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Daughters of the Tabernacle in carriages in Omaha.  Omaha Daily Bee, July 12, 1910. 

 

The press’ note of spectacle was not limited to parade.  Knights and Daughters drill in the 

Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction was also noted with interest.  The same issue of the Bee took note 

of the drill after the formal installation of officers, noting that “a Zouave drill was executed by 

the crack women’s drill squad from Kansas City.” Three drill teams of Knights competed for a 

prize of twenty dollars.42 

This martial streak in Taborian women seems to have been tolerated but not sanctioned.  

While the 1918 manual gives a long description of the Princes of Media’s role as the drilling 

Palatine guards, Princesses of the house are still described as making the Palatium “pleasant and 

sociable.”  The manual mentions cadets drilling under the direction of the queen mother, but it is 

the father of the tent who is to instruct them and there is no provision for drilling by Maids.  As 

with earlier editions of the manual, the book concludes with a drill manual, but only for Uniform 

Rank Knights, Palatine Guards, and javelin drills for Taborian Cadets. The 1921 revision of 

Wilson’s 1906 edition of the constitutions gives two pages of regulations pertaining to the 
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organization and operation of Palatine Guard units, but makes no provision for similar activities 

by princesses. The only mentions of women processing in the official books was to place 

limitations on the activity. The 1879 manual had allowed tabernacles only one public “turnout” 

per year in the month of May, other than funeral processions or receiving a national officer. 

Other parading and marching required a dispensation from their jurisdiction’s chief grand 

mentor. By 1921, this rule had broadened slightly, moving the annual procession to August 12, 

the founding of the order, and allowing for turnouts at the the annual sermon, and installations of 

local officers as well as for funeral processions.43  

An 1890 article implies that the genders may have even competed against one another, at 

least at the juvenile level, describing “a dozen little girls wearing blue dresses and carrying tin 

swords, real tin” holding a competitive drill with boys from Atchison.44 The drill competition for 

the 1927 grand session includes one drill team of cadets; the “White Rose Tent Drill Team,” 

which seems to have been composed of maids; two squads of Palatine Guards; and three 

companies of adult Princesses.  The article notes that this was the first year for juveniles to 

participate at grand session, but makes no mention of a winning juvenile group as it does for the 

adult princes and princesses, making it impossible to know if maids went toe-to-toe with pages.45 

Drilling by either gender was a serious business.  The cost of the cheapest uniforms was 

substantial for people at or near the economic margins and those of greater means could still be 

encumbered by ordering uniforms of more expensive materials.  In 1919, the fourteen members 

																																																													
43 Dickson, Manual (1891), 231, 264, 335; International Order of Twelve, and Frank Wilson. 
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of Raleford’s Lady Palatine Guards of Topeka were reported to have invested $500 in their 

uniforms, a cost of $35.71 per person.  Once the uniform was donned, tremendous pride was 

invested in the exercises.  An 1899 account of a social between the Taborians of Atchison and St. 

Joe, Missouri noted: 

The St. Joe colored people who attended the Knights of Tabor picnic in 
Atchison yesterday, beat the Atchison colored men at baseball, beat them drilling, 
beat them out of their girls and intimated they could beat them fighting.46 
 
As the article implies, drill competitions were a regular feature of smaller gatherings as 

well as of grand temple and tabernacle functions.  A 1916 article reports on a “third annual 

conclave,” which seems to have been a gathering of the jurisdiction’s Palatine Guard drill units 

along with those from St. Joseph, Missouri. Men’s units from Atchison, Kansas City, 

Leavenworth, and St. Joe faced off against one another as did an unclear number of women’s 

units.  The men and women of St. Joe went home with the winners’ banners that day, as they had 

in Atchison seventeen years earlier.47 

Drilling and Marching remained a characteristic feature of the order until the end of the 

Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction, though clearly their popularity, like that of the order, waned in the 

1920s.  An account of the women’s drill competition at the 1928 grand session sounds quite 

spirited with a flattering description of the women’s drill team from Topeka defeating the 

Princess Palatine Guards, but the rest of the story makes it clear that the male Wilson Palatine 
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Guards of Omaha had held the cup for several years because no other competing male teams 

remained.48 

Earlier still in the piece, the author noted that there were only six cadets in the annual 

parade, surely an ominous sign for the future.  A 1924 article makes it plain that this was a 

problem for fraternal organizations across Kansas when it tells of the founding and first year of 

operation of a new Kansas City League of Uniform Ranks, which allowed a pooling of resources 

and joint fundraising for drilling among the male and female drill divisions of the Knights of 

Pythias, Odd Fellows, United Brothers of Friendship and York Rite Masons.49 

Whatever the fortunes of drilling, women’s ritual influence remained at the fore of the 

order. Grand Sessions of the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction and those of the other states were 

conducted in the women’s Saba Meroe degree.  The opening entailed the grand officers presiding 

in their rich robes and crowns, with the chief grand preceptress taking the throne and ordering 

the altar fire lit. After this, the Daughters formed a double-file procession to make four 

circumambulations of the altar. On the fourth, they sang the somber and majestic hymn “Eternal 

power! Almighty God,” with its praise of God dwelling in “accessless light,” and imploring the 

Deity to “condescend to cast a look below” on those who “trembling . . . adore” and “rise to 

speak thy praise.” As the hymn concluded, the Daughters formed a circle around the burning 

altar and the preceptress gave a long prayer invoking God’s blessing upon the earthly tabernacle 

to which all responded with the motto of the order, “In God alone is safety.” The chief grand 

preceptress returned to the throne and, after the priestesses rang the bells at the four quarters, she 

																																																													
48 “The Knights of Tabor Holds a Great Session in Lawrence,” Plaindealer (Topeka, KS), July 
20, 1928. 
49 Ibid.; “First Anniversary Celebrated Tuesday Night,” Advocate (Kansas City, KS), January 18, 
1924. 



218	
 

declared that Saba Meroe was “guarded at the outposts of Ethiopia and Egypt. . . . We are ready 

for mystic work. Let us freely consult the oracle of business.”50 

The robed women circling the fire, first in silence and then singing a hymn to Georgian 

court composer Thomas Dupuis’s solemn tune Shepham must have made quite an impression on 

those present. The invocation followed by the assurance that now all was guarded and the oracle 

might be consulted added to the solemnity. Frank Wilson may have presided over most of the 

business of the annual session, but there could be little doubt that Emma Gaines was a high 

priestess in more than title.51 

 

The Twentieth Century and Activism 

At the turn of the century, a decline in Taborian fortunes must have seemed an 

impossibility.  In a 1901 letter to the jurisdiction printed in the Kansas City American Citizen, 

Frank Wilson had good news from all around thanks to his recent visits, which included a new 

tabernacle at Wichita, a new tent there and in Omaha, warm fraternal relations in Leavenworth 

and improved conditions in Kansas City.  During this same visit, Wilson had gone to Lenapah in 

Indian Territory, where he assisted Father Dickson and S. A. Jordan, then international vice 

grand mentor, in organizing the territory into its own district temple and tabernacle. After this, 

Dickson gave a lecture to the Taborians of Coffeyville on “the five leading orders among the 

race.” Wilson assured his readers of the order’s growing respectability writing that “that the 

work of the race is being cared for by the better class of our people in just proportion as you care 
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for your sick members just so our order will grow in the heart of the better people of the race.” It 

was likely also Dickson’s last visit among his Kansas children before his death that November. 

Gaines and Wilson both attended the funeral. A year after Dickson’s death, the Plaindealer 

reported that the IOOT had “the largest membership of any secret body of the race in Kansas.” 

The Plaindealer, also being the official organ of the Prince Hall Grand Lodge, gives credibility 

to the claim. The writer closes noting, “All the printing for this grand Order is done by colored 

printers. They patronize their own race strictly. Long live the order.”52 

Taborian commitments to the race were not limited to public spectacle and supporting 

African-American businesses.  While it was Masonic policy that politics never enter into lodge 

discussions, Kansas Taborians fused politicking on behalf of the race with the order’s mission as 

eagerly as they fused the order and religion.  Like the International Grand Temple, Kansas 

Knights and Daughters heard an annual report on the condition of the race in the jurisdiction and 

they combined their observations with practical action.  The 1918 grand session in provides a 

rich glimpse into Taborian activism, beginning with Wilson’s opening address in which: 

He told how the race had been deceived by white men who had come on 
bended knee only to forget after they had been elected. He admonished the next 
United States Senator from Kansas to be fair to the race and not to make any 
promises unless he is honest and sincere. He said that the colored men and women 
had profited by past experience and that no white men could expect to retain their 
suffrage unless he stood up bravely for the things that would elevate the race.53 

 

																																																													
52 “To the Knights and Daughters of Tabor Kansas-Nebraska Jurisdiction,” American Citizen 
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On Wednesday, the IOOT Committee on the Colored People of Kansas-Nebraska found 

much that was encouraging, but urged strong action on the part of women laundry workers.  The 

delegates adopted a resolution based on the report which read in part: 

Our women who are employed in laundry work and other positions are not being 
paid as much as they earn, and should organize in every city and town, demand 
better pay for their small wages, while they pay for their homes, educate their 
children and support those who are dependent upon them.54 

 
Finally, in a mixture of the political, religious, and Taborian, the delegates endorsed Rev. H. W. 

White, chief grand orator, as Republican candidate for the state legislature from North Topeka.55 

 These were not isolated incidents.  In 1903, the grand session had passed a resolution 

praising the governor of Indiana for “upholding the dignity of his state, also offering sympathy 

for the outraged Jews of Russia.” Greetings were also sent that year to President Roosevelt 

asking he use “his aid and influence in the behalf of the outraged people of our country.” Stories 

on the annual grand sessions stick closely to the election of officers, the entertainments, and 

parades and contests, making certain that the maximum number of member names get into the 

paper, so much of the actual business of the sessions goes unrecorded. What does get into print, 

such as these resolutions and snippets of Gaines and Wilson’s speeches, indicate that though 

Taborians accepted Booker T. Washington’s economic philosophy, they did not embrace 

political quietism56 

 Neither were Taborians afraid to take on other secret societies or even the church when 

they felt it was called for. The Taborian Banner, the official organ of the Texas jurisdiction and 

one of the few Taborian publications for which any issues are extant, had sharp words for both in 
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1906.  It challenged other societies that were “paying these high toned dudes’ per diem, board 

bills and Jim-crow railroad traveling expenses” to invest in the community and “turn this into 

stores and trade trends.” 57 

Consistent with the IOOT’s close alliance with churches, the Banner  praised Christian 

morality and decried desecration of the Sabbath. One letter from a former Texas Daughter now 

living in Illinois wrote to assure old friends that she was “still living for God and Tabor.”58 But 

for those who said Christianity called for patience in this world expecting reward in the next, it 

said 

Let the Banner persuade the Negro race to drop that old song, “You Can Have all 
the World, But Give me Jesus.” The other races have taken you at your word. You 
can have some of this world and Jesus too. Get it or die.”59 
 
By 1905, a directory of addresses of local chief preceptresses and chief mentors included 

thirty-six tabernacles and eleven temples in the jurisdiction, which give a picture both of the 

order and the jurisdiction’s concentrations of population.  Of these forty-seven local outposts, 

thirty-six were located in Kansas and six in Nebraska.  The remaining temples and tabernacles 

show that the jurisdiction served as a catch-all for Western states with small black populations 

with one each in Iowa, Montana, South Dakota, Utah, and Washington. A 1911 directory shows 

moderate growth with thirty-seven tabernacles, a gain of one, and eighteen temples, a gain of six.  

It also lists seven palatiums and twenty-six tents, categories omitted from the previous directory. 
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In 1918, Wilson’s final year as chief grand mentor, the Topeka Daily State Journal reported that 

the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction had 4,000 members.60 

While these numbers would seem to indicate a solid organization in Kansas and 

Nebraska, they are far more modest than those listed in a Chicago Defender story on the 1912 

international triennial in Louisville.  In the Defender’s recounting of the international grand 

scribe’s report, Kansas-Nebraska is listed as having 4,748 members in 137 lodges.  Even if tents 

and palatiums are being counted, this would be an increase of forty-nine lodges over the 1911 

directory.  The temple and tabernacle listing in the 1911 directory numbers lodges by their 

foundation, not reusing numbers of defunct bodies.  By this counting, up to the year 1911, 19 

temples, 93 tabernacles, and 46 tents had been chartered in the jurisdiction since its founding for 

a total of 158 bodies, a number far closer to the 1912 Louisville number.  Perhaps the number 

was some combination of the two or perhaps it derived from another source entirely or perhaps 

the Louisville number was more aspirational and promotional than real.  While it is impossible to 

verify any of the Louisville numbers, they may at least be an accurate indicator of the relative 

size of Taborian jurisdictions to one another. The 4,748 figure puts Kansas-Nebraska in a 

middle-of-the pack group of jurisdictions with Georgia, Illinois, and Kentucky, far larger than 

the thousand or fewer members in Florida, Indiana and Massachusetts, but far smaller than the 

25,000 plus claimed by each of the three super-jurisdictions of Arkansas, Mississippi, and 

Texas.61 
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Whatever the reality of the numbers, the Plaindealer was fulsome in its praise. A long 

1908 article with the headling “Order of Twelve Has Made Good” enumerated the successes of 

the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction and its officers “moving in the electric age.” Coming in for 

particular praise was the realization of the long-term dream of purchasing a twelve-room home 

for the aged and orphans in Topeka for $4500. The article praised its beauty and features, from 

the bathing facilities to the columns supporting the façade’s two-story porch.62 

Wilson served as superintendent of the home and was praised for being able to purchase 

it without having to levy assessments on the members.  He was also praised for his business 

acumen generally, with the writer noting that “he never allows his members to be taxed unless it 

is for something to be used at once and needful” and “when there was no money to pay death 

claims he would advance his own. Being a prudent man, he always managed to have a dollar.”63 

The article notes not only Wilson’s success in real estate, but also his sideline in fraternal 

merchandise: “All supplies and books for the order are now furnished by the Chief Grand 

Mentor from the home. The members purchase their regalia and other paraphernalia from him.”  

As discussed previously, the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction owned the copyright for the IOOT 

ritual and books, but Wilson seems to have distributed them through his own Moses Dickson 

Regalia and Supplies Company, which eventually sold wares for most black fraternal orders with 

Emma Gaines acting as an agent, at least in the early years. This intermingling of the personal 

and fraternal by long-term officers is not unlike Dickson’s own ventures and was certainly open 

to abuse, though it was established practice in the fraternal world.64  
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Gaines is praised as well in the article as the person who found the property for the home. 

She is described as someone that “members of the order obey . . . with ease, knowing that if she 

makes a mistake . . . she will readily correct it.” She is also praised for her orderly home life and 

the industriousness and prosperity of her family.65 

Sarah Williams Forbes served as the long-time chief grand recorder. William Corte, chief 

grand treasurer of fifteen years, was the Topeka city license collector and a fellow member with 

Gaines at the Shiloh Baptist Church. A. W. Hopkins of Leavenworth, chief grand scribe, had 

served since being appointed by Dickson at the jurisdiction’s first grand session in 1891.  All but 

Corte, who died in 1916, would still be in office at the time of Wilson’s death in 1919. This 

longevity and camaraderie among all of the jurisdiction’s major officers certainly provided 

continuity, but may have created other problems by the complexities of the arrangements it 

nurtured and by blocking the development of a new generation of leaders.66  

In 1918, the jurisdiction claimed $80,000 in real estate and $87,000 in endowment funds.  

This may well have been the order’s financial high water mark.  A precise breakdown of real 

estate for that year is unavailable, but a 1929 account claims $100,000 ($1.2 million in 2015 

dollars) in property free and clear. The piece values the Taborian Home in Topeka at $5,000 and 

lists the lodges of Salina, Topeka, and Lawrence as owning property free and clear and Kansas 

City and “several other towns too numerous to mention” as owning property as well.  The 

manual had long encouraged Knights and Daughters in each city to own their own hall, a dream 

that seems to have been realized with some success in the jurisdiction if the 1929 numbers are to 

be believed.  The 1911 directory listed 55 temples and tabernacles in 22 towns.  Assuming that 
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there had been little geographic expansion (or contraction) by 1918 and subtracting the value of 

the Topeka Taborian Home, this would put the average value of Taborian real estate per town at 

$3,410 in 1918 ($53,525 in 2015 dollars) at a time when the average U.S. home price was about 

$3,200 according to census data.  This would give the average town a modest but pleasant hall, 

usually shared by a temple and an average of two tabernacles. Such halls also commonly 

provided the potential for income, with commercial rental space on the first floor, as the 1929 

article alludes to and as was common practice for fraternal organizations.67 

 

Decline and Collapse 

Accumulated real estate value could do little to balance changing cash flows, that likely 

took a hit from the Spanish Flu epidemic of 1919, which, when combined with an aging 

membership, produced a financial burden from which the jurisdiction seems to have never 

recovered. The order had never modernized its insurance system, relying on regular and special 

assessments to meet the cost of death benefits. This worked well with an able-bodied and 

growing membership, but, as many similar organizations found, proved disastrous if recruitment 

fell off as the long-term members aged. 

In 1900, the order paid out $1000 in death benefits against $1500 collected. In 1903, 

claims amounted to $1,470. In 1905, payouts rose to more than $3,000, though it was reported 

that there was more than $3,000 on hand to pay off future claims. In 1916, the number of deaths 

was in line with the previous year at thirty-one, which should have resulted in $3,720 in 
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payments. In 1917, the numbers jumped precipitously, when the order paid approximately 

$12,000 in death benefits for over seventy members.  The tone of the 1919 report was upbeat and 

full of racial pride, but the numbers in the wake of the Spanish Influenza epidemic were grim.  

