The Butler Experience: 1966-68

All of these pictures are taken with an Argus C3, with flashbulbs. All carbide was removed in sandwich bags.

1. This is my wife, Susan Lowry Weller, Duke ‘70, in the old Nicholson entrance, circa 1966. The Nittany Grotto from Penn State had put a chain and pipe across the entrance, but somehow I had a key or we could get one from the Nicholsons.

2. same

3. Looking out of the Nicholson entrance. Pictured is Marci Ball, also from Duke. She now raises kids and horses in Connecticut.

4. This is apparently the Rimstone pools, although the picture on the back is marked “Moon Pools”. On the left is Emory Cason, and next to him is Gary Feichtinger, who used to do some serious mapping. Emory, who is now deceased and was from Wake Forest, and I were recreational explorers and found a loop back from the David’s lake area back to the historic Bean room, if my memory serves me right. Susan and a suitemate from Duke were with us, and it was a cold and wet 14 hour excursion. Gary went on to Outward Bound and then died in a freak hiking accident after returning from Vietnam, where he had been a Navy Seal. The woman in the picture is from Randolph Macon, but I can’t remember her name, and I don’t recognize the other male, but I know he is from Duke.

5. Look how exhausted we look in this picture – that’s Susan on the right, Marci in the middle and Emory on the left. Don’t know for sure where it is, but Marci thinks its in Sandy Canyon on the way back to the old entrance.
6. The back of this picture identifies it as the “Moon Pools,” but it is the Rimstone Pools. On the left is Gary, and on the right is Carey Fuller, who was one of the first to fully recognize that Burns Chestnut Ridge was part of a much larger system and who did some of the early and dangerous serious opening of the initial constricted crawlspaces about 45 minutes into Burns. Carey, another Duke graduate, served two or three years in NOAA, with duty  at a huge radio solarscope in the outback of Australia, and now lives in Boulder, CO.

7. This is the rappel into the historic Bean Room (see picture on p. 139 of Caves of Virginia, 1964). The woman is Susan’s and Marci’s suitemate from Duke, Robin Hessey. We used to go in this way (which was the only way in for a while, meaning it took two rappels for the Nicholsons and their early exploring parties to get down to Sand Canyon, which we used to call the “trunk channel”) to prove to ourselves we were “hard core.”

8. This is the waterfall that closes the loop back to the Bean Room. My memory is hazy, but getting here after 12 or 13 hours and up the falls was a very big deal at the time.

9. and 10. I’m not sure these are Butler; too much flow stone; they could be Breathing. The first picture is Susan, and the second is me.

11. The back of this picture says, “Butler’s – Dec, 1966, near Penn State Lake.” On the left is Gary Feichtinger, in the opening is Susan Lowry, but I don’t recognize for sure the other three people. 
12. That’s me, in the famous Dave Nicholson pose on the natural bridge at the about 1000 feet upstream from Sand Canyon after you’ve descended from the old entrance. This area was called the “camp room,” because the early Nicholson parties had such a difficult time getting this far into the cave, with multiple rappels, they bivouacked and stockpiled supplies here. See p. 145 of Caves of Virginia to understand the historic appeal of this picture.

13. This is also marked “near Penn State Lake.” That’s Gary on the left and Susan on the right.

14. That’s Susan Lowry, on the left, at the Rimstone Pools. On the right is the woman from Brown House at Duke that I was dating at the time – I wish I could remember her name as I have pictures of her from Breathing and Marshall too.

15. Emory Cason descending from the Nicholson entrance.

16. Same – sorry they are out of focus; the Argus had a split image range finder which got regularly jammed with mud.

17. see 18.

18. One of my favorite pictures – this is the way down from the old entrance. The window leads to the really black rappel into the Bean Room and is the first way the Nicholsons descended to the trunk room. That’s Carey Fuller on the left. Notice the Perlon rope Susan Lowry Weller is carrying on the right – means we were up to something “hard core” that weekend. Picture is dated May, 1967.

19. another “hard core” picture; back says “near Huntley’s, May 1967.” Notice Carey is carrying the Perlon now.

20. Carey Fuller in the middle and Emory Cason on the right. Where? Same as #13?

21. Susan Lowry – our first kiss was near David’s Lake (map on p. 136 of Caves of Virginia), but apparently called Dave’s Lake now, on a mapping trip lead by Gary Feichtinger.
22. That’s Susan – but it may be in Breathing, as I don’t remember Butler as having much flowstone.
23. Gary Feichtinger – but maybe not in Butler.

24. The Butler Homestead – this was Susan’s and my Christmas card for several years.

25. the back of this picture says “Mud slope” 1967. Maybe this is between the Nicholson entrance and “Sand Canyon.” Look how big this tunnel is – those are three of us near the roof. Nevin Davis informs me this is called Breakdown Mountain now.
26. Same – Susan and Carey are in this picture.
27. Butler Homestead

28. Butler Homestead

29. This is not from the Butler Homestead. Nevin Davis, who lives near Burnsville, identifies this as the old log barn on top of Chestnut Ridge.
30. Crossing over the ridge and heading down to the Nicholson entrance. We always approached from this direction, and the thrill of topping the ridge and looking down into the Butler Homestead valley and anticipating the adventure ahead is one that remained with me a long time. That’s Carey Fuller closest to me, and Emory Cason further down.

31. Soda straws? I’ve seen a similar picture on one of the BCCS pages, but exactly where in Butler this is I can’t say. Carey Fuller must have helped me take this picture, because I found an old letter of his to me in which he reports that we must start working on our lighting techniques. My old Argus C3 and flash bulbs were not up to this kind of photo without some slave devices Carey must have fashioned. Carey and Gary (both of whom were 4.0 physics majors at Duke) were the scientists among us, and Susan and Emory and I were more, you might say, the “argonauts.”
32. This is the waterfall (see picture #8) that leads back up into the Bean Room. Marci reminded me this morning that we used to go to “Marboro Country” and came back this way on the big 12 or 13 hour trek with her. That’s Marci on the right, then Emory, then I think Robin Hessey, also from Duke, and climbing up the falls is Susan.

33. Old-timers like this in the area are gone forever, I’m afraid. This man ran the general store in McDowell, with his wife, who used to cook us amazing cheeseburgers, no matter how muddy and hungry we were! He kept a supply of carbide on hand, along with parts for carbide lamps.

34. Another of my favorite pictures: Susan and Carey  and someone I can’t quite make out crossing over the ridge above the Nicholson entrance.

A few more notes on the pictures: as I’ve noted throughout, I’m not convinced some of the color ones and maybe the big one of Gary are in Butler. We often, on a long weekend, did Breathing or Marshall first as sort of a “shakedown” cruise and to give newcomers a chance to decide if this experience was for them. I notice in Caves of Virginia that the authors claim Porter’s Cave was gated and locked at the time, but I know I’ve been in it a few times. I’ve also been in Schoolhouse in WVA, but those negatives stand out for the shear scariness of the pits and blind rappels.

I intend to work on tracking down a few of the other names in the pictures. Some likely prospects include Roy Young, Allen Sloan and Chuck Brittain, all from Duke. Marci Ball, whose e-mail address I have, looked at this page last night and flipped out! She was able to name her suitemate.
This document is a downloadable Microsoft Word document. Anyone with corrections or suggestions may make them right on this document and e-mail it to me at 
wellerw@ipfw.edu
Thanks for taking the time to look at this effort at preserving a very beautiful bit of history.
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