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You have heard the tolling of eleven strokes.

This is to impress upon you that with us the hour of eleven 
has a tender significance.

Wherever an Elk may roam, whatever his lot in life may be, 
when this hour falls upon the dial of night, the green heart of 
Elkdom swells and throbs. It is the golden hour of recollection, 
the homecoming of those who wander, the mystic roll call of 
those who will come no more. Living or dead, an Elk is never 
forgotten, never forsaken. Morning and noon may pass him by, 
the light of day sink heedlessly in the West, but ere the shad-
ows of midnight shall fall, the chimes of memory will be pealing 
forth the friendly message, “To our absent members.”

—Elks, Eleven Strokes 

OPPOSITE TOP: Remembrance and insurance of 
loved ones was for many a primary reason to join 
a fraternal order. Image from Masonic Family 
magazine, 1878

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Grim reaper costume from 
an Odd Fellow catalogue

LEFT: When the clock strikes eleven,  
the Elks will drink.

ABOVE: In an Elks postcard, a child prays to follow 
parental Elks drinking ceremonies.
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THERE’S a comforting thought 
     at the end of the day,
When I’m weary and lonely and sad;
That sort of takes hold of my hungry heart, 
And bids it be merry and glad.

It gets in my soul, and it drives out the blues, 
And it thrills me through and through;
It’s just a sweet memory, that chants the refrain, 
“I’m glad I touched shoulders with you.”

I’m glad that I live, that I labor and strive, 
For the place that I know I must fill;
I’m thankful for sorrows—I’ll meet with a grin 
What fortune may bring, good or ill.

I may not have wealth, I may not be great, 
But I know I shall always be true;
For I have in my heart the courage you gave 
When once I touched shoulders with you.

TIME, like a mighty river, flows on unceasingly. It 
waits for no one and we must seize our precious 
opportunities, or they are gone forever.

S())$! #'$ L*##&$ C'*&+!$% 
Despite its curious obsessions with fezzes, tiny go-karts, parades, 

circuses, clown competitions, and faux-Arabic wardrobe, it seems dis-
tinctly uncharitable to criticize a Shriners’ primary goal: to support 
twenty-two Shriners Hospitals for Children that treat pediatric ortho-
paedics, burns, and spinal cord injuries. The authors applaud all servic-
es provided to needy children and the sincere goodwill which inspires 
such selfless care.

The goal is one thing; the methods along the way are another. In 
recent years, articles by Stephanie Strom for the New York Times and 
investigative pieces published by CharityWatch.org and WhereMost-
Needed.org (here called “Bookkeeping for Clowns”) tell us of the  
Shriners’ questionable fundraising methods and shaky handling of a 
huge $9 billion endowment, one of the biggest in the country.

Of the aggregate $32 million that the Shriners raised, only 
43 percent goes to the hospitals. The rest covers expenses of 
the local shrines, including their entertainment and travel to 
Shrine events.

ABOVE: Title page from helpful Masonic  
book delineating the proper way to bury the dead

OPPOSITE: Grateful crippled child pulls on an 
avuncular Shriner’s fez tassel.
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At the local club level, controls, especially cash controls, 
can be inadequate, and those who try to bring greater account-
ability find themselves under attack. [The underfunded Char-
ityWatch.org was sued by the wealthy Shriners organizations 
and forced to settle, the terms of which cannot be discussed by 
either party.]

“Shrine Clown Units” is the military nomenclature used for groups 
of clowns formed at Shriner lodges. The International Shrine Clown As-
sociation celebrates its fiftieth anniversary in 2013, and reveals an ongo-
ing serious role clowns have in intra-Shriner clown-skit competitions. 
Clown Alley, the Shriner clowns’ own publication, reveals the delight 
and satisfaction for middle-aged men to transform their aging bodies 
with exaggerated clothing and shoes, smear faces with bright and mis-
matched greasepaint, cover balding heads with crinkly plastic wigs, and 
noses with red bulbs or cucumber-sized extensions. Then the pleasure 
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of getting love from a captive audience when they perform Punch-and-
Judy clobbering skits with high-pitched voices, squeaky balloons, and 
honking horns.

Published research in recent decades has revealed that clowns may 
in fact terrify, and not help, the children the Shriner clowns presumably 
intend to assist.

Study Shows Children Fear Clowns
Researchers at the University of Sheffield found that clowns 
are universally disliked by children, when they began examining 
how to improve the decor of a local children’s hospital.

The study was reported in the Nursing Standard magazine 
and displayed a poll of 250 children between the ages of four 
and sixteen. 

All 250 children were patients of the hospital’s children’s 
ward. The poll concluded that all 250 patients disliked clowns, 
even the older children.

ABOVE: Crippled child is called by Islamic symbol 
for healing at a Shriners hospital.

OPPOSITE LEFT: Shriner clown, shriner hospital 

OPPOSITE RIGHT: Winners of Red Nose Awards 
for the International Shrine Clown 

Association Competition
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“As adults we make assumptions about what works for 
children,” said Penny Curtis, a senior lecturer in research at the 
university.

The fear of clowns that the children are experiencing is 
called coulrophobia, which is the fear of clowns and mimes. 
There are many assumptions as to why children fear clowns. 
The media sometimes portrays clowns as evil with movies such 
as Poltergeist and Killer Clowns from Outer Space. Of course most 
children between the ages of four and sixteen have most likely 
not seen such horror films. However, the television show Rugrats 
portrays Chuckie as being afraid of clowns.

In a more general sense, scary characters in any movie or 
television show use face masks and exaggerated facial expres-
sions. This shows some similarity to the obscured facial fea-
tures of clowns.
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Most analysts and psychologists 
believe that children are scared of 
clowns because of their exaggerated 
face paintings. Clown acts may also 
show the clown going through physi-
cal pain. Most comedy has its origins 
in personal pain and slapstick comedy 
in particular emphasizes physical pain. 

Fraternal lodge initiations, and even 
amusement park attractions, have their sadistic 
elements. Fun-goers exiting the Coney Island 
“Steeplechase” ride that closed in the 1960s 
would often face a pair of clowns prodding rid-
ers with electric stinger devices. Within the 
lodges, Shriner initiates were commonly electro-
cuted with “burning sands” floormats and even 
threatened with prank devices that promised 
decapitation or mutilation. Figurines, postcards, 
and posters of initiates, even children, tooth-
less, black-eyed, and arms in slings, were sold by 
thousands to Shriners and other fraternal mem-
bers in their Order’s magazines and newsletters.

Juggalos, the fans of the Insane Clown 
Posse band, face-painted as evil clowns, have 
been prosecuted for terrifying children. As mass 

murderer John Wayne Gacy remarked, “A clown can get away 
with murder.”

Knowing its penchant for sadistic e!ect, it would be 
di"cult to say that Shriners, particularly, are unaware of the 
frightening of e!ect of clowns and skits on a young, captive 
audience.

So as not to frighten children as much, particularly in 
non-Shriners facilities, some hospital clowns have modified 
their appearance to limit the greasepaint and seem more 
Patch Adams–like than a corpse-painted Bozo, and seem more 
like a friendly hippie than lunatic crazy. 
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