They revealed that death benefits for the previous year ran to more than $17,000, but the report 

assured members that thousands of dollars remained in the treasury. There was also considerable 

pride that: 

whilst the white fraternal orders couldn’t withstand the ravages of the flu this one 
did. White insurance companies who are prejudiced to colored risks should take 
notice.68 
 

Moving from payments of around $3,000 per year to $12,000 to $17,000 would have been a 

tremendous shock on the order’s financial system.   

The order in Kansas took a second and perhaps more damaging blow a month later when 

Frank Wilson, chief grand mentor for twenty-eight years died unexpectedly.  Newspaper 

accounts reported a thousand people present at a service in Topeka before Wilson’s body was 

taken home to Kansas City, where a three-block long funeral procession with two bands 

conducted the body to the Pleasant Green Baptist Church. At the church, two thousand members 

of the IOOT, York Rite Masons, and Heroines of Jericho waited.  Andrew M. Harold of Omaha, 

vice grand mentor of the jurisdiction who succeeded Wilson in office, had charge of the 

ceremonies.69 
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 Harold had become vice grand mentor sometime between 1912 and 1915 and had also 

served as a district grand mentor. His tenure would be rocky.  Harold came from outside the 

order’s largest area of members in Eastern Kansas.  Omaha city directories for 1909, 1914, 1923, 

and 1925 list him as an elevator operator, building engineer, or janitor in several Omaha 

apartment complexes. This puts him well within the norm of rank-and-file membership, but 

professionally beneath Wilson, a Methodist minister and successful landlord, and Gaines, whose 

family owned businesses and property.70  

 Harold’s early years seem to have been peaceful.  The Plaindealer did not cover the 1920 

session, the first after Wilson’s death, instead printing a long poem in his memory by his widow. 

If this was a hint at editorial misgivings, grand session coverage was back to its usual form for 

1921, when the paper noted that it was the first time in history when all officers were elected 

without opposition. Harold was praised for having “put new blood and new life into the order” 

and settling various long-running disputes. Grand Treasurer A. W. Burdette was praised as one 

“who handles more money than any other Colored man in the state of Kansas and who can 

account for eery cent at any minute in the day or night. Grand Recorder Sarah Forbes was said 

“to have no equal as a recorder” and that “[h]er records are almost perfect.  Once again the only 

hint of trouble was that “[t]he death list was rather large.71 

The 1922 report was similarly positive, stating that “[t]he order is growing in numbers, 

conditions are being improved and everything is on an upward trend.” Harold was particularly 
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praised for his annual address being “one of the finest and most complete documents ever 

presented to the order” and noted he had taken charge of Frank Wilson’s regalia and book 

business on behalf of the jurisdiction, which had purchased the copyrights from Wilson’s widow. 

The only ominous note was, once again the number of deaths, which stood at 66.  This would 

have again taken the jurisdiction’s payout above the $10,000 mark.72  

 While the Plaindealer began lambasting the jurisdiction in 1924, its account of the 1923 

grand session, like those of 1921 and 1922, had been glowing, with a subhead proclaiming 

“Everything and Every Body Were on the Harmony Line.”  Harold was reported have “worked 

hard during the past year, overlooking every departmernt as he detailed every item of his 

financial transactions for the order.” The other officers were praised saying “Each has held his 

office for years and always report to a penny in the reports. All reports of the other officers were 

made and showed they were exercising a vigilant eye over their departments.” The only cloud in 

the report was the note that “Eighty-three deaths last year was the largest number in the history 

of the organization.” But the article assured readers that “All claims were paid and thousands left 

in the treasury.” At $160 in benefits per casualty, this would have raised endowment expenses 

above $13,000, not including burial expenses.73 

In 1924, Harold replaced Topeka’s Plaindealer as the order’s official organ with 

Omaha’s New Era.  The New Era was originally edited by George Parker Wells, Afro-centrist 

author of “The African Origins of Grecian Civilization” and The Children of the Sun and founder 

of the Hamitic League of the World. After Wells’s departure for Chicago in 1923, the paper was 
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edited by Count Wilkinson, with whom the Plaindealer picked an ongoing fight, airing the 

financial condition of the order. 74 

 
Plaindealer editor Nick Chiles went on the offensive in his coverage of the 1924 grand 

session, with an opening paragraph disparaging the black community of Omaha: 

A very few colored people are engaged in the mercantile business. 
No grocery, clothing, furniture, or shoe store—not even a junk yard or 

second hand furniture or clothes store. Pool halls, barbecue and fish places seem 
to predominate. One drug store and one paint and wall paper firm employing 15 
to 20 people constitute the business of eight thousand colored people in Omaha, 
and two unfinished churches at a cost of $100,000 which are composed of a 
membership among the supposed progressive members of the race— 
something wrong!75 
 

 Chiles’s opening salvo was no doubt popular with many Kansas Taborians who felt that 

their rightful place of leadership in the jurisdiction had been usurped and, once he had 

established common cause with his readers, he turned to the personal and financial.  After years 

of praising elections by acclamation as a sign of the officers’ competence and the order’s 

harmony, Chiles took a new position, criticizing the annual reelection of officers by acclamation 

and what he said amounted to control of the order by “a secret ring.” He questioned the $700 

salary that Chief Mentor Harold received while holding another full-time job, when Wilson had 

received only $500 and had worked only for the order. Gaines, who had received years of praise 

from the paper for her official conduct, was not spared either, with Chiles questioning her $400 
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salary plus her per diems received for official functions. After saying that local chief mentors and 

chief preceptresses did far more work for no compensation and still had to pay their dues, Chiles 

complained about the excess of deference to the officers and the lack of transparency: 

There is too much personal worship and bowing down and looking up and 
scraping and “skinning ‘em back” to these grand officers. . . . They are now so 
dignified they do not write or read their annual addresses. We do not know 
whether they are incompetent, or whether they wish to show their power of 
authority by ruling to be exacted from members, because they have the power.76 

 
Chiles criticized a one-dollar assessment leveled on the membership in 1923 and again the next 

year, asking if they would be necessary without the high officer salaries. He compared these 

costs to the Prince Hall Grand Lodge and Order of the Eastern Star, which he said are of the 

same size, yet whose grand master and grand matron receive no salary, making due with per 

diem and mileage.  Next he turned against the antiquated assessment system, urging it to be 

replaced with a modern insurance scheme with higher benefits and that the money from 

premiums be lent at interest to local temples and tabernacles to build lodges and halls.77 

Chiles closed with indictments of Omaha Taborians.  He disparaged the general conduct 

of the Omaha meeting, accused the local organizers of price gouging and financial chicanery, 

and accused the Presiding Prince, another Omaha resident, of general laxity and of attempting to 

rig the grand session drill contest.  He concluded with an attack on Omaha’s numbers and its real 

estate: 

 Omaha Knights claim over one thousand members, yet they own a one 
story frame shack on North 24th St., which is obscured by billboards and the tall, 
tall weeds. This is the home of the Chief Grand Mentor. . . . Can the blind lead the 
blind? The race needs progressive leaders at the head.78 
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 These attacks on the Omaha membership at the beginning and end of the piece went 

beyond general insults. Chiles uses the language and values of the IOOT to attack the new 

regime’s fitness to lead. Industriousness and property ownership were at the heart of the 

Taborian ideal. By attacking the Omaha member’s lack of professional success and the condition 

of their property, Chiles was saying that they were unworthy Taborians.  

The New Era did not take the attack lying down, but its counter arguments can only be 

judged from a follow-up piece by Chiles in August.  He once again hammered on the salary issue 

and on Gaines and Harold’s ability to manage the jurisdiction and now suggests it is time for a 

change of leadership and annual audits. After once again questioning the actual number of 

Taborians in Omaha and asking “if the tall weeds and billboards still obscure the wooden shack 

on 24th St,” Chiles spoke of the financial condition of the order and hinted that he has far more to 

tell if something is not done.79 

Chiles’s fulminations seem to have fallen on deaf ears.  In 1925, all officers were 

reelected by acclamation, causing the Plaindealer to ask whether the members cared about the 

state of things. The mortality statistics continued their upward trend, with 80 death claims, not 

counting six more claims for the month of the grand session, which were yet to be processed. 

The treasury held only $940.84.  A new endowment assessment of thirty-five cents a month was 

adopted, but, at the same business session, the death benefit was increased from $160 to $165 

and the previously adopted one-dollar annual assessment was dropped because more than 1,000 

members of a reported 3,000 adults had not paid. Chiles also now fumed about the lack of 

transparency caused by the long-standing policy of not publishing the minutes of grand sessions.  
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He closed warning “with no sinking fund, with a big death tote and a large falling off of 

members will break the order, so let us get busy.”80 

Chiles’s complaints are clearly self-interested.  $1,200 per year for salaries may have 

been excessive and Harold may not have measured up to the standard of Frank Wilson, but the 

Chiles exposé lends credence to the hints provided by news stories of earlier years that the 

Taborian rank-and-file was aging and that growth was stagnant. These factors led to an 

unsustainable growth in death claims as income was shrinking, straining an assessment system 

predicated on healthy, working-aged members. 

Unfortunately for the historian, the breach between the Plaindealer and the Taborian 

leadership was closed within two years, drawing the veil again over any internal dissention.  

Whether this was because of the demise of the New Era in 1926 or because Chiles’s accusations 

generated enough controversy that he had to be conciliated is unclear, but the July 1927 Grand 

Session in Fort Scott was given almost the entire front page with a headline in the same size as 

the masthead reading “Knights and Daughters of Tabor Make Wonderful Improvement—Hold 

35th Annual Sermon.”  The first paragraph was cloyingly conciliatory, noting that the 

Plaindealer was back in as the official organ, apologizing for the intemperance of recent times, 

and assuring the state officers that no dirty laundry would appear in its pages again. The next 

paragraph turned cat in pan from 1924 and 1925, declaring, “The financial condition of the Order 

was never better, the members paying up and death claims are being paid promptly, and there is 

a neat balance in the Treasury.”  Plans were made for membership expansion contests for the 

coming year, but no financial information is given and the number of deaths and even mention of 
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the annual memorial service are omitted, even though Chiles makes space to list the names of all 

members of competing drill teams. 81 

In October, the grand temple and tabernacle had an ad for a membership contest in the 

Plaindealer, fulfilling the plans discussed at the grand session and indicating that the leadership 

was taking the concerns Chiles had raised seriously.  Hoping to enroll 1,000 new members, cash 

prizes were offered for successful recruiting including $5.00 in gold for winning Knights in 

various categories and a traveling bag and parasol to the top two recruiting Daughters. The 

article also included a reminder that temples and tabernacles needed to send their receipts in on 

schedule to ensure that benefits were paid in a timely manner. A December ad for a Topeka-area 

Christmas gathering urged readers to “[t]ake the Plaindealer so you can know what is going on 

among the Tabors” included Emma Gaines among the signatories, further indicating the 

resumption of old alliances.82 

Coverage of the grand session of 1927 in Leavenworth continues the glowing publicity, 

but small details seem to hint of the trouble on the horizon.  While the membership competition 

had been advertised with much fanfare, only one prize, the handbag for most new tabernacle 

members is mentioned as being presented, and the winner only initiated eighteen new members 

and restored four suspended ones, missing the twenty-five-member minimum threshold that was 

advertised.  No mention is made of the parasol for second place, the men’s prizes of cash in gold, 

or the Queen Mother’s prizes for tents.  It is said that the treasury received $12,000 in receipts 

during the year, but no amount of disbursals is given. No number of deaths is reported, but the 
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description of the annual memorial service is reported to have lasted two hours and as being 

“more enjoyed by the delegates and representatives than any other part of the meeting.”  The 

length seems to indicate that the number of deaths had not abated and the members’ enjoyment 

suggests an older group remembering friends.83 

The description of two visitors to the session seems calculated to assuage fears. C. G. M 

Joe E. Herreford of Missouri reported to the Kansas-Nebraska members that his own jurisdiction 

had seen 110 deaths in 1926 but still had $28,000 in its treasury. H. I. Monroe, grand master of 

Missouri Odd Fellows and Prince Hall past grand master asked mothers and fathers to bring up 

their children properly “so they could take up the work where they leave off.” He criticized 

“young men throwing their money away for automobiles and for a good time” who should be 

using their money to acquire property and praised the values of the IOOT.84 

Beneath all of the praises, a picture emerges of declining interest in the order by the 

young as the bulk of the membership entered its declining years.  The Plaindealer’s coverage of 

the 1928 grand session in Lawrence is ecstatic in its praise of the officers, the organizing 

committee and drill teams, but absolutely no financial information is given, even though the 

article rolls over parts of pages one, three, and four.85 

 While the coverage of the grand sessions from 1926-1928 are opaque, and increasing 

number of stories about the activities of the jurisdiction’s districts and notices from district grand 

masters make it apparent that the order in Kansas was in crisis.  An October 1927 update on 

District Fourteen, centered on Topeka, assured readers that the local order was “getting along 
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nicely at this time. We are paying all our bills. Just a few sick and not serious,” but an item 

immediately below this update may indicate Plaindealer subscriptions were falling: 

The C.G.P. Dtr. Gaines has a long seeing eye. See Knights and Daughters coming 
from every angle. Do not forget the Plaindealer. Be sure and call. 86 
 

District Fourteen is particularly worth watching since it was by far the jurisdictions biggest 

district with four temples, six tabernacles, one palatium, and four tents of maids and pages. The 

next month, D.G.M. Ransom Taylor, again wrote of the order “taking on new life” and reminded 

readers that the Taborians would be holding a major Christmas celebration open to all Taborians 

as part of a district drive for 200 new members.87 

 D.G.M. Taylor likely provides a snapshot of the aging membership of the order at this 

time, though his position as D.G.M. probably places him in its upper economic and social 

echelons. Taylor was born about 1863 in Tennessee, like his wife, Jennie.  He first appears in the 

1888 Topeka city directory as a laborer and, in 1900, he is listed as a day laborer living in a 

house he owns free and clear on Golden Avenue with his wife and only child, eleven-year-old 

Nettie, who is at school. At the time he appears in the Plaindealer, the 1930 census and the 1927, 

1929, and 1930 city directories list him as a sixty-seven-year-old city railway worker, still living 

in the house on Golden Avenue, now valued at $1,000.  His wife Jennie is not working, but the 

couple does have a forty-one year-old unrelated lodger in the house.  Whether the Taylor’s 

arrived in the early wave of Exodusters or at some point a few years later is unknown, but their 

rise from migrants to a tenuous middle-class prosperity parallels the condition or at least the 
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aspirations of many members of the order.88  In March of 1928, Taylor found it necessary to 

chide his members, saying “Let us all do our best as the Grand Session is drawing near. Let us 

keep paid up. Let us get together and build a fine hall for the Grand Temples and Tabernacles 

and start paying claims.”89 Taylor’s mix of optimism, at the possibility of a grand temple 

building, his chiding to pay dues and his reassurances that the order was secure by mentioning a 

recent claim payment must have matched the hopes and anxieties of many Kansas Taborians at 

the time. 

 In December, vice grand preceptress Lenora Gray of Omaha wrote in to say that there 

had been several local cases of the flu in District 5, including C.G.M. Harold, who also served as 

the local district grand mentor.  After hoping for a speedy recovery for the ill, Editor Chiles 

departed from his conciliatory position of the last three years to take the her to task, asking how 

many temples and tabernacles have managed to pay yet another special assessment. He goes on 

to scold her for filling her report with accounts of sickness, saying it encourages other members 

to get their doctors to file for sick benefits for them, further draining the treasury. He alludes to 

there being outstanding claims, but says there won’t be a problem if members keep paying and 

leaders stop “singing the Blues.” 90 

This is the first time that Chiles gave indication here that death claims were going unpaid.  

Soon the problem would overtake the jurisdiction. In January, District Fourteen’s Ransom Taylor 

was forced to make an urgent plea: 
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It has pleased the Great Head of the Universe to take from us three of our beloved 
daughters. They stayed with us until the end came so now let us be true as they 
were. . . . We have nothing to regret if we stand by our obligation. . . . The tabors 
have lots to be proud of. We have no report for our young people to go and dance 
and play cards, we replace the place with churches and Sunday School. . . . 
 Let us pay our special tax at once so we can help those whom our Knights 
and Daughters have left behind. . . . Let us so live that no one can rise up and turn 
us down, by so doing we will sweep through the gate into the city where there 
will be no night.91 
 

Taylor’s combination of the fraternal and religious is a well-established Taborian theme, but here 

it is clearly in the service of reminding members of their financial obligations to the order in a 

time of pressing need.  In May, the call for the grand session announced another membership 

drive similar to that of 1926-1927, but this time the goal was reduced from 1,000 to 500 new 

members.  In May, Taylor went so far as to print the year’s accounting 1928-1929 for his district 

in the Plaindealer, showing that his district had collected $568 during the year, paid out $517.97, 

and had $267.13 on hand. 92 

 Everything unraveled at the July 1929 grand session in Salina.  It was revealed that the 

State Attorney General had been investigating the order since March and had discovered a total 

of 42 unpaid death claims, totaling $6,000 to $7,000.  The Plaindealer blamed the problem on 

the high death toll of 1926, but the available numbers show that deaths had been steadily rising 

for a decade earlier.  Chiles tried to be upbeat, but the details of the agreement with the attorney 

general made it clear that the state had assumed charge of day-to-day operations, appointing U. 

