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Introduction 

 
This is a guide to African American fraternal headstones in Arkansas. In the first half of the 20th 

Century dozens of African American fraternal organizations in Arkansas provided burial insurance and other 
benefits. Owned and operated by African Americans, they provided important services to their communities. 
Some, like the Prince Hall Masons, Knights of Pythias and Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, had white 
parallel organizations; while others, like the Supreme Royal Circle of Friends, Knights and Daughters of 
Tabor, and the Mosaic Templars of America, were distinctive and not directly based on a white 
organization. The Royal Circle of Friends, Knights and Daughters of Tabor, and the Mosaic Templars of 
America were likely the largest providers of burial insurance and headstones in Arkansas between 1912 and 
1930. They provided standard headstones to hundreds of deceased membersðmen, women, and, 
sometimes, childrenðand are easily identifiable in cemeteries throughout Arkansas. 

 
The Mosaic Templars of America, likely the largest of the three, was founded in Little Rock in 1882 by 

two former slaves, Chester W. Keatts and John E. Bush for the purpose of providing a means of a ñdecent 
burialò with a small membership fee and dues. In 1923 state insurance records reported 20,454 Arkansas 
members. Its standard markers are known in at least half a dozen states. In Arkansas, the earliest known 
marker dates to November 1913 and the last to January 1930, a few months before the organization filed for 
receivership. 

 
The Supreme Royal Circle of Friends, founded in Helena in 1909, by Dr. Richard A. Williams, moved 

to Chicago in 1919 after the Elaine Massacre. According to 1921 and 1922 RCF advertisements in the 
Chicago Defender, the organization offered a $150 death benefit and ña Beautiful Marble Monumentò for a 
$1.25 in monthly dues, $3.50 joining fee and promised ñno rough initiation.ò In 1923 state insurance records 
reported 13,297 Arkansas members. The earliest known RCF marker dates to March 1912 and the last dates 
to January 1930. While standard RCF markers do turn up in Louisiana, Tennessee, Alabama and even 
California it is not clear if the orderôs markers found their way into Chicagoôs cemeteries or if the city just 
made a friendlier place to do Southern business. 

 
The Knights and Daughters of Tabor, founded in 1871, moved its headquarters from Missouri to Little 

Rock in 1901. The organization began offering headstones by 1915 and ceased in 1925, when it sold its 
insurance business. An advertisement in the 1919 Little Rock City Directory stated the KDT paid $50 for 
funeral expenses and $20 toward the purchase of a monument. In 1916 the Tabors opened Taborian Hall, a 
large commercial building, near the 1913 Mosaic Templars of America Building on Little Rockôs West Ninth 
Street black business district. In 1923 state insurance reports reported 21,079 Arkansas members. While 
social chapters of the KDT remained active across the country into the mid-20th Century, KDT headstones 
are known in Arkansas, Louisiana, Tennessee and at least one in California. 

 
Other African American organizations in Arkansas with white parallels, like the Prince Hall Masons, 

Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, and Knights of Pythias, also provided burial benefits. However it is not 
entirely clear if these other organizations provided standard headstones. The Prince Hall Masons do not 
appear to have provided any standard headstone based on the many variations seen in cemeteries. The 
record is not clear for organizations like the Knights of Pythias and United Brothers of Friendship and Odd 
Fellows due to the small number of headstones that have been observed. It does appear the Odd Fellows did 
provide standard headstones in neighboring Mississippi between ca. 1906 and 1916. 

 
 All these organizations began to decline in the 1920s due to the rise of industrial insurance. Finally 

most were put out of business by the Great Depression as orders paid out to older members at high rates 

while younger members dropped. In 1923 the Arkansas Insurance Commission reported 25 African American 

fraternal benefit providers. By 1933 that number had dropped to 5. With few surviving written records of local 

fraternal orders, Arkansas cemeteries are a remarkable testament to these African American organizations.  

 

Blake Wintory, Ph.D. 
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Supreme Royal Circle of Friends 

¶ Supreme Royal Circle of Friends 

founded in 1909 in Helena in by Dr. 

Richard A. Williams 

¶ Moved headquarters to Chicago ca. 

1919 (likely after the Elaine Massacre); 

state headquarters moved to Forrest 

City 

¶ Standardized headstones as part of 

death benefit 

¶ Styles: Pulpit, Horizontal, 

Juvenile, Upright (One example) 

¶ Found between 1912-1930 

¶ Juvenile markers are rare 

¶ RCF enters receivership in AR in 1934 

Symbol: Circle encompassing a Lion 

and an Isosceles Triangle with the 

initials R C F and the numbers 09 (some 

variation) 

1912 example, only one known in this 

style Gum Grove Cem., Newport 

 

Examples of pulpit style (most 

common), Gum Grove Cem., 

Newport 


