DUKE BETAS MEET AT LAKE LURE

 

Thirty-nine Betas who attended Duke in the 1950’s (and a few other Duke Betas from that general era), together with their Beta Sweethearts, gathered at Lake Lure, NC from May 17 - 20, 2011 for the 11th meeting of the “Fifties Group.” These meetings, which began in 1976, have spurred several other Duke Betas groups from other years to have similar gatherings. The Beta Theta Pi Chapter at Duke, Gamma Rho, was generally regarded as the best fraternity at Duke during its unbroken record of almost seven decades there. 

 

Duke University has an outstanding alumni program which is especially challenging to maintain since the student body is extremely geographically diverse, with students not only from every state and territory, but also from many foreign countries.  The thirty-nine Betas at the Lake Lure reunion, e.g., came there from over a dozen different states. 
In addition to the difficulty of maintaining alumni contact given their widespread geographical homes, the fact that fraternities have sections of a dormitory on campus (rather than a dedicated house) are another challenge.  As involved alumni know, the sites of the sections are changed frequently by the University; and alumni do not have access to the “section” at homecoming, or other reunion-type events.  This no-house circumstance does have its advantages: risk management is much less of a concern; and there is not the constant need to solicit alumni for money to maintain a building.  The no-house policy also means that Duke fraternities (Gamma Rho was no exception) are much more of a social group than may be currently acceptable to the national, or in the Betas’ case, the general fraternity. 
However the no-house circumstance continues to spur discussion.  Some feel that since hazing is simply not tolerated in any form at Duke, and since housing is provided by the school, any “risk management” benefits in these regards are modest.  And while parties are certainly not unknown at Duke, scholarship has never been a problem.
 

The Fifties Group, as do all the other Duke Beta alumni groups, works closely with the Duke Alumni Association staff and is grateful for their assistance in maintaining correct addresses, including email and phone numbers. The Duke Beta (the alumni newsletter) is a pleased participant in Duke’s Affinity Group Program. While the many benefits resulting from the formation of the Fifties Group would have been possible without the help of Duke, it would not have been easy.

 

The Lake Lure Meeting was outstanding with more highlights than can be remembered, and certainly more than can be written about here.  The reunion began with a reception at the Apple Valley Golf Course Clubhouse at which the club manager saw the group was having such a good time that she joined the party! In fact, several Brothers wanted to “shake her up” (the name used for informal pledging at Duke). Next came golf, boat rides on the lake, and a trip to the Biltmore House in Asheville to see how the really rich once lived. 
The group next enjoyed a terrific lecture by Charlie Wendorf, # 405 (Duke Betas are known by their roll numbers rather than by class years) who commanded the plane that dropped the H-Bomb on Spain and obviously survived the crash (one of the few who did). The second evening ended – except for the very late-night sessions of those who solved all the many problems confronting Duke, Beta Theta Pi, as well as the rest of the world – with a dinner at a restaurant by the lake.

 

The last night was a lovely dinner on the terrace overlooking Lake Lure at the Rumbling Bald Resort. The Brothers and their Beta Sweethearts stood for a moment of silence in memory of the 66 Duke Betas  from the 1950’s who have moved on to Wooglin.  As is traditional, the dinner concluded with The Loving Cup Ceremony.  A Loving Cup purchased and maintained by Chuck Kuebler # 399, is engraved with the location and year of all previous meetings of the group. This ceremony never ceases to impress all the Beta Sweethearts present, especially those who are seeing it for the first time (or at least for the first time with their present significant other!). 
The reunion ended with a Bloody Mary Brunch given by the hosts for the entire event, Doug Flynn # 403 and Suzanne Stohl at their home, “The Flynn/Stohl Knoll on the 5th Hole.” Doug and Suzanne did a magnificent job as hosts for the entire four-day event.  Everything was first class and everything went right!  Our sincere thanks and appreciation to them both.
 

Alumni relations at Gamma Rho were virtually non-existent prior to the beginning of the Fifties Group, started in Winston-Salem by Sam Hooper  # 295  and Virginia; Warren Sparrow # 378 and Becky; and Bill Graham # 322 and Kent; all of whom lived there at the time. While drinking beer around the pool at one of their homes on a Sunday afternoon, they thought of how great it would be to get together with the Betas with whom they were at Duke.  They realized that “everyone would know everyone” who showed up, since so many of the Duke Beta Sweethearts had also attended Duke – or else spent so much time there that everyone thought they did!  All of the Fifties Group’s founders were in attendance at Lake Lure, except for Kent Graham who died October 4, 2010.

 

From this casual beginning have come not only the 11 reunions (and the reunions of other groups of Duke Betas from other years), but also an alumni newsletter that is now published yearly; a web site http://www.thedukebeta.com/; regular emails; and an Annual All Duke Beta Tailgate Party every football season.  This fun event draws not only Beta alumni, but also the active chapter (until it was closed by the general fraternity several years ago), along with Beta families and friends. The tailgate party is hosted each year by Bill Losee # 361 and Jean; and this fall it is set for the FSU game, October 15, 2011. But perhaps the best thing that has come out of the formation of the Fifties Group is the regular contact that Duke Betas have with each other in casual, smaller groups between the more formal Duke University and Duke Beta events.

 

The administration at Duke is very favorable to the Greek system and would like very much to have a Beta chapter there again. Several members of the Duke administration, along with the then-active members of the chapter and many alumni, pleaded with the general fraternity not to close the Duke chapter. Thus, the Fifties Group was pleased to learn that one of its members, Tom Todd #294 has volunteered to spearhead an effort to bring Beta Theta Pi back to Duke within a few years. He hopes to be assisted by other Duke Betas.

 

The Lake Lure Duke Beta Meeting is now history as are the two previous meetings in Winston-Salem, along with the other meetings in Durham, Fort Lauderdale, Santa Fe, Carmel, Paris, Baltimore, Savannah and Dallas.  Negotiations are already under way with potential hosts and for possible locations for the 12th meeting.
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