A. Graham to take charge of the order’s finances. The article referred to Graham as a 

“supervisor,” but he was clearly a receiver. The elections proved to be the most volatile in the 

jurisdiction’s history.  Sarah Forbes, long-time Grand Recorder, was too ill to attend and word of 
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her death reached members during the session.  The Grand Scribe and Treasurer were both 

replaced and A. M. Harold only held onto the chief grand mentor’s seat by seven votes.  Only 

Emma Gaines seems to have come through unscathed, being reelected for the thirty-fifth time. 93 

 Chiles did his best to put a good face on things, showing how all of these apparent 

problems were actually solutions to the ongoing anxiety over attracting younger members:  Mr. 

Graham was young and would attract young people and that the change in officers made room 

for younger blood and showed that young people were “fast coming into control of this 

organization.” He also pointed out that the Grand Queen Mother had presented twenty Maids and 

Pages who had come of age for membership in the Knights and Daughters. It was a heartening 

statistic, but most members would realize it fell far below the replacement rate for dying 

members.94 

 The clearest sign that the years of demoralization and recent financial revelations 

had taken the life out of the order is the lack of public display at Salina.  The drill 

competition was reduced to an exhibition drill by the Princesses of Topeka and the 

Cadets of Kansas City.  More telling still, there was no public parade. Chiles tried to 

make this a sign of the seriousness of the delegates writing, “The members went there to 

do business and had no time to frolick and have a good time. This was a serious thinking 

body, who came there to do business.”  No amount of serious business would have 

distracted older members from the fact that this was the first year without one of the 

parades that always generated so much interest and excitement since the Platte City 
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coronet band had led Moses Dickson and the delegates of the first grand session down 

Leavenworth’s Main Street in 1891.95 

 Through the summer and fall Chiles kept up a steady stream of assurances, beginning the 

week after the grand session with a headline in type larger than the masthead reading, “Knights 

of Tabor Branches Own $100,000 of Real Estate Clear of All Debts—How Can Such an Order 

Fail.” The front page story in this issue, while listing the order’s holdings in various cities, made 

the recruiting crisis clear: “We would like to see young active people join the order and build up 

this large institution and make it stronger than ever.”  Another front-page piece promised that the 

new supervisor would be visiting lodges around the state and that his initial review of the books 

led him to believe all would be well.96 

 An August article indicated that Graham was asking members to pay their dues plus an 

extra ten cents a month so that back claims could be paid. In September, D.G.M. Taylor was 

urging members to attend a fundraiser in Lawrence, hoping to generate $100 to pay claims—an 

amount less than the value of one death claim. An October listing of jurisdiction officers lists 

only the supervisor, recorder, and a “home treasurer,” which makes it seem that Harold and 

Gaines had been removed from office or resigned.  This seems to be confirmed by coverage of 

the 1930 grand session, where neither is mentioned as being present As if all of this were not 

enough, Nick Chiles of the Plaindealer died at the end of October, though his daughter Thelma 

Chiles Taylor would continue to edit the paper and cover the order until it ceased publication in 

Topeka in 1932. With so many dominos falling, the October stock market crash and the 
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economic chaos and unemployment that followed it must have made the jurisdiction’s prospects 

seem impossibly bleak.97 A May 1930 letter from D.G.M. Taylor hints at the panic among 

members that threatened to turn into a stampede: 

 We have had a hard winter. Some have been forced to slack on dues for 
the lack of work and the Supervisor is still paying claims. Some have paid in lots 
of money. You should stay in and reap what you sow. When we take an oath with 
the Bible we should stand by it. . . . It is foolish to quit one order and join another. 
Don’t lose the money you have paid in.98 
 
At the 1930 grand session, Missouri C.G.M, Herreford, listed as “International Chief 

Grand Deputy” presided until delegates elected A. F. Wilson as chief grand mentor and vice 

grand preceptress Lenora Gray of Omaha as chief grand preceptress. The article is the briefest 

coverage of a grand session in many years, perhaps reflecting the new editor’s priorities or 

perhaps showing that she felt the less said in the current circumstances the better.  Even this 

proved too much.  A subhead proclaiming that $13,000 in claims had been paid at the session 

had to be retracted and corrected the next week with the meager figure of $1,300. The body of 

the original article states that during the year, the jurisdiction paid $6,000 in endowment claims 

and “all of its current expenses,” the syntax bearing witness to the fact that death claims 

remained outstanding.99 

 The IOOT was hardly alone in its troubles as the Great Depression deepened in the early 

1930s.  In July of 1931, the Plaindealer carried the story of the Washington, DC suicide of an 
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actuary employed by the National Benefit Life Insurance Company. The company in question 

was an African-American insurance company with $6,000,000 in assets at the center of a federal 

probe.100  In August, a Kansas City paper reported that the recent grand session of Kansas 

Knights of Pythias and the sister Court of Calanthe were fighting their own economic 

difficulties, lamenting that “the MARGIN of existence of fraternal bodies now as much different 

from what it was at that early day. Like the Taborians, the Pythians were undertaking a 

membership capmaign. The Pythians experienced a prodigious drop in national membership 

during this period, going from a reported 130,000 members in 1919 to 70,000 in 1930 and 

22,000 in 1934. In December 1930, the Plaindealer reported that a receiver had also been 

appointed for the Kansas jurisdiction of the United Brothers of Freedom.101 

 The 1932 grand session of the Kansas-Nebraska Jurisdiction is the last to be found in the 

Plaindealer and the last to be located.  It is little more than a list of names of officers.  The 

collapse of the jurisdiction as a vibrant body was complete by 1936 when the courts allowed the 

Kansas Attorney General to seize the Topeka temple and tabernacle’s remaining real estate.  The 

local organizations were declared defunct and the property reverted to the grand temple and 

tabernacle for payment of more than $17,000 in outstanding death claims that remained unpaid. 

This was to be the first of several proceedings against local lodges. Subsequent mentions of the 

IOOT in the Kansas press are limited to City Recreation Department basketball games in Tabor 
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Hall in Kansas City and the Works Progress Administration using the same building for tap 

dancing classes for African-American children.102 

 No one dramatic factor undid the Kansas-Nebraska Jurisdiction. The collapse of the 

antiquated fixed assessment system under the double pressure of a rising death rate and the 

financial difficulties was certainly the proximate cause, but other factors contributed and may 

well have been more decisive.  The closed leadership group re-elected year after year certainly 

insulated the organization from new ideas and new blood. Related to this, the news accounts 

make it clear that young people lost interest in the order, though it is unclear whether young 

Kansans were uninterested in lodges in general or the IOOT in particular.  D.G.M. Taylor’s final 

letter in the Plaindealer in September of 1931 must have sounded particularly antiquated to the 

younger generation: 

 The Knights of Tabor will celebrate the emancipation of Freedom in 
District No. 14 at their hall, 1300 Quincy Street, September 22, 1931. 
 Let every member attend. We are paying our claims. We want to thank 
God for His blessing for our race. He is just the same now as He was in days of 
Moses’ prayers tho the Lord will send more labour in His harvest. . . . Let us pay 
all our debts, get homes and stand for the right and God will bless us.103 
 

The old formula of mythic ties to emancipation, religious fervor, racial separatism and uplift, and 

middle-class respectability had lost its power among a more educated population formed in the 

Jazz Age and on ascendant ideas of integration.  
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Chapter 6 

Taborians, Gender, and Class in Arkansas 
 
 

The Mural Crown (see Manual) is the highest-priced Crown that is worn. 
It is made of metal, and ornamented with a variety of colored stones. But if you 
want a cheap Crown, which will look just as well, it can be made of pasteboard, 
cut in the same shape, to fit the head, covered with gold paper. Mucilage will do 
for pasting, and will make a firm Crown. It may be ornamented with white and 
colored beads, or in any manner to suit your taste.1 

 

 
Palatine Princess of the Royal House of Media in gown, sash, crown, and jewel. 2 

                                                           
1 International Order of Twelve and Frank Wilson, Revised Taborian Constitutions of the Several 
Departments (Kansas City, MO: Franklin Hudson Publishing Co., 1921), 99. 
2 Moses Dickson, Manual of the International Order of Twelve of the Knights and Daughters of 
Tabor Containing General Laws, Regulations, Cereminies, Drill and Landmarks, 10th ed. 
(Glasgow, MO: The Moses Dickson Publishing Company, 1918), 30. 
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This is how the 1921 Taborian Constitutions describe the crown of a Princess of the 

Palatium of the Royal House of Media, the most exclusive degree open to the general 

membership of the IOOT. The extensive description of how to construct a pasteboard crown is at 

variance with the prosperous image of a Princess in full regalia in the 1918 Manual. While 

assembling a member’s regalia certainly constituted a major expense, the fact that Princesses 

nearly fifty years after the order’s founding still availed themselves to cardboard rather than 

catalog-purchased crowns says a good deal about the social location of the average Taborian. 

Clearly the Kansas-Nebraska rhetoric about members who were “poor washwomen and hard 

working men who are laboring in the ditch” and being an order for the “great masses of the 

laboring class of people of the race” were not empty flourishes.3 

 The lives of Arkansas Taborians show the prominent place of rural southerners in the 

order, a group that accounted for a large percentage of the membership. These Arkansas lives 

show that Taborianism was often more of a faith in the ability to rise than a credential attesting 

that one had or, in other cases, a shelter for those whose modest prosperity remained tenuous. 

By examining the lives of a number of Taborian women and men in Arkansas, what follows 

establishes that, while many Taborians likely were neither sharecroppers nor domestics, neither 

did they come from the emerging black upper class or even the secure rungs of the black middle 

class in Arkansas. Fon Louise Gordon has defined as Arkansas’s black middle class as the 

domain of  
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ministers, landowning farmers, teachers, doctors, lawyers, editors and publishers, 
businessmen, and those employed by the post office and railroads. They were 
primarily urban and less economically dependent on whites for their livelihood.4 

 
The majority of IOOT members were women. The lack of existing institutional records 

makes the exact percentage difficult to calculate, but the available evidence seems to suggest that 

the ratio may have been higher than two-to-one. The stipulations for grand temples and 

tabernacles in the 1891 constitution specify that they are required to have four dozen copies of 

the Daughters’ ritual, but need have only two dozen Knights’ rituals. An 1898 article reports 400 

knights and 1000 daughters in the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction. In 1905, the Kansas-Nebraska 

Jurisdiction reported 531 knights and 1192 daughters and, in the youth division, 198 pages to 

397 maids. In 1911, the same jurisdiction reported eighteen temples to thirty-seven tabernacles. 

A 1906 report for the Grand Temple and Tabernacle of Texas, showed tabernacles making 

contributions to the grand body totaling $6107.70 while temples had only given $1558.25. A 

Texas directory in the same newspaper, which may have listed only paying institutions, recorded 

fourteen tabernacles, but only three temples. A 1911 directory of temples and tabernacles for 

Kansas and Nebraska lists nineteen temples and twenty-three tabernacles, implying that the 

difference between the knights and daughters was not so much geographic reach as it was the 

disparate sizes of local male and female divisions. The Committee on Credentials for the Grand 

Temple and Tabernacle of Illinois session of 1916 reported twenty tabernacles, but only eleven 

temples present. Finally, the 1916 Taborian Hall in Little Rock contains memorial plaques 

purchased by twenty-four tabernacles, but only six temples.5  

                                                           
4 Fon Louise Gordon, Caste and Class: The Black Experience in Arkansas, 1880-1920 
(University of Georgia Press, 1995), 4. 
5 Dickson, Manual (1891), 41; “The Grand Lodge,” Parsons Weekly Blade (Parsons, KS), July 
16,1898; “Report of Knights of Tabor,” Vindicator (Coffeyville, KS) August 11, 1905; “A 
Faithful Member of the International Order of Twelve.” Wichita Searchlight (Wichita, KS), 
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Three letters in the September 21, 1906 issue of the Taborian Banner, the official organ 

of the Grand Temple and Tabernacle of Texas show varied approaches to the Order’s gender 

disparity. Male organizers seemed to accept the inherent disparity in membership. District Grand 

Organizer Sir S. B. Miller reported that he hoped to establish 70 tabernacles, but only 50 temples 

in his region. Dtr. A. J. Johnson, high priestess of a local Texas tabernacle, in a letter in the same 

newspaper issue, was magnanimous about the disparity. Johnson, high priestess of Mt. Carmel 

Tabernacle in Greenville, reported that she had recently organized a new tabernacle of forty-

three daughters in Sulphur Springs and was sure that a temple would soon follow. The high 

priestess and recorder of Earnest Worker Tabernacle No. 78 in Houston lived up to their 

institutional name. Not being content to trust in providence or male organizers, Anedia Carvin 

and Gertrude Davis reported that they had seventeen working daughters and “we are working up 

a temple too.” With women exercising leadership in Taborian institutions to an equal or greater 

extent than they did in the church, it is possible that men found the IOOT less attractive than 

other organizations for the same reasons they were less inclined to take an active part in 

churches. 6  

                                                           
October 14, 1911; “Evening Session,” Taborian Banner (Galveston, TX) July 20, 1906; 
“Directory of Temples, Tabernacles, Palatiums, and Tent for 1906-7,” Taborian Banner, July 20, 
1906;“A Faithful Member of the International Order of Twelve,” Wichita Searchlight, October 
14, 1911, p. 1; “Knights of Tabor Hold Grand Lodge,” Chicago Defender, 29 July 1916; 
“Taborian Hall - Arkansas Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas,” accessed June 23, 2016, 
http://www.arkansasties.com. 
6 Dickson, Manual (1891), 41; “The Grand Lodge,” Parsons Weekly Blade (Parsons, KS), July 
16,1898; “Report of Knights of Tabor,” Vindicator (Coffeyville, KS) August 11, 1905; “Evening 
Session,” Taborian Banner (Galveston, TX), July 20, 1906; “Directory of Temples, Tabernacles, 
Palatiums, and Tent [sic] for 1906-7,” Taborian Banner (Galveston, TX), July 20, 1906; “A 
Faithful Member of the International Order of Twelve,” Wichita Searchlight (Wichita, KS), 
October 14, 1911; “Taborian Hall - Arkansas Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas,” accessed 
June 23, 2016, http://www.arkansasties.com; "Sir S. B. Miller, D. G. Organizer on the Field," 
"Mt. Carmel No. 96," "Earnest Workers Tab. No. 78," Taborian Banner, September 21, 1906. 
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 The radical nature of the Tabernacle ritual has been discussed at length, but women’s power 

did not rest solely in numerical superiority and ritual blandishments. The Taborian constitutions 

guaranteed women’s voice and political power within the order. Women held office in the state-

wide grand temple and tabernacle, with grand preceptresses often presiding in joint sessions and 

women serving as grand scribes, recorders, treasurers, and sentinels. They served as members of 

Boards of Curators, the trustees of grand temples and tabernacles. In the International Grand 

Temple and Tabernacle, each state jurisdiction had twelve vote, six of which were voted by the 

Chief Grand Mentor and six of which were voted by the Chief Grand Preceptress. While this 

arrangement underrepresented women’s numerical superiority in the order, it went far beyond 

the authority granted to women’s auxiliaries by most all fraternal orders. Over the years, the 

IOOT introduced two higher, mixed-gender orders, the Palatium and the Past Arcanum, in which 

women served as second in command and presided along with men. Finally, women frequently 

lead devotions in mixed-gender groups, even though there were usually ordained male ministers 

present. Most notably, state grand temples and tabernacles held their sessions in the women’s 

Saba Meroe degree, in which women were exalted as priestesses of the primordial tabernacle and 

keepers of ancient wisdom and into which Taborian men were also initiated.7 

  Women’s authority was not limited to the adult divisions of the temples, tabernacles, 

palatiums, and arcanums. In the youth division of the Tents of Maids and Pages of Honor, 

women’s authority was perhaps more pronounced than in the adult divisions. First, it is notable 

                                                           
7 International Order of Twelve, Revised Taborian Constitutions (1906), 90-92, 123-127; 
“Knights and Daughters,” The Leavenworth Times (Leavenworth, KS), April 30, 1891; “Annual 
Convention: Colored Benevolent Organization to Meet in Salina,” The Salina Daily Union 
(Salina, KS), June 6, 1899; "The Grand Lodge," Parsons Weekly Blade (Parsons, KS), July 16, 
1898, p. 4; "Board of Grand Curators," Plaindealer (Topeka, Kansas), January 3, 1902; Dickson, 
Manual (1891), 30; Dickson, Consolidated Ritual of the Daughters of the Tabernacle (1907), 88-
89. 
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that there was one mixed-gender organization for boys and girls, rather than the separate, 

gendered organizations that would become common in most fraternal organizations. Second, the 

tents’ constitution guaranteed women and girls’ leadership perogatives. 

 In each tent of maids and pages, a chief maid presiding ruled the tent with a chief page vice 

assisting. The chief record keeper, chief of the chest, and chief tent keeper (inner sentinel) were 

also to be girls, with the vice record keeper and chief tent marshall being boys. This gendered 

division of offices also held for a tent’s adult officers. Each tent was to have a queen mother, 

vice queen mother, and a father. The queen mother was the unchallenged chief officer, with the 

constitutions stipulating “the government of the Tent is under the control of the Queen Mother” 

and that the “Queen Mother shall have full control or management of the Tent.” The queen 

mother represented the tent in the state Grand Temple and Tabernacle, creating another group of 

seats for women. She was also the gatekeeper for admission to adult temples and tabernacles. 

