a camper I’ll call T. 
If I could share with you one 
person from my week, it would 
be her. T is a sixteen-year-old  
in the middle of her cancer      
journey. She’s lost all her hair, 
uses a wheelchair, and has a 

tube that goes up her nose and 
into her stomach. I can’t think 
of how to describe her other 
than beautiful. Her spirit and 
everything about her is just 
beautiful. I liked her immedi-
ately. 
    “Every day we would sit and 
do her make-up, sing Sara   
Bareilles, and talk. She made us 
all laugh. That last Saturday 
morning, as I’m hugging peo-
ple, I see T and know I have to 
say goodbye. I start to cry. As I 
walk over, she sees me and 
says, ‘Get over here, girl!’ I hug 
her tight. She looks up at me 
and asks, ‘Can I give you a 
blessing?’ I nod. She reaches up 
to hold my face in her hands 
and looks me in the eyes as she 
speaks a blessing over me. 
    “I don’t have words for that 
moment. Her gesture touched 
a part of me where words 
don’t go…. 
    “So how can spending a week 
at summer camp mean so much 
to me? How can I find space in 
my heart for 99 children from 
all over D.C., Maryland, and 
Virginia? Well, it’s easy. I love 
them all, and I can’t wait to see 
them again next year.” 
 

          - Julia Jones, Special Love  
            camper turned counselor 

“The only way you 

could understand is    

if you put your ear     

to my ribcage         

and listened to the 

music in my heart.” 

“Snow White” Julia Jones (on left) 
at Camp Fantastic in August 



 

117 Youth Development Court | Winchester, VA 22602 
31 Center Drive, Box 2062 | Bethesda, MD 20892 

888.930.2707 | www.specialove.org 

January 9-11 | Fantastic  
Winter Weekend | When the 
teens and young adults are 
going stir crazy after the holi-
days, head for the hills. Winter 
activities, from snowboarding 
to sipping hot chocolate. For 
13- to 25-year-old campers.   
4-H Center, Front Royal, VA 

January 16-19 | Ski Family 
Weekend | Expert or novice, 
the entire family will enjoy a 
holiday weekend at the slopes. 
Canaan Resort, Davis, WV 

November 22-23 | Parents’ 
Getaway Weekend | Breathe in; 
breathe out. Relax and be      
pampered among friends as you 
connect with other parents of 
children with cancer as well as 

bereaved parents. George Wash-
ington Hotel, Winchester, VA 

December 7 | Special Love’s 
Holiday Bash | Candy canes, 
gingerbread men, a jolly        
“Ho Ho Ho.” What else could 
you want? For families old and 
new. Celebrate the holidays 
together. Franconia Fire Depart-
ment, Franconia, VA 

March 6-8 | BRASS Week-
end | Siblings of pediatric 
cancer patients have special 
challenges. BRASS Weekend 
offers a nurturing, fun-filled 
setting. 4-H Center, Front 
Royal, VA 

March 18 | Barnum &  
Bailey Family Circus Night | 
The thrill of the “Big Top” 
for all camp families. Verizon 
Center, Washington, DC 

March 20-22 | Tidewater 
Family Weekend | Okay, 
maybe the water’s not warm 
yet, but that doesn’t keep us 
from having fun. Airfield      
4-H Conference Center, 
Wakefield, VA 

April 17-19 | Spring Family 
Weekend | The trees are 
blooming, so it’s time for 
spring camp. 4-H Center, 
Front Royal, VA 

BackBurner | Campers and Families: Start Packing! 

Special Love, Inc., is a non-profit,   
IRS 50(c)(3) organization, 
and all donations are tax-
deductible. Financial state-
ments are available upon 
request and are on file with 
the Secretary of State,     
Maryland, and the Division of     
Consumer Affairs, Virginia. 

Like us. Follow us. 
Get to know us.  

All smiles on the waterfront at 
Tidewater Family Weekend! 

(Clockwise from top left)   
A new Mystery Machine, 
thanks to the Winchester 
Rotary Club; getting artsy 
at Camp Fantastic; friends 
from Apple Valley Gold 
Wing bikers offer rides to 
the campers 


