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PRINCE HALL
MASONRY
IN NEBRASKA

BY DEnNNIS N. MIHELICH

HE PRINCE HALL MASON GRAND LODGE

of Nebraska (PHGLN) entered the Great

Depression in a vulnernable position.The
stagnant Nebraska economy of the late 1920s had
already increased unemployment among black
residents and stifled African American migration to
the state.The Grand Lodge had a sound budget,
but its membership was in decline.! The disastrous
economic downturn of the 1930s nearly destroyed
the organization—it lost more than two-thirds of its
membership,several blue lodges and auxiliaries
ceased to exist,and financial obligations went
unmet.World War Il ignited economic recovery
and job opportunities that sparked renewed Afri-
can American migration to Nebraska. Prince Hall
Masonry’s membership increased, new lodges were
formed, and finances stabilized. Subsequently, the
institution soared to new heights during the relative
prosperity of the 1950s, mimicking the halcyon
days of the early 1920s.Thus, in a thirty-year period,
the vicissitudes of the American economy plunged
the PHGLN to the brink of bankruptcy, helped it

recover,and propelled it to its zenith.

The stock market crash in 1929 delivered a dev-
astating blow to an already suffering agricultural
economy in Nebraska. Low crop prices deflated to
extremely meager levels. Persistent drought added
a vicious burden that affected even farmers who
carried no debt. In turn,the urban economy
directly related to agriculture—finance, transporta-
tion and processing—suffered immediately,and all
others eventually,as consumer spending declined.
In an era permeated with racial prejudice, blacks
usually were the last hired and the first fired.An
already disproportionally high unemployment rate
among African Americans skyrocketed.

For someone trying to make ends meet, lodgde
dues became a frivolous expense.The PHGLN
entered the decade with approximately five hun-
dred members.That number declined drastically
and rapidlyIn 1931, for example, the Grand Lodge
lost forty-six members, only fourteen by death.

By 1937 membership had slipped to 190 and
remained well below 200 for the balance of the
decade.’
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twenty-seven candidates who, five days later,
established Progressive Lodge No. 12.The next year
the lodge changed its name to Nat Hunter No. 12

in honor of the recently deceased Grand Master.

By 1944 it had forty-eight members,and even with
that substantial growth,yet another lodge,Anchor
No. 14,formed in 1945 (superstitiously,the PHGLN
avoided using the number thirteen).Anchor No. 14
was located in the South Omaha neighborhood and
comprised mostly packinghouse workers. By the
decade’s end, total Grand Lodge membership had
doubled, but with some disturbing consequences
relating to the quality of members.The Grand Mas-
ter complained that the lodges did not properly
prepare candidates, who then did not know the ritu-
al and who exhibited “un-Masonic” behavior such as
profanity and “gossiping*

The 1950s brought spectacular gains and losses,
reminiscent of the “roaring twenties The fraternity
mirrored major characteristics of the decade—pros-
perity, the anti-communism and civil rights causes,
and a propensity for scandal.In 1950 the national
Grand Masters’ Conference resolved that Prince Hall
Masonry had to fight the spread of communism
among blacks. It proclaimed January 22 as Ameri-
can Day,and encouraged each of the thirty-eight

Grand Lodges to fashion an appropriate celebration.

While reports of a Nebraska commemoration are
lacking, Grand Master Clayton Lewis did speak out
publicly, urging “communism be fought diligently
wherever it appears”?

The civil rights crusade was another fight that
exhibited an increased intensity. Prince Hall
Masonry had always endeavored to promote racial
equality. The Great Depression, however,stifled the
ability of the PHGLN to support civil rights
organizations financially.Yet even in the worst
of times individual Prince Hall Masons acted
assertively. For example, D.A. Horton, treasurer
of Marvin No.5 in Hastings, petitioned the police
chief, the mayor, and the city council for the
removal of “insulting and discriminatory”signs
displayed at several restaurants and saloons.
Rebuffed, he then approached the county attorney,
who ordered the sheriff to remove the odious signs,
which read “Colored Trade Not Solicited.”World War
Il invigorated the civil rights movement and pros-
perity funded it.The national Grand
Masters’ Conference urged support for the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) and the PHGLN eagerly complied. It
purchased a lifetime membership in the organiza-
tion,and Grand Master Robert Harris asked each
Nebraska Prince Hall Mason to donate $100 indi-

vidually (no record of the response).Throughout
the decade Grand Lodge officers frequently
addressed the topic, demanding recognition for
the valorous service of blacks during World War I,
equal voting rights, and support for the NAACR?

Obviously the monetary support for the NAACP
was an indication of the general prosperity of the
era.Another manifestation was the reorganization
of defunct lodges, the organization of a new lodge,
and the overall increase in blue lodge member-
ship.On March 19, 1950,U.D.No. 15 (“under
dispensation,’ terminology used until a name was
allotted) formed in Grand Island and subsequently
received its former designation as True American
No. 6.Two years later Marvin Lodge No.5 in
Hastings had its charter restored.It could not main-
tain a sufficient membership, however,and in 1953
merged with its neighbor in Grand Island.In the
meantime Prince Hall Masons in the South Sioux
City area established a new lodge, U.D.No. 16,
briefly named Loving Star. Ultimately it entered the
PHGLN on September 4,1950,as St.John No. 15.
The area, however, did not attract many African
American migrants, the lodge could not lure a sus-
taining membership,and its charter was revoked
in 1958.%

The total membership of the PHGLN demon-
strated a similar volatility. In 1950 it added 101
new members, although just three blue lodges in
Omaha (Rough Ashler No. 1;0maha No.9 and
Nat Hunter No. 12) each recruited more than
twenty apprentices.While the annual figures
presented by various officers did not always tally
equal totals, the following two years the Grand
Lodge added 54 and 23 new recruits to reach a
maximum enrollment of approximately 650.Once
again,only a few blue lodge rosters exist for the
1950s.They indicate general expansion of tradi-
tional jobs, especially in meatpacking and a
significant increase in professionals.The total
African American population in Omaha had
reached a level that could support a few more
physicians, lawyers,and entrepreneurs. By the end
of the decade, however, the total Grand Lodge
membership retreated to 515 and the Grand Master
issued a special dispensation to all lodges to
initiate apprentices at less than the standard fee.
The recession of the late 1950s obviously contrib-
uted to the decrease.®

The instability caused concern, yet the total
membership remained large enough to keep
Grand Lodge finances sound. Malfeasance reared
its ugly head again,but the PHGLN entered and
exited the decade with a surplus. In between time,
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