While it is not surprising that queen mothers gave maids their transfers to local tabernacle 

membership, it is a shock that it is the queen mother, not the tent father, who gave cadets their 

transfer to male temples, making women gatekeepers over a significant source of male 

membership. This shows that, while Mark Carnes may be correct that gender separation was key 

to the success of white, middle-class organizations, the IOOT was clearly committed to a high 

degree of gender integration. 8  

 The tent constitutions also recognized the differing ages of maturity of boys and girls. Cadets 

could remain tent members until the age of eighteen, at which time they were eligible for temple 

membership. Maids could only remain tent members until the age of sixteen, at which time they 

were eligible for tabernacle membership. Certainly one factor in this must have been a 

                                                           
8 Dickson, Manual (1891), 213-222; Carnes, Secret Ritual and Manhood, 2. 
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recognition of different marriage ages in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but, on 

a practical level, it often must also have meant that a tent would have sixteen-year-old girls 

holding offices superior to those of eighteen-year-old boys.9 

  Clearly, the arrangement of the government of the tents went beyond placing women in 

nurturing roles for children. Sitting behind the chief maid presiding, the queen mother in her 

coronet, belt, and robe of office provided a powerful lesson for the maids and pages. To boys, 

she taught respect for female authority and to girls she provided a powerful example of women’s 

leadership.10 When a jurisdiction’s grand queen mother took her place on the dais at its annual 

meeting, many men present were reminded that she and her local counterparts were truly their 

mothers in Tabor, women who had brought them to maturity in the tents and, in an inversion of 

Carnes’s model, had birthed them into the adult order. Far from being a symbol of domestic 

submission, she was fons et origo—the source and origin—of their life in on Mount Tabor. 

  The Taborians seem to have found their way around Giggie’s proposed conflict between 

fraternal organizations and women and ministers of the black church. Rather than being a place 

where women were excluded, the IOOT created a new venue for women to exercise leadership 

alongside men. Taborians danced a delicate cultural line in their experiment. Women and men 

were members of their separate temples and tabernacles, and state chief grand mentors were 

always male knights, but the state jurisdictions gave women a disproportionate voice, not only in 

the offices specifically reserved for them, but in the cumulative votes held by the larger number 

of tabernacles and the votes given to queen mothers of each local tent of maids and pages. This is 

not surprising in an organization whose male membership had a high proportion of male 

                                                           
9 Dickson, Manual (1891), 214-215. 
10 Ibid., 216. 
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ministers, but the degree to which this was in the initial design of the order and the degree to 

which it was a pragmatic evolution over time is obscured by the lack of records of the order’s 

earliest years.11 

 

The unusual power granted to Taborian women is all the more remarkable because of 

who these women were. The women of the IOOT ran the gamut of the educational and class 

spectrum, but examination seems to bear out that far more were strivers hoping to rise than those 

who had arrived. Far more common than members of the growing black middle and upper 

classes were those whose social respectability was more marginal and tenuous. Relative to 

absolute gender parity is generally associated with elite fraternal and esoteric organizations in 

this period—Theosophy, the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, Co-Masonry, and 

Spiritualism. To find this degree of parity far from elite coastal enclaves is more than a bit 

surprising. 

At the top of the strata of Taborian life were women like Dr. Georgia Rooks Dwelle 

(1884-1977), who became one of Georgia’s first black women physicians and ran a successful 

infirmary in Atlanta while still finding time to write for Taborian publications. The daughter of a 

former slave, she graduated from Spelman then Meharry Medical College in 1904, receiving 

almost perfect marks on her medical boards. Exemplifying the Taborian mindset, she once said, 

“Competent women physicians can find or create their own opportunities.” 12 

                                                           
11For the conflict between lodges, women, and ministers, see  Giggie, After Redemption, 55–95. 
12 Arthur Bunyan Caldwell, ed., History of the American Negro and His Institutions (Atlanta: A. 
B. Caldwell, 1917), 378–80;  Joan-Yvette Campbell, In Search of Respect and Equality: Life 
Incidents of Slave and Free Women in North America and European Colonies (n.p.: CreateSpace 
Publishing, 2012), 66-67. 
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More typical of the leadership of the organization seem to be ambitious women like 

Emma Gaines of Topeka attempting to move up in the world. Beneath the likes of national and 

international officers such as Gaines, the female rank and file seems to have been composed of 

middling and poor women, in small towns and rural communities, many of whom eked out an 

existence and for whom dues and premiums must have been an occasional to constant burden. 

Whatever their social standing outside the organization, the scope they were given as leaders 

within the IOOT sets them apart even from most of their privileged white contemporaries. 

One might expect the story of Taborian women to focus on Mary Elizabeth Dickson, 

Mother of All Knights and Daughters of Tabor, but there is less here to report than one might 

expect. Historian Jennifer Harbour has argued that the Dicksons had a quite egalitarian marriage, 

based on her eulogy in the 1891 Taborian Manual, which states that, “'If equals be added to 

equals, the remainder will be equals,' is a fitting analogy of the conjugal ties between Father and 

Mother Dickson; each was suited and equal to the other.” However, another passage describes 

her in more traditionally feminine terms as one who “fed the hungry, clothed the naked, 

comforted the lowly in spirit” and another as the “the hidden force behind the executive chair.” 

The later statement is borne out by the available historical record. Mother Dickson rarely appears 

in news accounts of the order, other than occasionally to be recognized at gatherings and only 

one account has come to light of her speaking at a one public gathering, and this a state 

conference of the A.M.E. Zion Church held in St. Louis.13  

Mary Elizabeth Dickson was more active in the Heroines of the Court of Jericho, holding 

the office of Worthy Grand Matron in the original St. Mary’s Court in St. Louis and as Worthy 

                                                           
13 Harbour, “‘Bury Me in a Free Land,'" 84-86; Dickson, Manual, (1891), 22; Eric Gardner, 
“‘Face to Face’: Localizing Lucy Delaney’s From the Darkness Cometh the Light,” Legacy 24, 
no. 1 (2007): 50–71; “Using Church Funds,” St. Louis Globe-Democrat, September 14, 1887. 



252 
 

Grand Matron in the Missouri Grand Court. One wonders if this reflects a preference for being 

among friends and staying closer to home, in contrast to her gregarious, peripatetic husband, or 

whether it might also reflect the different class milieus of the Heroines and the Daughters. 

Heroines were relatives of the more elite Prince Hall Masons. Mary Elizabeth, the daughter of a 

prosperous white father, a product of convent schools, and the widow of a merchant in 

prosperous Galena, Illinois, might well have felt more at home among the Heroines of St. Louis 

and Kansas City than among the Daughters of Topeka and Atchison. Whether Dickson’s low 

profile was a matter of temperament or class, other women provide robust examples of female 

leadership. 14 

The data yielded by individual members and tabernacles in Arkansas may paint the most 

accurate picture of the Taborian woman. Arkansas became the headquarters of the I.O.O.T when 

Scipio Africanus Jordan succeeded Dickson as international chief grand mentor in 1901. In 1910, 

the organization claimed 16,000 members in the state and in 1916 it built Taborian Hall, the 

grandest building constructed by the order, in the heart of Little Rock’s famous ninth street Line. 

The lives of six Taborian women in Central Arkansas and ten in East Arkansas and those of 

seven Taborian men around the state show the membership to be a mix of urban and small-town 

strivers along with a number employed as servants and tenant farmers.15 

 The 1916 cornerstone of Taborian Hall in Little Rock records that Lula B. West was chief 

grand recorder of Arkansas and a member of the state Board of Curators. Born around 1875, she 

                                                           
14 Eric Gardner, “‘Face to Face’: Localizing Lucy Delaney’s From the Darkness Cometh the 
Light,” Legacy 24, no. 1 (2007): 55-57 
15 Berna J. Love, Temple of Dreams: Taborian Hall and Its Dreamland Ballroom (Little Rock: 
Center for Arkansas Studies, University of Arkansas at Little Rock, 2012), 5-6. “Local Delegates 
Tells of Knights of Tabor Meeting,” Kokomo Tribune (Kokomo, IN), September 1, 1930; “Grand 
Temple Meeting Is Here,” Arkansas Democrat (Little Rock, AR), July 18, 1910. 



253 
 

had one son from a previous marriage when she married physician Edward M. West. By 1910, 

the couple resided in rural Hensley Township in southern Pulaski County, where Edward 

practiced medicine and Lula taught school and they owned a farm on which they had a mortgage. 

Though Lula gave birth to four children, only her son, adopted by Edward, lived to maturity and, 

but 1920, he has left the household, but his children are beginning to live with his parents. By 

1920, the mortgage had been paid off and Lula was no longer working outside the home, which 

presumably left time for her duties as a state officer of the IOOT and to care for her mother, a 

six-year-old granddaughter, and her ninety-one-year-old grandmother, who were all living with 

her and Edward. Around 1930, there may have been some disruption in the household since 

Edward is not listed in the census and Lula is listed as head of the household and has returned to 

teaching. She has been joined by two grandchildren as well as a twelve-year-old boy and girl 

who are listed as servants. Whether the West’s problems of the early 1930s were financial, 

personal, or a mere lacuna in the records, life seems to have returned to normal and an upward 

trajectory by the mid-1930s. In 1940, there were six grandchildren in the house and Lula 

continued to teach, as did her oldest granddaughter. The city directories show that Edward had 

established a practice at 1207 E. Washington Ave. near the river front in North Little Rock and 

continued to reside in Hensley with Lula, though how they managed the considerable distance 

between the two is unknown. While the West’s life may seem a great success in comparison to 

those of other African Americans in Arkansas, it was clearly not without its sorrows and 

difficulties.16 

                                                           
16 “Taborian Hall - Arkansas Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas”; manuscript census returns, 
Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, Population Schedules, Pulaski County, AR; 
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population schedules, Pulaski County, AR; manuscript census returns, Sixteenth Census of the 
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 Frankie Stanback’s name also appears on the Taborian corner stone in Little Rock as 

chief grand preceptress, the highest office of a state tabernacle. Stanback, who seemed to 

exemplify the entrepreneurial spirit of Emma Gaines, her husband James, five years her junior, 

and their only child, Jessie, represent the desire to rise. She first appears in the news in 1910 

already holding the office of chief grand preceptress of Arkansas. At the time, she was living in 

Forrest City and reported that she has visited 120 tabernacles in the course of the year. In the 

1910 census, the family has moved to Little Rock. James is listed as a hotel laborer, a good 

position for an African-American in Little Rock. Frankie is listed as a wage-earning organizer 

for a secret society, presumably the IOOT, and the ten-year-old Jessie is in school. They own 

their home, on which they are paying a mortgage, and, at the high noon of fraternalism, the 

future must have looked bright. In 1915, Stanback remained in office as chief preceptress and 

attended the triennial session in St. Louis, where it was hoped that plans would be announced for 

a new international temple headquarters building befitting the growing order. By 1920, the 

Stanbacks seem to be making good progress. Forty-nine-year-old Frank is now a porter in a dry 

goods firm, Frankie has given up working, and Jessie is a high-school student. Sadly, the city 

directories of the mid-1920s show how the couple’s fortunes changed. In 1925, the family is still 

living at 2806 Center and James is working as a porter at a 1211 Chester St. location of the Beal-

Burrow dry goods firm. In 1928, Frankie is still living in the house on Center Street, but is listed 

as a widow and Jessie is working as a cook. The next year, the two have moved to 3120 

Louisiana, perhaps after losing the house in the Crash and as a result of James’s death. Jessie is 

listed as working as a maid. Frankie does not appear in the 1930 census, but she reappears in the 
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1940 Census as a sixty-eight-year old lodger in Chicago who is unable to work. The now thirty-

nine-year-old and single Jessie is living with her and listed as a maid who has been out of work 

for sixty-five weeks. The family’s fortunes form an eerie parallel with those of the IOOT17 

 Lives of the rank and file members, who constituted ninety percent of the order are far 

harder to reconstruct than those of the leadership, whose names frequently appear in newspaper 

articles because of their work with the order or because of their own social standings. Tabernacle 

records have been lost, meaning members can most often only be identified by their headstones 

and poor African Americans rarely appear in the available local newspapers outside of the legal 

pages.  

 A sampling of ten Little Rock Daughters, whose names can be gleaned from headstones 

in Little Rock’s Fraternal Cemetery, show how much Lula West and Frankie Stanback stood 

apart from rank-and-file daughters in their community.  Of the first ten women with IOOT 

headstones who could be identified from census records, four were laundresses, two were cooks 

in private houses, two were elderly women living with their daughters’ families, and only two 

were listed as not working. Of these latter two, one’s husband worked in a carpenter shop and 

one is listed as a railroad laborer. Six of these families were renters, one woman was a cook 

living in, one was a lodger in a private house, and only two owned homes free and clear. Only 

                                                           
17  “Taborian Hall - Arkansas Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas”; “Grand Temple Meeting 
Is Here,” Arkansas Democrat (Little Rock, AR). July 18, 1910, p. 3; “Knights of Tabor: Reports 
of Various Departments Show Order to Be in Flourishing Condition” Arkansas Democrat, July 
21, 1910, p. 3; manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, 
population schedules, Pulaski County, AR; “Taborians to St. Louis.” Arkansas Gazette (Little 
Rock, AR), August 22, 1915; manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United States, 
1920, population schedules, Pulaski County, AR; Ancestry.com, U.S. City Directories, 1822-
1995; manuscript census returns, Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940, population 
schedules, Pulaski County, AR; Ancestry.com, U.S. City Directories, 1822-1995, 
www.interactive.ancestry.com/, accessed June 23, 2016.  
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forty percent were literate. As has been argued, Taborian ideals of property ownership were more 

aspirational than operational in many, if not most, cases in Little Rock.18 

 In the small towns of Central Arkansas, Taborians seemed to have fared a bit better. 

Lizzie Walker (1873-1925) of Bulah Tabernacle No. 366 in the small railroad town of Kensett, 

Arkansas is one of these silent members. It is only her tombstone in the Crow Cemetery that 

provides evidence of the existence of her tabernacle or that she was a member. As with many 

African Americans in the South, the railroad provided the Walker family with economic 

opportunity.19  

Kensett had been founded as a railroad town in 1872 along the route of the Cairo and 

Fulton. In 1907, the Missouri and North Arkansas Railroad passed through as well, providing 

stable employment for the small local population, which was only 480 in 1920. Gathering trade 

from former steamboat towns in White County, such as Searcy, Judsonia and West Point, and 

with the added activity of the lumber yards of the Doniphan Lumber Company, Kensett proved 

to be an unusually prosperous place for Central Arkansas. Lizzie’s husband would not rise to be 

                                                           
18 Hannah Barber, manuscript census returns, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, 
population schedules, Pulaski County, AR, accessed June 22, 2016 
www.interactive.ancestry.com; Rebecca Adams, Mary Armstrong, Eliza Beecham, Lettie 
Bledsoe, Rebecca Cole, manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, 
population schedules, Pulaski County, AR, accessed June 22, 2016, 
www.interactive.ancestry.com; Hattie Abrams, Matilda Cook, Fannie Crump, Fannie Deskard, 
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PulaskiCounty, AR, accessed June 22, 2016, www.interactive.ancestry.com. 
19 It was finding Lizzie Walker’s tombstone on a walk through Crow Cemetery that I first ran 
across the IOOT. In the same cemetery, on the same day, I found the first marker I had seen for 
the Supreme Royal Circle of the Friends of the World. Birth and death dates and tabernacle 
information from a personal photo of the author of Lizzie Walker's tombstone in Crow 
Cemetery, Kensett, AR. 
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a Pullman porter, a job which launched so many blacks into the middle class, but he would find 

steady work in the railroad yards, which would allow him to support his family.20 

Lizzie Walker was born in Arkansas in 1873 to parents born in Mississippi and 

Tennessee. James was also born in Arkansas to two parents from Alabama. Both families likely 

represented the significant in migration of African Americans to Arkansas following the Civil 

War, which African Methodist Episcopal bishop Henry McNeal Turner had dubbed “the great 

negro state of the country” in comparison to the more repressive conditions for blacks in the 

Deep South.  The 1900 census records that James and Lizzie had married in 1890, when she was 

seventeen and that the couple had owned a home on which they had a mortgage. Both James and 

Lizzie are listed as being able to read and write and Lizzie is not listed as working. Presumably, 

James’s income was sufficient for her to keep house and to care for her three sons and two 

daughters ranging in age from six to six months. 21  

In all, Walker gave birth to eleven children, at least eight of whom survived infancy and 

all of whom attended school. In the 1910 census, she is listed as a day laborer, likely returning to 

work after her children were older. All of her living children, six sons and two daughters ranging 

from 16 to one-and-one-half are living in the house. Two of James’s brothers, aged twenty-seven 

and eighteen are now living with the couple as well. James’s older brother, Willie, as well as his 

sixteen-year-old-son Willie are listed as mill laborers, likely at the Doniphan lumber mill, while 

his younger brother, Philip, is listed as a railroad section hand. In the meantime, James has 

                                                           
20 Scott Akridge, “Kensett (White County) - Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” 
www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net, accessed June 23, 2016; manuscript census returns, Twelfth 
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2016, interactive.ancestry.com. 
21 Story Matkin-Rawn, “‘The Great Negro State of the Country’: Arkansas’s Reconstruction and 
the Other Great Migration,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly 72, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 5. 
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changed his own profession, being listed as renting a farm. Things seem to be going quite well 

for the household with four men and one woman in the workforce as their mortgage is now listed 

as being paid off. In the 1920 census, five years before Lizzie’s premature death at the age of 

fifty-two, the household has been reduced to Lizzie and James and their sons Brown, nineteen; 

Johnnie, sixteen; Ottis, eleven; and new arrival George, five. James has returned to railroad work 

and has been joined by Brown. Lizzie is no longer listed as working and all four boys have 

attended school in the last year. The house remains clear of a mortgage. 

