	


At Camp, Kids With Diabetes Find Special Camaraderie
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TO ATTEND THE CAMP

Next year's Camp Leo will be held the week of July 20. Diabetic students entering third through eighth grade may attend.

Call Camp Leo at (253) 839-5418 for more information. Contact your local Lions Club for information, volunteering and possible scholarships.




Steve Zugschwerdt | Kitsap Sun Halle Dades, 8, needs to check her blood sugar at least three times a day to monitor her blood sugar levels. The test helps determine her food and insulin needs. Halle lives with Type I diabetes. 




Carolyn J. Yaschur | Kitsap Sun Kelsey Lantrip, 9, of Port Orchard injects herself with insulin, a routine she repeats four to five times every day. Kelsey found out she had diabetes when she was 5.




Carolyn J. Yaschur | Kitsap Sun Kelsey Lantrip, 9, of Port Orchard keeps track of the amount of carbs she eats on a chart on the refrigerator. Kelsey found out she had diabetes when she was 5.




Carolyn J. Yaschur | Kitsap Sun The Lantrip family, from left, Kelsey, 9, Carly, 6, Dale and Anne have learned to adjust their lifestyle to accomodate Kelsey's diabetes. They are much more conscious about what they eat, but they try to keep life as normal as possible.




Steve Zugschwerdt | Kitsap Sun Although a minor cut or scratch could develop into a life-threatening injury, Halle still plays tough with her brothers, whether it's riding bikes or climbing in their backyard tree house. 
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What's this?
SHELTON

One of the most common stories at Camp Leo, a summer camp for kids with diabetes, is the Teacher Who Wouldn't Believe You. 

In Lacey Rose's version, it was her second-grade teacher. The 10-year-old from Port Orchard has Type I diabetes, meaning she has to manage her blood sugar levels with injections of insulin. 

"I always got shaky after lunch," Lacey said, and she needed to go to the office for a shot to stabilize her sugar levels. Her teacher didn't like it and said she was just trying to get out of math. 

Only months later did her teacher understand diabetes better and know it wasn't just an excuse. 

There are other stories, campers said. The parents who are afraid of having them over. The kids who think they're contagious. And the friends who stand by them. 

For children still learning what's going on in their bodies and who must deal with people who don't understand their disease, the weeklong camp in Shelton provides a lifelong sanctuary, a place where they can be normal. 

"I've liked it here a lot," said Lacey, a first-timer, unlike most of the campers. "I feel safe." 

And for all those people who don't understand, Camp Leo offers a view into growing up with diabetes. 

For the Lantrips of Port Orchard, it started with a frantic drive to Mary Bridge Children's Hospital in Tacoma. Dale Lantrip was teaching at Puget Sound Naval Shipyard when he got an emergency page from his wife, Anne. 

Their daughter Kelsey, 5 at the time, had been sick for the past few days. Doctors diagnosed her illness as diabetes and she was being rushed to a specialist. Dale was scared. 

"I remember thinking on the way to the hospital, 'God, why?'" Dale said. 

The Lantrips got a crash course in diabetes over the next few days. 

They had to: The hospital wouldn't let them leave until they proved they could test their daughter's blood sugar and give her insulin shots. 

Insulin breaks down glucose, a sugar that powers the body, so that cells can use it. Type I diabetics can't make insulin, so they need injections to help get that energy. 

Anne remembers having to hold her daughter down to be able to do those first injections.

"It breaks your heart," Anne said. "Life isn't over. But life as you know it — it's done." 

Gradually, though, routine replaced fear, Anne said, and the daily stream of tests, shots and diet became second nature. They even tried to make the whole process kind of fun. 

Type I diabetics measure their blood sugar several times a day, sometimes hourly. To draw blood, the test involves a prick on the finger. 

The Lantrips started calling the tests the hokey pokey — Dale's idea. They use the name in public, making some bystanders think Kelsey's about to do the dance.

"People laugh, but we know what it means," Anne said.

Still, because Type I diabetes can cause havoc quickly, parents are reluctant to let kids out of their sight. 

One year at the Puyallup Fair, Halle Dades had a seizure because her blood sugar was low. Her mother, Audrey, stood in a nearby Taco Bell, holding her shaking daughter, begging for sugar from an uncomprehending clerk. 