While less dramatic than the rise and fall of Frankie Stanback, Lizzie Walker’s story 

demonstrates the precarious economic position of African Americans in the Jim Crow South. A 

husband’s railroad wages placed the family in a better condition than that of most African 

Americans in their county and allowed the family to educate their children to the extent available 

in a rural community, but it was still necessary for Lizzie to work as a day laborer and to rely on 

the incomes of other teenage and adult family members living within the household. Lizzie’s 

cause of death is unknown, but it is likely related to the strain of being the only adult woman in a 

household that counted as many as twelve members while working to support the family. While 

she managed to give her family a better-than-average life, Lizzie Walker’s harried life reminds 

one of the Daughter’s funeral ritual calling tabernacle meetings “our undisturbed retreat, away 

from the worldly-minded, to enjoy a little season of happiness.”22 

                                                           
22 Manuscript census returns, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, population schedules, 
White County, AR; manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, 
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Tombstone of Lizzie Walker in the Crow Cemetery, Kensett, Arkansas. Author photo. 

 
Twenty-five miles southeast of Kensett in the White River town of Des Arc, Lizzie 

Walker’s near contemporary, Fannie Anderson (1876-1920) was a member of the town’s 

Southern Light Tabernacle No. 68. Anderson was born in Arkansas to parents who had come 

from Virginia and Mississippi. Around 1903, she married Henry Anderson and lived with her 

husband, a thirteen-year-old son from a previous marriage, and a niece. Des Arc was booming 

from lumber and expanding rice cultivation, having grown from 640 in 1890 to 1061 in 1910, but 

Fannie and Henry’s lives show the unevenness of the prosperity. In 1910, they lived in a rented 

house and Henry, a teamster, had been out of work for three months, though all members of the 
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household could read and write and the children had both been in school. Things were not so dire 

that Fannie had sought work outside the house.23  

By 1920, Des Arc had grown to 1307 and noted Arkansas Architect Charles Thompson 

had recently completed a house for a prominent local family, but Henry and Fannie’s lives seem 

to have remained much the same. Henry is listed as a teamster in a stores mill and Fannie 

continued to stay home. Her son, Ellison, remained at home, but was now listed as a laborer in a 

stores mill and had brought a wife, Delia, into the household. While the year began promisingly 

enough, it would end tragically. Fannie’s tombstone records that she died on March 14 at the age 

of forty-three. No cause of death is listed, but in the records of Lakeside Cemetery, where she is 

buried, there is a grave for a second Fannie Anderson, aged four, daughter of Henry Pool 

Anderson, who died on the same day. It seems that after twelve years of marriage without a child 

of their own, Henry and Fannie had a daughter. Des Arc’s White River Journal does not record 

this double death, though it mentions several cases of white citizens with flu in March and April 

and dedicated two stories to the sudden death of one white infant as well as lending condolences 

for the death of a citizen’s long-unseen sister in his native Germany. It is only Anderson’s death 

certificate reveals that she died of tuberculosis, which seems likely to have caused the death of 

her daughter as well.24 

                                                           
23 Blake Wintory, “Draft: Arkansas African American Fraternal Headstones (May 2014)”; “Des 
Arc (Prairie County)," Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” accessed June 25, 2016, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net; manuscript census returns, manuscript census returns, 
Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, population schedules, Prairie County, AR. 
24 “Des Arc (Prairie County)”; manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United 
States, 1920, population schedules, Prairie County, AR; “Fannie Anderson ( - 1920) - Find A 
Grave Memorial,” accessed June 25, 2016, www.findagrave.com. No headline, 1, White River 
Journal (Des Arc, AR), March 11, 1920; “Greer McKenzie McQueen,” “Notes from up the 
Creek,” “Local and Personal Happenings,” White River Journal (Des Arc, AR), March 18, 1920; 
“Local and Personal Happenings,” White River Journal, March 25, 1920; “Local and Personal 
Happenings,” White River Journal, April 8, 1920; “Death Certificate for Fannie Anderson, 
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Fannie Anderson represents one more economic stratum of IOOT membership. While 

less fortunate than Lizzie Walker, she likely had a better life than most African Americans in 

Prairie County. Henry’s employment may have been unsteady at times, but he was a tradesman, 

not a laborer and, while they continued to live in a rented house, Fannie did not work outside the 

home.  

Amanda Pollard Hullett (1853-1925) of Hazen, Arkansas, the other county seat of Prairie 

County, is another of those rank-and-file members, whose connection to the order is known only 

by her headstone. The bottom half of her stone is broken, meaning the name, number, and town 

of her tabernacle are lost, but she most likely belonged to Green Grove Tab, No. 154 in Hazen. 

Her daughter Emma Hullett Smith was interviewed by the in 1933 for the Federal Writers’ 

Project Slave narrative project and gave this brief, poignant account of her mother’s life25: 

My folks belong to Dr. Hazen. He brought families from Tennessee. When the 
war broke out he took em to Texas. Then he brought em back here. When they 
was freed I heard my mother say they worked on for him and his boys (Alex and 
Jim Hazen) and they paid them. He was good to them. They had er plenty always. 
After the war they lived in good log houses and he give em land and lumber for 
the church. Same church we got cept a storm tore it down and this one built in 
place of it. He let em have a school. Same place it stands now. My mother 
(Mandy Huiett) got a Union pension till she died. She cooked at the first hotel in 
Hazen for John Lane. She washed and ironed till she died.26 
 

                                                           
March 15, 1920, Primary Registration District No. 3808, Arkansas Department of Health,” 
Certified copy in possession of the author. 
25 I happened across a photo of Amanda Hullett’s tombstone on the blog of author M. E. Hubbs, 
who also transcribes Emma Hullett Smith’s narrative. M. E. Hubbs, “‘She Washed and Ironed 
Till She Died’: Amanda Hulett, Former Slave,” Eras Gone, accessed November 18, 2014, www. 
erasgone.blogspot.com. Tabernacle membership information from “Taborian Hall - Arkansas 
Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas.” 
26 "Amanda Hullett Smith," Federal Writers’ Project: Slave Narrative Project, vol. 2, Arkansas, 
Part 6, (Washington, DC: Federal Writers Project of the Works Progress Administration for the 
State of Arkansas, 1941), 185-186. 
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Located in Central Arkansas’s Grand Prairie, Hazen was founded in 1854, when, as Smith 

indicates, Dr. William Cogswell Hazen and his family of Covington, Tennessee, settled the area 

with twenty-one slaves, who were valued at $14,700 in 1860. By 1871, the town had recovered 

sufficiently from the Civil War to have its own cotton gin and later was a major center of hay, 

lumber and, most notably, rice production. Hazen’s population grew from 458 to 783 from 1890 

to 1920, but the census records bear out Amanda’s daughter’s account of her hard life. In 1910, 

Hullett is listed as the widowed head of the household who had given birth to twelve children, of 

whom only four were living. While she owns her house free and clear, both she and her daughter 

Emma, 33, are listed as working as washerwomen. Emma is listed as married, but no husband is 

listed for the household. Four grandchildren, ranging from twenty to twelve with the last name 

Haley live in the house as does a fifteen year-old grandson with the last name Thomas. Despite 

these difficulties, all of the children are listed as being able to read and write and those of 

appropriate age are listed as having attended school. Hullett’s oldest grandson, Sam Haley is 

listed as a musician.27 

In the 1920 census, Amanda is again head of a household, living with her twenty-

six-year-old grandson, Harry Haley who is a laborer on a rice farm, her twelve-year-old 

granddaughter, Rosa Maxie, and a six-year-old girl named Jessie M. Smallwood, who is 

listed as “adopted.” Harry is listed as being able to read but not write. Rosa is recorded as 

having been in school, but, like her grandmother, is listed as not knowing how to read or 

                                                           
27 “Hazen (Prairie County) - Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” accessed June 23, 2016, 
www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net; manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United 
States, 1910, population schedules, Prairie County, AR. 
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write. 28 The conclusion of Emma’s narrative makes it clear that things had gotten only 

more difficult for the family and their neighbors by the 1930s: 

. . . we wash and iron all we can get now. None of us not on relief. . . . I can't 
wash no more. My hands and arms swell up with rheumatism. I still iron all I can 
get. 

The present conditions seems awful unsettled; wages low, prices high and 
work scarce at times. Men can get work in the hay two months and bout two 
months work in the rice or pickin cotton, either one. Then the work has played 
clean out till hay time next year. How do they live? Some of their wifes cooks for 
white people and they eat all they make up soon as they get paid. Only way they 
live.29 

 
Amanda Pollard Hullett is the poorest of the Central Arkansas women in this study, but 

she is more typical of the Taborian women who can be identified in both in Little Rock and also 

in East Arkansas. In Lee, Monroe, and Phillips Counties in the Arkansas Delta, ten women can 

be identified in the census records from their headstones. These women are far more likely to be 

rural, engaged in farming, and at the economic margins than their Central Arkansas sisters. Lee 

County was seventy-seven percent African-American in 1920. Monroe and Phillips were sixty-

one percent and seventy-four percent African-American, respectively.30 

 Sallie Deal was a member of Deborah Tabernacle No. 85 in Blackton, Arkansas. She 

lived in rural Hindman Township in Monroe County in the East Arkansas Delta and died in 1918 

at the age of thirty-six. In 1910, she and her husband, Sam, were tenant farmers raising cotton, 

                                                           
28 Manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920, population 
schedules, Prairie County, AR. 
29 "Amanda Hullett Smith," 185-186. 
30 University of Arkansas at Little Rock, “Population by Race and County 1910-1950,” Institute 
for Economic Advancement, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.aiea.ualr.edu/arkansas-census-
data.html?id=165:population-by-race-and-county-1910-1950&catid=1&tmpl=component. 
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living with their two-year-old son and infant daughter. While Sam could read and write, Sallie 

could not.31 

 Bere Doyle of Brinkley, the Monroe County seat, was a member of Metropolitan 

Tabernacle No. 246. She was born in Arkansas to a Tennessee-born father and a mother from 

Mississippi. In 1910, she was one of five children in a household that also included her parents, 

maternal grandparents, an uncle, and a cousin. All members of the household were literate except 

for her grandfather. Her railroad-worker father, Doyle, had been out of work for twenty-two 

weeks of the previous year. In the 1920 census, at age twenty, she was still living with her 

parents. Though they still lived in Brinkley Township, they had left Ward Three and were now 

living on a rented farm. Bere died in 1925 at the age of twenty-six.32 

 Like Bere Doyle, Mary Holloway, who died at age 30, is buried in Brinkley’s Haven Rest 

Cemetery. Her headstone is broken, so it is uncertain to which of the town’s tabernacles she 

belonged. Her father had been born in Texas and her mother in South Carolina. In the 1910 

census, she and her husband, Ed, are living in a rented house with their three children. Ed is 

listed as a laborer in the building industry and both he and Mary can read and write. Mary is not 

listed as working outside of the home and Ed has not been out of work during the previous 

year.33 

                                                           
31 Sallie Deal, manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, 
population schedules, Lee County, AR, accessed June 22, 2016, www. interactive.ancestry.com. 
32 Manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, population 
schedules, Monroe County, AR, accessed June 22, 2016, www. interactive.ancestry.com; 
manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920, population schedules, 
Monroe County, AR, accessed June 22, 2016. 
33 Manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, population schedules, 
Monroe County, Ar, 1910.  
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In all of the ten women and their families who can be identified in these three counties, 

four families were tenant farmers or sharecroppers, two lived on mortgaged farms, and only two 

owned farms free and clear. Of the two families not engaged in farming, one Daughter was the 

wife of a laborer, living in a rented house. The other was a widowed cook who worked for a 

family, but lived in a paid-for house.  These East Arkansas Daughters, like their Little Rock 

sisters, come much closer to the Kansas Taborian rhetoric of being an order for washer women 

and the laboring masses.34 

Amanda Pollard Hullett, Fannie Anderson, Lizzie Walker, Sallie Deal, Bere Doyle, and 

Mary Holloway present the lives of more typical tabernacle members than do those of Lula 

Walker and Frankie Stanback, much less Dr. Georgia Rooks Dwelle. An examination of a partial 

list of Arkansas tabernacles adds to this conclusion. Twenty-four tabernacles and six temples 

purchased commemorative bricks at the Taborian Hall in Little Rock. These numbers themselves 

attest to the relative strength of the tabernacles versus that of the temples. While this is not a 

complete list of tabernacles in the state at the time, the list does show the IOOT’s 

overwhelmingly rural and small-town constituency, even though it likely represents only the 

most affluent tabernacles: 

Figure 1: Temples and Tabernacles That Purchased a Brick in Taborian Hall 

                                                           
34Lurinda Miles, manuscript census returns, Lee County, Ar, 1900; Katie Clark, James McKinzie 
(widower of Lizzie d. 1919), Caldonia Scruggs, manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of 
the United States, 1920, population schedules, Lee County, AR; Sallie Deal, Bere Doyle, Mary 
Holloway, manuscript census returns, Monroe County, AR, 1910; Bere Doyle, manuscript 
census returns, Monroe County, AR, 1920; Mary Payne, manuscript census returns, Thirteenth 
Census of the United States, 1910, population schedules, Phillips County, AR; Ada Mae Brooks, 
manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920, population schedules, 
Phillips County, AR. 
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Of twenty-four tabernacles listed, only fourteen were located in a community that had a census 

population figure for 1910 or 1920. The average population of these fourteen is 2566. If the 

single “large” city of Argenta (North Little Rock) is removed, the average population drops to 

1906. Of the ten unincorporated communities, two were incorporated by 1940, one by 1970, and 

one by 1980. Six remain unincorporated. Most tabernacles were clearly located in communities 

more similar to Lizzie Walker’s Kensett and Sallie Deal’s Blackton than to Lula West’s North 

Little Rock and Frankie Stanback’s Little Rock. 

 The fourteen counties in which these twenty-four tabernacles lie are also telling: 
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Arkansas Counties with Taborian Temples and Tabernacles.  

 

Eight are in East Arkansas “black-belt” counties: Crittenden, Chicot, Desha, Lee, Jefferson, 

Mississippi, Monroe, and Phillips. All but one of these counties were black majority in 1910, 

with an average African-American population of seventy percent, compared to the state’s overall 

African-American population of twenty-eight percent. The remaining tabernacle in a South 

Arkansas county is located in black-majority Stamps in Lafayette County with an African-

American population of 52%. The tabernacles of the three Central Arkansas Counties are also 

largely in black majority communities: Biscoe in Prairie County; Scott in Lonoke County, home 

to the Marlgate Plantation; and Hensley and Wrightsville in rural, southern Pulaski County. The 

sole tabernacle listed Conway County is in the black-founded community of Menifee in the 
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Arkansas River Valley and the sole temple in Yell County is in the Arkansas River town of 

Dardanelle. 35  

Amanda Hullett’s Green Grove Tabernacle in Hazen is in forty thirty-two percent 

African-American Prairie County, as is the Biscoe Tabernacle and Fannie Anderson’s Southern 

Light Tabernacle in Des Arc. Hullett’s story illustrates the town’s significant black domestic and 

agricultural workforce and the coherence of the community, but other factors may be significant 

as well for the seeming overrepresentation of tabernacles within the county. In the 1880s, Prairie 

County was the birthplace of the biracial Agricultural Wheel movement, which brought together 

tenant farmers and others in a precursor to the national populist foment of the 1890s. The 

original Wheel was organized at the Wattensaw school house near Des Arc and the movement 

quickly spread into Lonoke County, home to the Scott tabernacle and White County, home to 

Lizzie Walker’s Bulah Tabernacle in Kensett. While there is presently no evidence linking IOOT 

families to Wheel activities, the activism of the preceding generation does much to explain the 

presence of tabernacles in these counties outside of the Black Belt or Pulaski County’s vital 

black communities.36 

As with the sizes of the towns in which they were located, the tabernacles’ geographic 

distribution roots the IOOT firmly in rural black-majority communities seeking to defend 

themselves during the rise of Jim Crow and disfranchisement. It is easy to see how an 

                                                           
35 All city population data is from the Encyclopedia of Arkansas, accessed June 23, 2016, 
www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net. County racial data is from “Population by Race and County 
1910-1950,” Institute for Economic Advancement, University of Arkansas at Little Rock, 
www.aiea.uarl.edu, accessed June 25, 2016. “Marlgage Plantation," Encyclopedia of Arkansas, 
accessed June 23, 2016, www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net.   
36 “Agricultural Wheel - Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” accessed June 25, 2016, 
www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net. 

http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/
http://www.aiea.uarl.edu/
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organization billing itself as follows in 1914 would be particularly appealing in these ever more 

difficult circumstances: 

The International Order of Twelve Knights and Daughters of Tabor is a race 
institution; every phase of its government, its ritualism, its literature and all its 
manifold paraphernalia is the work of the Negro mind, Negro brains, Negro 
ingenuity.37 
 

While Hullett, Deal, and Holloway may not have had the success of Emma Gaines, each of these 

women knew herself to be a priestess of the primordial tabernacle of Saba Meroe, a descendant 

of the race which brought enlightenment to the world, an initiate who had passed through the 

snakes and beasts of the underworld to claim her birthright. The significant overlap between the 

sites of these tabernacles and future sites of divisions of the Universal Negro Improvement 

Association will be discussed in Chapter Seven.  

 

 As with the women of Mount Tabor, the male upper echelon of the organization touched 

the upper rungs of African-American society in the South, if it did not exemplify its summit. S. 

A. Jordan’s social circles overlapped with S. A. Jones, the noted Little Rock attorney who served 

as the I.O.O.T’s counsel, and J. E. Bush, Little Rock founder of the Mosaic Templars of America 

and member of the executive committee of Booker T. Washington’s National Negro Business 

League, but Jordan was certainly not their social peer.38 As with the rank-and-file Daughters of 

the Tabernacle, the Knights tended to represent a middling layer of middle America’s black 

communities, rising above the marginal existence of sharecroppers and domestics, but generally 

                                                           
37 Advertisement, Kansas City Sun, July 25, 1914. 
38 “Scipio Africanus Jones (1863–1943) - Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” accessed July 3, 2016, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2427; A. E. 
Bush, History of the Mosaic Templars of America: Its Founders and Officials (Fayetteville, Ark: 
University of Arkansas Press, 2008), 65. 
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not rising into the ranks of the professional and political class. Topeka’s Plaindealer put it well 

in 1907: 

This order reaches out for great masses of the laboring class of people of 
the race, places every member on a level, no preference being shown any 
particular member of the lodge. If the individual member does not succeed in 
living up to the teachings of the order, thereby causing him to lose his standing, it 
is his own fault and not that of the body which gives proper and wholesome 
instruction. Many persons have secured homes and good positions for living up 
and carrying out the rules of the order.39 

 
 The state’s most prominent Knight of Tabor was John H. Johnson of Augusta, who 

served as international vice grand mentor and challenged Dickson for leadership in the early 

1880s while serving as a district grand mentor for the state. Johnson represents an exception to 

the image of the middling Taborian and, had he lived longer, might well have changed the 

order’s socioeconomic profile. A union veteran, attorney, major landholder, and state legislator, 

Johnson was grand master of Arkansas’s Prince Hall Masons from 1873-1878. After his 

leadership contests with Dickson at St. Louis in 1883 and Memphis in 1884, he disappears from 

the available Taborian records and died unexpectedly at the age of 45 in Little Rock in 1885.40  

Had Johnson lived and maintained his position in the order’s upper echelon, it is possible 

that the IOOT might have penetrated more deeply into the state’s upper class. Instead, Johnson’s 

last fraternal activity seems to have focused on the founding of the Mosaic Templars. Here too 

Johnson’s ambitions would be sidetracked. Stories of the 1883 founding of the Templars list 

                                                           
39 “Order of Twelve Is Booming” Plaindealer (Topeka, KS), June 28, 1907. 
40 “Knights of Tabor,” The Leavenworth Times (Leavenworth, KS), August 17, 1883; “Knights 
of Tabor,” Memphis Daily Appeal, August 13, 1884; “Knights of Tabor,” Arkansas Weekly 
Mansion (Little Rock, AR), November 24, 1883; “John H. Johnson - Arkansas Black Lawyers,” 
accessed July 3, 2016, http://arkansasblacklawyers.uark.edu/lawyers/jhjohnson.html; “A Noted 
Colored Man Dead,” Daily Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock, AR), July 14, 1885. 
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Johnson along with J. E. Bush and C. W. Keatts, but, by the time Bush’s son published the 

order’s official history in 1923, Johnson had disappeared from accounts of the founding.41 

In a different reading of Johnson’s career with the IOOT and his role in founding the 

Mosaic Templars, one might argue that his affiliation with the former was more a matter of 

practicality than solidarity. The growing IOOT offered a man of Johnson’s position and ambition 

a ready-made national vehicle. Johnson was not someone who thought of himself as a rank-and-

file Taborian, but instead thought himself an appropriate person to displace Dickson, the founder. 

His very assumption that he could enter and lead says volumes about his opinion of the position 

of its leaders, much less of its average members. 

Once one leaves the top echelons of the order, the male rank and file are much more 

difficult to identify and analyze, even more so than the women of the order given the scarcity of 

Knights’ headstones compared to those of Daughters. This leaves the selection to Knights whose 

names appear in the news, a degree of prominence which already skews the sample upwards 

since newspaper mentions were generally reserved for state officers. Recognizing this bias in 

sampling, a few such Arkansas names will prove have to stand in for being as close to exemplary 

as possible.  

Johnson’s fellow district grand mentor in Arkansas during the early 1880s was Lawrence 

Coleman, and the contrast in their relative social positions is stark. In 1883, the thirty-one-year-

old, Virginia-born Coleman was described by the Arkansas Weekly Mansion as “one of the most 

prominent members of the order,” and, while clearly a respectable member of Little Rock’s 

African-American community, the facts of his life indicate that Coleman is a more typical 

                                                           
41 “Mosaic Templars,” Arkansas Weekly Mansion (Little Rock, AR), July 14, 1883; “A Spicy 
Letter,” Arkansas Weekly Mansion, August 18, 1883; Bush, History of the Mosaic Templars of 
America. 
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Knight than Johnson. In the 1876 city directory, he is listed as a laborer. In the 1880 census, he is 

recorded as a cook and one of five male borders in the home of Rubin Armstrong. In the 1883 

city directory, he appears as a cook at the Deming House Hotel, which advertised itself to 

commercial travelers. At the time of his involvement with the Knights, Johnson was clearly a 

young man working his way up in the world, but his rise was recent and his hold tentative.42 

The Taborian men of Hot Springs provide a bit more information on something closer to 

the typical Taborian. These samples skew affluent because the names are limited to names that 

appear in the news and to those of officers listed in city directories. They are further skewed by 

Hot Springs being an atypical Taborian location for the state. The city’s 1910 population of 

14,434 puts it at seven times the average size of the incorporated towns in the table of known 

Arkansas temples and tabernacles and making it a metropolis to those living in the many 

unincorporated rural communities. Further, the high number of hotel and other service-industry 

jobs in the city skew the economic demographics away from those of the Black-Belt and Central 

Arkansas counties. Nevertheless, the backgrounds of these more affluent Taborians show that the 

order as a whole drew from the lower reaches of middling African Americans in the state.43 

Jackson Allen of Hot Springs provides an example of the local Taborian officer in 

Arkansas. Allen’s name appears in the August 25, 1883, edition of the Arkansas Mansion in 

relation to the national grand session in Lawrence, Kansas: 

                                                           
42 “Knights of Tabor,” Arkansas Mansion (Little Rock, AR), November 24, 1883; Ancestry.com 
- U.S. City Directories, 1822-1995; manuscript census returns, Tenth Census of the United 
States, 1880, population schedules, Pulaski County, AR; Advertisement, Daily Arkansas Gazette 
(Little Rock, AR), March 8, 1883. 
43 “Hot Springs (Garland County) - Encyclopedia of Arkansas,” accessed July 17, 2016, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=887. 
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Jackson Allen of Hot Springs, late of this city, passed through here last 
Tuesday en route home, from Lawrence Kansas, where he had been in attendance 
on the grand lodge of the Knights of Tabor and Daughters of the Tabernacle.44 

 
Even this mention sets Jackson above the rank and file, showing that he was of sufficient status 

in the order to attend a national meeting and that he was a person on familiar terms with the 

editor of the Mansion, Little Rock’s African-American newspaper. 

 The 1880 census for Pulaski County lists Allen as living at 815 Fourteenth Street with his 

wife Luvenia, two sons, and five daughters. The census reports Allen to be a forty-eight-year-old 

laborer, born in Georgia, who, like his wife and nineteen-year-old son Henry, can neither read 

nor write. The family is sufficiently secure that Luvenia is listed as keeping house, but Henry is a 

hotel worker and fourteen-year-old Lee is working in a store. Twelve-year-old Nedie and ten-

year-old Julia are both in school while three younger daughters are at home. The children’s 

birthplaces put the family arriving in Arkansas in 1870 in the black in-migration to the state that 

followed the Civil War. Jackson Allen does not appear in the census for Hot Springs or the 

available city directories. The 1881-1882 Hot Springs city directory does list both a Henry and a 

Lee Allen as porters for barbers Frank Fountain and Charles Valentine, who operated out of the 

Arlington Hotel, one of the city’s premiere resorts. The literacy of the younger children, the 

household supported by three working men with a wife keeping house in Little Rock, and the 

two son’s eventual positions in an exclusive barber shop elicit an image of a family on the rise to 

security, with the sons rising a notch above their father’s more modest means.45 

 The 1881-1882 Hot Springs directory does not have any listings for African-American 

secret societies other than the Eastern Star, Odd Fellows, and Household of Ruth, but the 1883-

                                                           
44 “Personal,” Arkansas Mansion (Little Rock, AR), August 25, 1883. 
45 Manuscript census returns, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, population schedules, 
Pulaski County, AR; Ancestry.com - U.S. City Directories, 1822-1995.  
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1884 directory lists Ozark Temple No. 137 as meeting every Thursday at Ledwidge Hall, which 

was also the meeting place of the Prince Hall Masons and African-American Odd Fellows. 

George N. John is listed as chief mentor and Robert C. Upshaw as secretary. Chief Mentor John 

appears in the 1881-1882 city directory as a grocery clerk at S. C. Spalding. Upshaw is a waiter 

at the Arlington Hotel, which was considered one of the city’s three best, but was then a 

considerably less grand establishment than it would become after rebuilding and subsequent 

expansions. Neither has a personal listing in the 1883-1884 directory where they appear as 

K.O.T. officers. While the information on these two men is limited, they do begin to create a 

picture of Taborian life in Hot Springs, especially when their information is combined with that 

of the Allen brothers. One easily imagines a lodge populated by clerks and porters, many of 

whom began life in slavery and have since obtained some degree of professional and community 

standing. At the same time, the professions of the two officers likely indicate that the social 

range of the Ozark Temple did not rise much higher than this group and likely included laborers 

in more tenuous positions, and this in what was by all indications a particularly prosperous 

temple.46 

 This picture of the Hot Springs Taborians’ social location becomes clearer when its 

officers are compared to those listed for the Prince Hall Masons, Odd Fellows, and Knights of 

Pythias in the 1883-1884 directory. The Masons’ worshipful master and secretary were, 

respectively, a bathhouse attendant and a porter at the Avenue Hotel, considered one of the city’s 

best after the three major resorts. Two Odd Fellows officers are listed in the available directories, 

one as an attendant at the Old Hale Bathhouse and the other is the principal at the Whittington 

                                                           
46 Ancestry.com - U.S. City Directories, 1822-1995; The Hot Springs Arkansas Picture Book (St. 
Louis: The Woodward & Tiernan printing co., 1892), 32. 
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Avenue School. Of two Pythian officers who can be identified, one owns a grocery and the other 

is the head waiter at the Waverly Hotel, which an 1892 guide lists in the second tier of 

establishments behind major resorts like the Arlington. The officers of each of these lodges 

represent a higher social strata than Ozark Temple, with a school principal, a business owner, 

and a headwaiter clearly outranking a grocery clerk and a dining room waiter. The positions of 

one Prince Hall Mason as a hotel porter and another as a bathhouse attendant may seem 

surprisingly modest for what one would expect to be the city’s most elite lodge, but porters and 

attendants could both earn superior tips and fees. The 1892 guide says that a bathhouse attendant 

was allowed to charge fifteen cents per bath or three dollars for a bather’s standard course of 

twenty-one baths.47 

The notable category of exceptions to the rule for male membership is to be found among 

ministers affiliated with the order. Given the order’s popularity among women committed to 

respectability, this is little surprise, but even here, ministers tended to be more middling and rural 

rather than filling top urban pulpits. Chapter Five showed something of Dickson’s relationship 

with the A.M.E. church and Wilson’s middling status within the humbler C.M.E. church, but 

here too, an Arkansas example may be illustrative. 

Rev. Ruben B. White of Little Rock is the most elite minister identified with the IOOT in 

Arkansas. He served as grand scribe of the national temple in 1879-1880 and vice grand mentor 

in 1880-1881. He likely knew Dickson from immigration work as he had served as a member of 

the Arkansas Colored People’s convention when it discussed migration. White was a free-born 

native of Indiana. In 1860, he was living at home near Indianapolis on his father’s farm, whose 
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personal and real property were valued at $775. While the family was comfortable, and the 

children were attending school, the household included Reuben’s mother, his Methodist-minister 

brother, Henry, his brother, James, who would also be a Baptist minister, and two other siblings. 

Reuben, like many blacks and whites born on similar farmsteads, would need to make his own 

way in the world.48 

Arriving in Arkansas around 1868, White rose rapidly. His brother James, six years his 

senior, had already established himself in Helena and reported $9,500 in property in 1870. The 

younger White served alongside his brother in the Arkansas Senate representing Little Rock for a 

term before the recapture of the state by Redeemer Democrats in 1874 severely circumscribed 

the ambitions of African-American politicians. White continued to be active in Republican ward 

politics in the city of Little Rock, but largely focused on growing the First Missionary Baptist 

Church at Seventh and Gaines Streets, of which he was the second pastor. By 1883, he had 

successfully completed an impressive gothic revival church building in red brick, which still 

stands. In August of 1886, he died suddenly while visiting Chicago and the very time the IOOT 

was having its national convention, which it seems likely he was in the city to attend.49 

                                                           
48 “Rev. R. B. White,” Daily Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock, AR), August 26, 1886; Blake J. 
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Index, 1878-1922, Ancestry.com; “Knights of Tabor,” Chicago Daily Tribune, August 14, 1886. 



277 
 

White is an excellent example of what sociologist E. Franklin Frazier characterized as 

“retreating into ‘the world of make-believe’” or which historian John Gigge has more recently 

described as blacks turning to build up the structures of the church and secret societies as 

Southern whites increasingly closed the public sphere to them. One can certainly see the appeal 

of creating parallel power structures to an ambitious man like White, who found himself out of 

office after redemption and found himself locked in internal battles between largely white native 

Brindletail Republicans and the largely northern and African-American Minstrel faction. The 

IOOT’s focus on uplift and its emphasis on blacks as capable of public responsibility because 

they were the descendants of the authors of civilization would certainly have been appealing.50 

White’s peak of activity in the IOOT overlaps the institution of the Uniform Rank and 

Saba Meroe degrees, with the latter’s emphasis on Africa as the mother of civilization. One can 

see White’s amenability to this line of thinking in an address delivered by Little Rock Dentist 

and fellow political activist J. H. Smith at the dedication of White’s new church in 1883. Smith 

told the congregation: 

the first building or pyramid put up in this world was erected by a colored man. 
The first architect was a colored man, whose name was Nimrod the mighty 
hunter. He built the pyramids of Egypt. Thus, we have not always been behind. 
We were once a foremost people.51 
 

The Arkansas Weekly Mansion summarized the rest of the address and its themes of respect for 

women, self-defense, and mutual aid: 

He said one of the most important questions with the colored people was we do 
not respect our women. . . . A man should die for his wife should any one insult 
her. He said the word negro was a despised name, but all the great nations sprang 
from a name given in derision. We must learn to love the word negro. . . . There is 
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Missouri Historical Review LXXIV, no. October (1979): 52; Giggie, After Redemption, 12. 
51 “Grand Opening of the Missionary Baptist Church Last Sunday,” Arkansas Weekly Mansion 
(Little Rock, AR), November 24, 1883. 
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nothing more disgusting than to see our educated children dressing themselves in 
white aprons to be waiters. No master will show a servant that respect that he 
would his equal. 
 . . . White men have no faith in the virtues of a negress. When our young 
ladies go into a store they don’t mind insulting them, they turn and smile and 
perhaps take a dress before they leave. He said the next to be considered was to 
secure homes of our own. It is a shame on our people, when one dies that don’t 
belong to a secret society the funeral expenses has to be begged or the city must 
bury them.52 
 

White certainly shared Smith’s sentiments, though it is unclear whether the prominent Dr. Smith 

himself was a Knight. White’s own address that day was taken from Psalm 50:15, “Call upon me 

on the day of your trouble and I will deliver thee.” The church raised the prodigious sum of $308 

that day toward retiring the building debt. Part of this came from charging one dollar for 

admission for the day’s services and the remainder was raised by a method that Daughters of the 

Tabernacle would no doubt have approved for giving women their due: 

The pastor had a hole cut on each side of the pulpit, called the missionary box, 
where the ladies stepped up one side and the gentlemen on the other. Some 
women put in $2 and $3, after paying one at the door, to pay money for the 
church. There is not a better paying poor people to be found.53 
 

At first glance, White appears to be unquestionably a member of the elite, but the details of his 

life show why the more modest milieu of the IOOT may have appealed to him. White was not 

born an upper-class mulatto, like his Senate colleague, James W. Mason, who was the privately-

educated son of a wealthy planter, nor was he an A.M.E. district elder, whose denomination and 

rank gave him entre to the upper wrungs of black society. Instead, he was a self-made man, who 

found his political ambitions circumscribed by the closing of the state’s political sphere to 

African Americans and then found new ways to exercise leadership. His status was tied to his 
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being a successful minister of a less prominent denomination, the same denomination as Emma 

Gaines and many other Taborians.54  

 

 The picture that emerges in this chapter is of Taborians as strivers, doing their best to rise 

in a society where Reconstruction’s promise of economic mobility was giving way to Jim 