It didn't happen. Halle was instead saved by a passer-by who recognized the symptoms and offered his sugary cup of Mountain Dew.

Because of moments like these, many parents rarely let children with diabetes go beyond their watchful eyes. Kids like Halle, Kelsey and Lacey are unique. There are no hard numbers, but the Washington State Department of Health puts the number of Kitsap kids with Type I at a few hundred. 

All of that can make the first time on a child's own, like the experience at Camp Leo for some, a scary moment — but one that helps kids learn to take care of themselves. 

Parents can, and do, test blood sugar frequently, for instance, but only diabetics can feel the early signs of an impending crash in blood sugar: the dizzying, shaky sensation Halle experienced that, if untreated, leads to fainting or a coma.

During the afternoon at camp, older students rode horses out on the trails, while the younger ones happily brushed and petted the little horses, creatures standing just a few feet tall and tiny compared with their full-sized brethren.

"Those little kids would fit perfectly on those miniature horses!" Lacey said to Kelsey, who laughed. 

Though lunch ended an hour earlier, the two sat on the ground by their counselor, testing themselves. They had both felt low, and sure enough, glucose was down. They ate snacks to bring their sugar back up. 

Dave Pratt, a Camp Leo organizer, said his favorite moments are seeing kids take the plunge. At this year's camp, it was a little 8-year-old girl, Pratt said. Her mom had always done the injections for her. 

"Last night she did her first shot. Everyone was cheering her on," Pratt said during the camp. "That's a step toward independence."

It impressed even the adults. Poulsbo resident Dr. Karl Ostheller, a camp volunteer and a Type II diabetic, is part the of the Lacey Sunrise Lions Club, one of the many Lions Clubs instrumental in supporting the camp. (Which also, incidentally, give Camp Leo its name). 

He said many of the students were braver than he was. 

"Watching these kids stick themselves in the stomach — I'm afraid of sticking myself anyplace," Ostheller said. 

To ensure students can take care of themselves, the camp also makes them pay attention to their food.

Diabetes is a math equation. Each gram of carbohydrates eaten means a specific amount of insulin injected. At camp, Kelsey had to count 12 grams of carbohydrates for each piece of bread and 22 grams for a half-cup of beans. 

It's a bit dull but important, and for kids, all that counting has its perks. 

"It's really helped her addition," Dale said.

Camp Leo was founded to help teach such skills. As a nurse, Jan Norman saw diabetic patients who didn't always know how to take care of themselves, she said. 

"We saw the consequences of diabetes not being managed well," said Norman, a camp co-founder who now works for the Washington State Department of Health.

Of course, on a practical level, independence means you get to jab yourself with needles several times a day, but it matters a lot at school. Because only nurses may give the shots and because many Kitsap schools have no dedicated medical staff, it's easiest if kids are able to inject themselves. 

Lisa Matala, a nurse for the South Kitsap School District, said she's sometimes had to visit a school every day to give a student shots, or talk a student through counting carbs. 

Mostly though, she's impressed with how well kids handle it all themselves, from injections to nutrition to blood sugar monitoring. 

"I look at these kids and it's just amazing," Matala said. 

Besides the medicine, there's the social part. When Kelsey first went to kindergarten, the other kids ran away from her, afraid they'd catch diabetes. 

She has friends who support her now, and she tells every class about her diabetes. The district also develops a care plan to try to let teachers, office assistants and other school officials know how to handle kids with diabetes, Matala said. 

Still, it's hard to always fit in. One of Halle's classmates didn't want to be her friend because of her diabetes, and other parents are reluctant to have her over to play. They're scared something will go wrong. 

At camp, being able to just watch the horses roam, surrounded by 90 other kids who go through the same thing every day — well, it's nice. 

"I feel really good because I'm not the only one," Kelsey said. 

Now in their 20s, Lara Wood and Tiffany Anderson have come to camp since grade school. Sitting in the camp's lodge, they talked about how the friendships they built matter so much when it comes to diabetes. Because of the barrage of tests and shots, it's easy to get sick of the whole thing, Anderson said. 

"Diabetes is so hard," she said. "If you don't have that support system, it's rough." 
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