Crow’s restrictions. For many, especially in rural farming communities, this remained little more 

than an aspiration. Many of the Daughters and Knights whose lives are sketched here have to be 

taken as exceptional rather than illustrative. To be a woman who could afford payments for a 

headstone or a man whose name rated a listing in the press already sets these individuals above 

the Taborian rank and file. As the next chapter will show, this did not stop the Taborians from 

making impressive future contributions to the struggle to exercise agency and seize opportunity.  
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Chapter Seven 
 

The Universal Negro Improvement Association 
 
 
 
The meteoric rise and fall and lasting cultural impact of Marcus Garvey’s Universal 

Negro Improvement Association has been documented by Colin Grant and others. What has been 

understudied are UNIA’s undeniably fraternal characteristics and how an existing fraternal 

culture, particularly that of distinctive African-American organizations like the IOOT and RCF, 

prepared the way for African-Americans to resonate with UNIA’s ideals and to drive its rapid 

growth. Here, those fraternal characteristics will be elucidated and their parallels to preexisting 

usages shown. The final two-thirds of the chapter look at how the Taborians and Royal Circle 

members expressly prepared the ground for Garveyism, providing a living institutional link from 

the Union League to UNIA.1 

On its surface, UNIA was a mass organization open to all people of African descent, but 

Grant recognizes UNIA’s underlying fraternal characteristics. He notes that Garvey saw a death 

insurance benefit as a central feature and that he referred to the bylaws of existing fraternal 

organizations when he composed UNIA’s constitution. He credits the latter as the source of 

UNIA titles like potentate, chaplain general, supreme commissioner, and high chancellor, even 

noting that “the titles came first, the costumes would follow.”2 Where Grant errs is in his reliance 

on Freemasonry in general, and English and Caribbean Freemasonry in particular, as Garvey’s 

models. He overlooks the rich, distinctly African-American developments of fraternalism when 

he writes: 
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Mutual improvement associations were nothing new. Garvey’s innovation was to 
attempt to weld commercial and cultural aspirations onto the body of the soon-to-
be-improved Negro.3 
 

Just as his devaluing of uniforms omits the importance of the long tradition of African-American 

drilling, here he shows a lack of familiarity with a number of black fraternal groups with a long 

commitment to racial uplift and economic development. Particularly relevant here are the Mosaic 

Templars, long closely associated with Booker T. Washington’s National Negro Business 

League, the IOOT, with its near religious zeal for home ownership, savings and investment, and 

the RCF. As will be discussed later in this chapter, it was precisely in these organizations’ 

strongest areas of concentration that UNIA enjoyed some of its greatest recruiting success.4 

 UNIA’s ritual structure fails to live up to Bogdan’s initiatory model in some important 

ways. Notably that there was no initiation, per se. The Universal Negro Catechism outlines two 

categories of members: 

Q. Who are the ordinary members of the Association? 
A. All people of Negro blood and African descent are regarded as ordinary 
members, and are entitled to the consideration of the organization. 
Q. Who are the active members? 
A. Those who pay monthly dues for the upkeep of the organization, and who in 
consequence have have first claim for all benefits to be dispensed.5 

 
In the organization’s rhetoric, UNIA represented the entire African race and therefore one need 

not be initiated as one had been born into the order. But, to maintain the organization’s fraternal 

character without damaging the claim to speak for all people of African descent, the category of 
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“active” members recognized those who had made a special commitment. Garvey seems to have 

wisely understood that a required initiation would have limited the organization’s claimed scope 

and, perhaps also, that it would have limited reach to those with religious scruples on the subject, 

like the growing number of African-American Pentecostals. 

 Neither was UNIA’s ritual particularly elaborate, and this too seems to have been tactical. 

The UNIA ritual was something closer to an order of service for the weekly meetings. Perhaps 

more significant than its content is The Universal Negro Ritual’s name. It is neither The 

Universal Negro Service Book nor The Universal Negro Prayer Book. It is a ritual, the fraternal, 

not the religious term.  

Like the catechism, The Universal Negro Ritual, published in 1921, was written by 

chaplain general George Alexander McGuire, who, after becoming disillusioned during his years 

as the Episcopal Diocese of Arkansas’s Archdeacon for the Colored Work and eventually falling 

out with Garvey, went on to become the founding bishop of the African Orthodox Church. The 

weekly Sunday division meetings included opening with the missionary hymn, “From 

Greenland’s Icy Mountain,” prayers adapted from the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, 

hymns written for UNIA, such as “O Africa awaken” and “Shine on Eternal Light,” one or more 

addresses, additional prayers, and the singing of UNIA’s African national anthem, “Ethiopia, 

land of our fathers.”6 

 The meetings did have much in common with church services in their form. Randall K. 

Burkett, curator of African American Collections at Emory’s Rose Library, has written of 
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UNIA’s vocabulary as a religious one. His findings are cogent, but closer analysis shows that 

this language also has much in common with the fraternal vocabulary discussed in Chapter Two. 

Burkett argues that rather than being escapism or utopianism, Garvey’s message used powerful 

symbolism to motivate and reassure his followers and the only question is whether “these are 

isolated and/or extrinsic elements adopted only for their instrumental value or whether they have 

a larger significance.” Burkett argues the latter, analyzing the importance of “commitment, 

determination, and sacrifice” in spoken and written calls for the redemption of Africa. He reads 

this and the importance of various “life pledges” in religious terms. Chapter Two argued that the 

distinction between religion and fraternalism is a false one. One may read much of UNIA’s 

language as expressly fraternal, without denying that it is also religious. Commitment, 

determination, and sacrifice lie at the heart of most fraternal mythology, whether it is the IOOT’s 

image of Gideon’s band on Mount Tabor facing an overwhelming enemy or the willingness to 

die for a friend in the myth of Damon and Pythias. Life pledges, in the form of oaths, were, of 

course a central feature of fraternal initiation, wherein the candidate publicly affirmed his loyalty 

to his new identity.7 

 In another instance, Burkett describes a Hot Springs, Arkansas man’s “conversion” to 

Garveyism. The language of the account is revivalist, as William L. Sherrill speaks of the 

profound experience he had in hearing Garvey speak after wandering into a meeting off the 

street, but Sherrill concludes his account by saying that, when it was over, “I knew my sacred 

obligations to my Creator, and my responsibilities to my fellow men.” This is the language of 

fraternalism. In fraternal oaths and in post-initiation explanatory lectures, the hierarchy of duties 

to God, family, fellow fraternalists, and humanity in general often form a central feature. Garvey 
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knew how to use the forms of religion to create a bond with the intentionality and intense 

identification of fraternalism.8 

UNIA hymns reiterated the theme of African identity as surely as Pythian ritual created 

knights or the IOOT created priestesses of Amun. The titles of the hymns “I am a stranger here, 

Africa is my home” and “O’ Africa awaken,” both hint at the importance of identity creation in 

terms Marini’s thesis on Protestant hymnody elucidates. Historian Claudrena N. Harold argues 

that UNIA music had five main themes: “race pride, the need for black unity across international 

lines, the pernicious effects of global white supremacy on African descended peoples, the rank-

and-file’s devotion to Marcus Garvey, and African redemption.” Garveyism’s goals were more 

systematic and this-worldly than those of Protestant Christianity. The fraternal model was 

necessary to create and maintain the commitment UNIA’s vision required.9 

 In his analysis, Burkett cites a 1928 article in The Nation by sociologist E. Franklin 

Frazier. Frazier’s analysis of UNIA makes its essentially fraternal character even clearer. He 

expressly compares the motivating power of UNIA to that of the second Klan among whites. 

While Frazier distinguishes UNIA from the lodge and church as being a mass movement, many 

of the attractions he lists are fraternal, in terms similar to those used by Giggie in After 

Redemption:  

 Garvey. . . . made the Negro an important person in his immediate 
environment. He invented honors and social distinctions. . . . While everyone was 
not a “Knight” or “Sir” all his followers were “Fellow-men of the Negro Race.” 
Even more concrete distinctions were open to all. The women were organized into 
Black Cross Nurses and the men became uniformed members of the vanguard of 
the Great African Army. A uniformed member of a Negro lodge paled in 
significance beside a soldier of the Army of Africa. A Negro might be a porter 
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during the day . . . but he was an officer in the black army when it assembled at 
night in Liberty Hall.10 
 

 Frazier argues that what was new about UNIA was not in its forms—he testifies to the 

importance of the use of existing fraternal forms—but that Garvey inscribed the time-proven 

formulae with a new sense of urgency and ultimacy. Burkett rightly refers to this as “a not 

infrequent note of apocalypticism.” Moses Dickson offered his fraternal family a vision of the 

glories of a primordial Africa as a source of identity. In Frazier’s words, Garvey “endows the 

redemption of Africa with the mystery of the regeneration of mankind.” The template was not 

new, but Garvey gave the esoteric, ancient Africa of Delany and Dickson an eschatological 

immediacy and urgency that galvanized hundreds of thousands compared to the tens of 

thousands mobilized by the back-to-Africa and fraternal movements that preceded him.11 The 

abstract assertions of black fraternal drilling in the decades since the demise of the Union League 

were revivified by UNIA. Other fraternal parallels are equally clear. Harold reports that a 

number of UNIA divisions in southern cities purchased their own “Liberty Halls” and that street 

celebrations were an important part of articulating group identity.12 

 

How the IOOT Prepared the Way for UNIA 

Hahn recognized the roots of UNIA’s success, without exploring it in detail. He writes: 

the meetings of local chapters employed rituals highly evocative of Union 
Leagues and, especially, fraternal and benevolent societies, with their oaths and 
pledges, their use of UNIA’s Constitution and book of laws, and, on occasion, 
their resplendent, quasi-military displays.13 
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He also recognizes that UNIA “seems to have been particularly attractive to the first generation 

of southern migrants to the Urban North.” In this, he gives an explanation of how northern black 

communities, which seem to have shown little interest in Taborianism’s florid displays and Afro-

Centric thinking, suddenly found themselves fertile recruiting areas for Garveyism. Hahn argues 

these southern migrants likely experienced “a profound resonance between the experiences and 

sensibilities” between their own culture and “the ideas and culture of Garvey and UNIA.” Sadly, 

Hahn’s discussion in this chapter of organizations contributing to this sentiment goes no further 

than the Knights of Labor and the Colored Farmers Alliance. He recognizes that fraternalism is 

important in African-American political and community development and sees echoes of the 

Union League, but does not examine how fraternalism survived and developed in the fifty years 

that separate the League and UNIA. Neither the IOOT, nor the Mosaic Templars, nor the 

Supreme Royal Circle of Friends, nor any of the distinct African-American Fraternal 

organizations discussed so far appear in Hahn’s work. His discussions of fraternalism are limited 

to two paragraphs, one recognizing them as part of “a formidable and intermeshed infrastructure 

of social and political organizations” and the other a laundry list of benevolent orgnaizations 

from W. E. B. Dubois’s “The Negroes of Farmville, Virginia.” 14 

 This is perhaps not surprising of Hahn, but it is more surprising of Mary Rolinson. 

Rolinson’s 2007 Grassroots Garveyism: The Universal Negro Improvement Association in the 

Rural South, 1920-1927 made an important intervention in the historiography of UNIA, moving 

the focus away from the territory of the Harlem Renaissance to the Deep South, where the 

majority of Garveyites lived. Rolinson is exceptionally attentive to the organizations that built 

upon the work of UNIA, but is not nearly so interested in organizations that might have been its 
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basis. As with Hahn, none of the southern founded or based black distinctive orders appear in her 

work. She acknowledges that “churches, fraternal orders, and lodges, provided ready forums for 

spreading the message,” but this is not an avenue she pursues. The nearly complete absence of 

organizational records and African-American newspapers for Arkansas certainly make stitching 

such links together a daunting challenge, but the indirect evidence for the IOOT and RCF 

midwifing UNIA and aiding in its rapid growth are considerable.15 

 First, there is the undisputed evidence that the IOOT provided an ideological framework 

that prepared African-Americans to receive UNIA’s message. Taborians’ external mythology 

rested on the Knights of Liberty—that tens of thousands of black men who stood at the ready to 

be their people’s own liberators rather than needing to be liberated by beneficent whites. The 

story was not only a feature of speeches at IOOT gatherings, but one which circulated in 

newspapers and, no doubt, also by word of mouth. Black capacity for political and economic 

self-liberation was intrinsic to its mythos and to its Washington-inspired message of uplift. 

Internal Taborian mythology rested on its most widely worked degree, the Saba Meroe. 

Here, Africa was presented as the mother of civilization, the teacher of Moses. Jim Crow and 

Social Darwinism were actively countered with a vision of Africans as great architects, 

scientists, and philosophers. It is not too far of a stretch to see how the red, white, and green 

candles of the Knights of Tabor’s Uniform rank suggested the colors of Garvey’s Pan-African 

flag. 

 Second, while drilling and parading may have embarrassed black elites, Taborians were 

prime promoters of this tradition that so appealed to Garveyites. The black and white press had 

spent decades giving detailed accounts of Taborian parades before UNIA’s founding. Princes in 
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parade uniforms and princesses, either crowned in carriages or competing in drills, easily 

translate into Garvey in his uniform and the massive demonstrations of the conventions. 

 Third, the two organizations share an unusual rite, which Taborians called adoption and 

the Garveyites called baptism. In the Taborian manuals, the adoption rite was for children of 

Knights and Daughters under five and ideally took place during a state’s grand session. The rite 

opened with the hymn, “How lovely are Thy dwellings fair” in which the singer speaks of the 

pleasantness of God’s tabernacles, her desire to see God’s temples, and the happiness and 

strength of those who dwell therein. After this, the chief grand orator prayed in part for God “to 

accept this child to Thy service, and to prosper this, our adoption. Then, the chief grand mentor, 

with the child in his arms says: 

In the name of the International Order of Twelve, I do this day adopt (gives the 
name of the child) to be the child of the Knights of Tabor of the Grand Temple 
and Tabernacle . . . . . . and jurisdiction.16 
 

Those present responded “We honor, welcome, and accept.” The child is then given to the grand 

high priestess, who says, “In the name of the Daughters of Tabor of the Grand Temple and 

Tabernacle for . . . . . . and jurisdiction, we adopt this child,” to which the assembly makes the 

same response. Next the child is given to the grand queen mother, who says, “In the name of the 

Maids and Pages of Honor of the Grand Temple and Tabernacle for . . . . . . and jurisdiction, we 

accept the adoption of this infant, and assign this child as a member of . . . . . . . Tent, No. . . . .” 

The rite concludes with the chief grand mentor announcing “every Knight and every Daughter of 

the State and jurisdiction are god-fathers and god-mothers of this child.”17  
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After this, three verses of a rather obscure Isaac Watts hymn, “The spacious earth is all 

the Lord’s,” are sung. Though the hymn is still in use in the 1918 Taborian Manual, it was 

probably not published in a hymnal after the 1860s and in only 14 hymnals total. By 

comparisons, popular Watts hymns, such as “Alas, and did my Savior bleed” and “When I 

survey the wondrous cross” appeared in as many as 1000 hymnals by the time of the 1918 

Manual’s publication.18 The first two verses state God’s sovereign rule over creation and 

humankind, but the third verse makes the hymn appropriate to this particular rite: 

But for Himself this Lord of all 
   One chosen seat design’d 
Oh! Who shall to that sacred hill 
   Deserved admittance find?19 
 

The holy hill of the Temple or Tabernacle is open to the Knights and Daughters and now to the 

child who has been adopted. The lyrics are, on their surface, conventionally pious, but, in this 

context, have brought the child to the primordial tabernacle of Saba Meroe, where he or she is 

now grafted into the order. 

 The Garveyite rite of baptism is outwardly derivative, largely following the forms of the 

Book of Common Prayer. At the promises of the godparents, the chaplain required them to 

promise the child “be taught the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, and the 

Catechism of the Universal Negro Improvement Association.” After the baptism, UNIA’s colors 

were placed upon the child and the chaplain said: 

We receive this child into the general membership of the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association, and lay upon him these colors, the red, the black, and 
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the green, in token that hereafter he may fight manfully under this banner, for the 
freedom of his race, and the redemption of Africa unto his life’s end.20 
 

The service concluded admonishing the godparents and parents to instill in the child “the aims 

and principles of this Association, as set forth in our Catechism, so that when he shall come to 

riper years, he may be ready to perform the duties of membership.”21 

 Infant dedication ceremonies are quite popular among today’s Evangelicals, but these two 

rites from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were quite exotic for their time. In 

each, an infant is grafted into a racial/fraternal community. The Taborians admit the child into a 

specific tent of maids and pages in which he or she will be taught of the order and all adults 

pledge to be his or her godparents. In the Garveyite ceremony, the child, though theoretically a 

UNIA member by birth as a person of African descent, is dedicated as one who will be brought 

up to be a worthy, active UNIA member with specific people promising to see that the child 

would be taught the association’s catechism. 

The geographic overlap between the IOOT and UNIA seems to go beyond coincidence. 

Rolinson’s mapping of UNIA strength in the Arkansas and Mississippi Delta overlays neatly 

with Taborian strength. In 1912, each of these two states claimed more than 25,000 members, 

with Arkansas claiming 1,253 lodges with 29,784 members and Mississippi claiming 1,196 

lodges with 26,536 members. Even if the membership numbers were inflated, the Taborians were 

still reporting that forty-five percent of their total membership was in these two states, which 

Rollinson credits as hotbeds of UNIA activism.22 
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 A closer look at Arkansas shows that there is a significant overlap between communities 

with a strong Taborian presence and those with a UNIA presence. Only 32 IOOT temple and 

tabernacle locations are extant for Arkansas from the listing in Taborian Hall out of the 1,253 

claimed for 1912. Rolinson maps forty-two UNIA divisions in Arkansas. Both cluster heavily in 

the black-belt counties of the Delta, which is not surprising, since these tended to be black-

majority counties, but it does show how the ground had already been prepared for UNIA by four 

decades of Taborian presence. 

 In the Phillips County community of Postelle, where Rolinson documents extensive 

UNIA activity, headstones provide ample evidence of Taborian activity. A headstone in the 

Postelle Cemetery documents that the community was home to Union Love Tabernacle No. 293 

by at least 1920. A headstone eight miles away in Marvell’s Lone Valley Cemetery shows that 

the tabernacle was still active in 1923 and shows that the Postelle Tabernacle was still active in 

1923 and hints at its geographic reach. Seven miles south of Postelle in Turner, three members of 

at least one different tabernacle were buried between 1916 and 1935, indicating that Taborian 

actitity there preceded UNIA’s appearance in the community. Three broken headstones do not 

list tabernacle names, but the bricks in Little Rock’s Taborian Hall record that the town was 

home to the Magnolia Blossom Tabernacle No. 479.23 

Ten miles north in the Pine Ridge Cemetery near Blackton, home of UNIA organizer 

Henrietta Cobb, is a 1918 headstone from Deborah Tabernacle No. 85 in Brinkley. Brinkley is 

the county seat of Monroe County and lies 21 miles north of Blackton, again showing the 

geographic reach of Tabernacles and Temples in rural areas. Brinkley, which had a population of 

                                                           
in the Rural South, 1920-1927, Kindle ed., The John Hope Franklin Series in African American 
History and Culture (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 6. 
23 “Taborian Hall - Arkansas Flag & Banner - Little Rock, Arkansas.”  
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2,714 in 1920, was home to at least four tabernacles during the period covered bay Rolinson 

according to the headstones in its Haven Rest Cemetery: Metropolitan No. 211, Loveheart No. 

441, the already-mentioned Deborah No. 85, and Tabernacle No. 428, whose name is not 

readable.24 

 Six miles north of Lexa in Lee County, home to one of Rolinson’s UNIA divisions, was 

the crossroads community of Clifton, now known as Felton, home to Queen Esther Tabernacle 

No. 47. In the Lee County seat of Marianna, Rolinson notes that multiple readers wrote letters to 

UNIA’s Negro World. In that same period, the town was home to Silver Spray Tabernacle No. 

10 and Quintessence Tabernacle No. 367. These examples use only the limited headstone data 

for Monroe, Phillips, and Lee Counties that is available on internet databases. Many African-

American cemeteries in these counties are unphotographed or only partially photographed. A 

thorough on-the-ground search would no doubt establish even stronger connections.25  

 Across the river in Mississippi, the strongest geographic case lies in Mound Bayou, 

Mississippi, which Rolinson describes at length as a center of UNIA activity. Rolinson cites 

Mound Bayou as having two UNIA divisions and uses a letter from its inhabitants to show that 

southern UNIA members had a spiritual attachment to Garvey. As mentioned previously, this all-

                                                           
24 Bertha Whisby’s Postelle tombstone is complete, but two out of three Israel Chapel headstones 
in Turner are broken, though one has enough lettering on the bottom to be certain that it is not 
from the Union Love Tabernacle in Postelle. The third appears to be a locally made headstone 
combining the IOOT and the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows. Ada Mae Brooks (Phillips 
County), Sallie Deal (Monroe County), Bere Doyle (Monroe County), Mary J. Holloway 
(Monroe County), Lula Mahone (Monroe County), Mary Payne (Phillips County), Bertha 
Whisby (Phillips County), Margaret Williams (Phillips County), Arkansas Gravestones, accessed 
August 6, 2016, http://arkansasgravestones.org; “Brinkley (Monroe County).” Encyclopedia of 
Arkansas. Accessed August 6, 2016. 
25 Katie Clark (Lee County), Lurenda Miles (Lee County), Caldonia Scruggs (Lee County), 
Arkansas, Arkansas Gravestones, accessed August 6, 2016, Arkansas Gravestones, accessed 
August 6, 2016, http://arkansasgravestones.org. 
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black town was the center of Taborian activity in the state, having had a Taborian presence since 

the 1880s. After 1939, Mound Bayou became the Order’s de facto headquarters when local 

leader F. M. Smith, who had been the state’s chief mentor since 1926, became the long-serving 

international chief grand mentor. Two years later, the town became the home of the black-staffed 

Taborian hospital, which is considered a forerunner of modern health maintenance 

organizations.26 

 The southern Garveyites and the Taborians are not a perfect class match. Rolinson 

portrays the average southern UNIA member as one who “lived in a majority-black community, 

farmed cotton on someone else’s land, and struggled to maintain a stable and safe family.” She 

estimates that three-quarters of the Georgia Garveryites she studied were tenant farmers and 

wage laborers. All but one of her Arkansas subjects that she could identify from census rolls 

lived on cotton farms. As the case study of Arkansas Taborians in Chapter Six showed, the 

state’s Taborians in general straddled the UNIA demographic and the black lower-middle class, 

but the East Arkansas Taborians came much closer to the UNIA profile for that region. The ten 

Taborian women these counties, who can be identified in the census records, compare favorably 

to their UNIA counterparts. Four out of ten lived on tenant farms. Two lived on mortgaged 

farms, and one lived in a rented house with her laborer husband. While not all Taborians were 

likely UNIA members, even those who were not were in a prime social location to have 

influenced those who did join. Doctors, lawyers, and newspaper editors had less ongoing contact 

with tenant farmers than did black farm owners, middling tradesmen, and wage workers. 

Taborians in these lower-middling positions had ample opportunities for their rhetoric to 

                                                           
26 Archon Robert J. Smith, “Managed Health Care: The Taborian Hospital Experience, 1942-
1983: [1],” Journal of the National Medical Association 95, no. 1 (January 2003): 84–86; “400 
Attend Taborians’ Convention,” Chicago Defender, national edition, September 2, 1939. 
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influence those just below them on the social scale and there seems to be every evidence they did 

just that. Rolinson notes that there was no record of outside organizers visiting Arkansas. 

Someone had already prepared the ground and no existing organization had a more significant 

ideological overlap with UNIA than the IOOT. This is further supported by the average UNIA 

member being forty-three in Rolinson’s study. Rather than being a young person’s movement, 

UNIA members in the Arkansas Delta were people with mature opinions responding to an 

organization that spoke to their worldview. While older back-to-Africa movements were no 

doubt a part of this, the extent to which UNIA divisions became operational in a short amount of 

time speaks to preexisting organization.27 

 

The RCF Contribution 

 If the Taborians were not always an identical match for the UNIA rank and file, the 

Royal Circle of Friends was and its membership and organizational reach were likely even 

stronger in the Delta than that of the IOOT. The RCF was founded in the Delta and found its 

earliest growth there. Reference has already been made to how the RCF opened the lodge model 

to those who had formerly been economically excluded. Its ideological compatibility with UNIA 

and the commitment of its members to the parading and drilling tradition have already been 

discussed in Chapters Four and Six. As with the Taborians, local membership records are not 

extant, but an examination of cemetery evidence in Lee, Monroe, and Phillips counties bears the 

RCF’s forming another base for UNIA’s rapid expansion. 

As with the Taborian headstone data, the RCF sample size is small, severely limited both 

by the data available online and because it disproportionately relies on subjects dying an early 

                                                           
27 Rolinson, Grassroots Garveyism, 94, 99, 104, 105, 96, 109. 
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death to receive a headstone before the program ended in 1930. Even so, what is available makes 

an impressive case. To date, forty-four individuals in these three counties have been identified by 

their RCF headstones, though not all have legible names for the individual or their circles. 

Working from the legible stones, ten communities in the three counties boast a total of twenty-

two circles active between 1914 and 1929, as determined by the earliest date of death available 

for members of a particular circle. Having to rely on death dates means that most all of these 

circles were likely active years earlier. Twelve of these circles are attested in rural cemeteries, 

matching Rolinson’s profile of a UNIA membership of small farmers. The other ten are in the 

Monroe County seat of Brinkley and the eastern Phillips County town of Marvell, which had a 

population of 781 in 1920. The circles in both of these communities likely included rural 

members if the geographic reach of the Taborian Tabernacles is any indication of lodge 

membership range.28 

  EARLIEST 
COMMUNITY RCF CIRCLE HEADSTONE 
Lee County   
Aubery St. Mark, No. 23 1918 
Aubery St. Mark, Juv., No. 415 1927 
Aubery Spring Lake, No. 332 1920 
Aubery White Stone, No. 88 1927 
Gill New Light, No. 609 1914 
Phillips Bayou Excelsior, No. 18 1929 
Phillips Bayou Phillips Bayou, No. 55 1921 
Monroe County   
Brinkley Fidelity, No. 33 1914 
Brinkley Griffin, No. 328 1927 
Brinkley Harmony, No. 102 1928 
Brinkley Peace Prosperity, No. 117 1916 

                                                           
28 This data has been compiled from ARGenWeb.net, ArkansasGravestones.org, 
BillionGraves.com, findagrave.com, and RootsWeb.Ancestry.com. “Marvell (Phillips County)," 
Encyclopedia of Arkansas, accessed August 8, 2016, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=951. 
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  EARLIEST 
COMMUNITY RCF CIRCLE HEADSTONE 
Keevil Honey Dew, No. 62 1923 
Turner Lone Star, No. 124 1916 
Phillips County   
Hornor Township New Zion, No. 204 1919 
Hornor Township No. 17 1918 

Lexa 
Renorick Grove, No. 58 
(?) 1916 

Marvell Asberry, No. 20 (?) 1920 
Marvell Mount Everett, No. 129 1913 
Marvell New Light, No. 142 1916 
Marvell Rosedale, No. 104 1917 
Poplar Grove Grandalier, No. 83 1921 
Poplar Grove Scott Circle, No. 93 1917 
*Turner is in Phillips County, but Israel Chapel Cemetery is in 
Monroe County. 
 

            Figure 2: RCF Circles in Lee, Monroe, and Phillips Counties 

 Of the forty-four headstones, eight are in Brinkley, eleven are in Lone Valley Cemetery 

on the outskirts of Marvell, and the remaining twenty-five are in rural cemeteries. Sixteen of the 

families of these rural members can be identified in the census records with a fair to high degree 

of certainty. They make an excellent match Rolinson’s profile of the typical Delta UNIA 

member. Thirteen live on farms, of whom eight are tenant farmers. Two own their farms with a 

mortgage and only three own their property free and clear. Of the three who are not farmers, one 

is a farm laborer living in a rented house and one is a cook for a private family who also takes in 

boarders. The remaining family is the only one that approaches middle class, owning a store free 

and clear in the Phillips Bayou community of Lee County. Ten can read and write while six 

cannot.29  

                                                           
29 Nancy Griffin, Luana Scott, Amanda Cass Waits, Eliza Webb, manuscript census returns, 
Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, population schedules, Lee County, AR; Rendia 
Adams, Angeline Chandler, Ollie Kneeland, George Morris (Minnie), Sallie Phillips, Ida B. 
Robinson, Catherine Stewart, manuscript census returns, Fourteenth Census of the United States, 
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True to the RCF’s acceptance of women to full membership, fifteen of sixteen of those 

who can be identified are women. Several seem to be particularly strong women at that. Eliza 

Webb of St. Francis Township in Lee County is a cook for a family, but also rents rooms to three 

adult male boarders in the house that she herself rents. In the community of Aubery in Lee 

County, Sallie Booker, Angeline Chandler, and Ida Robinson are all widows who are heads of 

their own households and tenant farm in their own right. Ollie Kneeland’s family’s ownership of 

a local store no doubt made her a community leader as well. 

 

As both the Taborian and RCF data show, the Delta was well-seeded, both ideologically 

and organizationally, for the arrival of UNIA. Taborian ideas of Afro-centrism and the RCF’s 

milder rejection of white myths of civilization prepared people to accept Garvey’s pan-African 

ideology. Both organizations had kept the drilling and parading tradition of the Union League 

alive. Both stressed entrepreneurial uplift and RCF members were already accustomed to 

receiving organizational news via their own paper, the Royal Messenger. The argument works 

equally well for UNIA’s success in the Mississippi side of the Delta, where both organizations 

were strong, and likely explains how UNIA could catch fire so rapidly across the South as well 

as in states like Kansas with large Southern émigré populations. Garvey’s message was novel in 

the ambition of its agenda and its eschatological qualities, but the ground had been prepared by 

decades of previous fraternal organizing.  

                                                           
1920, population schedules, Lee County; Willie Madden, manuscript census returns, Thirteenth 
Census of the United States, 1910, population schedules, Monroe County, AR; Lillie Butcher, 
Melvina Quarles, Elizabeth Walker, manuscript census returns, Thirteenth Census of the United 
States, 1910, population schedules, Phillips County, AR; Willie Madden, manuscript census 
returns, Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910, population schedules, Woodruff County, 
AR. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
  Roscoe Conkling Simmons may have summarized a significant factor in Taborian decline 

in a 1949 story on Dickson in the Chicago Defender, when he preempted readers’ feelings about 

his subject matter: 

Come now, may cry the gallants riding away on books they cannot bridle and 
themes they cannot saddle, he is about to address us on secret societies which we 
put behind us when we entered lettered fraternities upon whose signs we still 
gaze and whose brassy trinkets we still adore.1 
  

Organizational fashion had moved on, with secret societies among African-Americans giving 

way in many cases to the Greek-letter organization. Suburbanization and transience would hurt 

lodges of both races, but breakfast and lunch civic clubs—Rotarians, Optimists, Lions, and 

Kiwanis—would grow dramatically. These would have their own methods of organization and 

their own god terms to shape their members’ community engagement. 

 This study has not attempted a conclusive answer to the important question of why the 

fraternal model, which had worked so long and so well for so many, went into decline in the 

years after the First World War. The Taborians of the Kansas-Nebraska jurisdiction offer a 

detailed study of the factors that brought down one organization in one place. Lizabeth Cohen 

and David Beito’s argument that the post stock market crash collapse of the fraternal insurance 

business was a major blow to fraternal culture. Carnes argued that, by the 1920s, the domestic 

sphere was collapsing and men and women were socializing on more equal terms, ending the 

need for male rites of passage from female care.  

                                                           
1 Simmons, “The Story of Moses Dickson.” 
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In Chapter Two, it was suggested that the role of a re-energized Protestantism in the early 

twentieth century was worth examining, as elite religion again found a new confidence and a 

public voice in Barth’s Neo-Orthodoxy and working-class religion entered the public sphere with 

a confidence lent to it by Christian Fundamentalism, which often went hand-in-hand with a 

suspicion of the orthodoxy of secret societies. One might also find it worth looking at whether 

the emergence of a broadly-shared American “civil religion,” evinced by the civic clubs 

mentioned above, robbed fraternal organizations of a major purpose. All of these questions are 

beyond the scope of this study, but weighing the merits of each potential cause of decline may 

prove invaluable in illuminating additional aspects of its initial popularity. 

 Whatever put the fraternal model on the decline, by the years after World War II, the 

pattern of membership holding even rapidly gave way. At their peak in 1929, there were 3.3 

million Freemasons in the U.S, which translates to almost one in ten adult men belonging to the 

organization. In 2014, there were only 1.2 million Freemasons, which, adjusting for population 

growth, translates into masons now only claiming somewhere a bit more than one in 100 adult 

men in the U.S. Other groups have fared even worse with many ceasing to exist entirely. Rather 

than disappearing with no notice or hostility, the golden age of fraternalism that ran from the end 

of the Civil War to World War I should be ranked in the important events of the Long Nineteenth 

Century somewhere behind the territorial acquisitions, the Second Industrial Revolution, and the 

Civil War, but perhaps on par with or even slightly ahead of Populism, the Gold Rush, and the 

telegraph as the American civic institution par excellence.  

This study only scratches the surface on a number of issues. It shows that much work 

remains to be done on the role of fraternal organizations in shaping a host of attitudes. Here, race 

has been added to the existing body of literature on manhood and occasional markers have been 



300 
 

left to show fraternalism’s impact on concepts of citizenship and virtue. The material on race has 

only scratched the surface by looking at a small number of groups. Beyond race, a world of 

categories remain to be examined. 

 Chapters Two, Three, and Four speak to how fraternal organizations were important 

conduits for popularizing or recasting elite ideas among the working class. What has been 

examined shows there is much productive work left to be done on their contribution to the 

formation and retardation of class identity and the interrelated concept of respectability. Neither 

has the complex relationship between these group’s claims to ancient wisdom and their 

simultaneous enthusiasm for technology been fully examined. 

 Finally, it is clear that the study of fraternalism has much to tell us about identity 

formation and the conduct of politics in rural American in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Here a bit has been added to Rolinson’s work on rural African Americans, but nothing 

has been said about the Woodmen of the World and Knights and Ladies of Honor who populated 

small white communities and farmsteads. While these groups later became feeders for the second 

Klan, there is significant evidence that a generation earlier they had provided members and 

organizational know how to the Populist insurgency. 

 Hundreds of organizations that commanded untold hours of their members time and 

directed millions of dollars in resources remain unexamined. The few things sketched out in 

these chapters suggest that many productive avenues of scholarship remain untapped.  
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