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Pregame
quick, pick-me-up shorts

You’re walking to class on a beautiful morn-
ing in late spring when, suddenly, a mys-
terious man in a red cloak comes up and 
grabs you from behind.  While this may 

seem like the opening sequence to Scary Movie 12, it 
was actually one of the highest honors a male student 
could receive for nearly six decades.  Welcome to 
secret societies at Duke.

Order of the Red Friars
The Order of the Red Friars was one of the most 

well-known (read: least secret) secret societies to 
take up the cloak and dagger on Duke’s campus.  
Founded in 1913 to promote school spirit and the 
traditions of then Trinity College, the Order re-
sembled a service fraternity during its six decades in 
Durham.  They boycotted local buses in the 1950’s 
when fares increased, held secret banquets, and even 
donated a plaque containing the Aims of Duke to the 
University.  The plaque remains, to this day, in front 
of the Duke Chapel.

The Order sought candidates who stood out from 
their peers, so many of its members were already at 
the top of the campus food chain.  Friars would often 
serve in the Student Government and were occasion-
ally Duke Royalty such as Randolph Few Jr, the son 
of Duke’s first president.  Since the annual tapping of 
the next group of seven rising male seniors (dubbed 
a “Septemvirate”) took place in public, the identities 
of the Red Friars were not particularly secret. Many 
students negatively viewed the Order as the “Big 
Men on Campus” gallivanting around in red sheets 
thinking they were better than the rest of the crowd.  
The Red Friars reinforced this view by rarely taking 
credit for their charitable actions.  

 The Order of the Red Friars dissolved during 
World War II because the fluctuation in the student 
body made finding new members difficult.  Alumni 
of the Order reestablished the Friars in 1949.  How-
ever, the Order was permanently disbanded in 1971 
when its members decided the Friars had become 
too elitist.  The Red Friars are survived by their 500 
year old bell, “Charley”, which currently resides in 
the bell tower of the Kilgo Quad.

White Duchy
In 1925, the Red Friars created a female coun-

terpart, the White Duchy, to promote cooperation 
between the sexes. Its members were also seven 
well-recognized seniors whose projects sought to 
benefit the student body.  One of these projects was 
an academic guide for upperclassmen.  Like an early 
version of Rate My Professor, this guide featured 
comprehensive reviews of teachers in departments 
from History and English to Art and Music.  A 
religion professor was described as “…a brilliant man 
who takes an interest in his students,” while a not 
so flattering review of an Economics professor read 
“lectures are boring—tests are difficult—beware!”  

Members of the White Duchy revived the Honor 
System in the 1950’s and evaluated the sororities on 
campus in the same way that they reviewed profes-
sors.  Citing inner turmoil, the White Duchy would 
break up in 1968.  Each year, members complained 
that unanimously selecting a new class was difficult. 
Some members also felt that the group became too 
elitist like the Red Friars.

It is unknown whether any active secret societ-
ies still exist at Duke today.   If so, the members are 
much more secretive than their predecessors.   
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S ince UNC-CH’s founding in 1789, 
certain parts of the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill have 
been shrouded with secrecy.  The 

sense of mystery has fostered a timeless 
southern charm that resonates through the 
school’s ancient bricks and mortar. Of all 
the elusive establishments at the univer-
sity, secret societies are some of the most 
intriguing organizations that are not well 
known to the general public.

Unsurprisingly, information about most 
of the brotherhoods is scarce and inacces-
sible. Some societies have made informa-
tion available to non-members, but their 
records are dated which leaves the public 
yearning for more. Here’s a brief look at 
two of the secret societies known to exist at 
UNC-CH. Information about  these societ-
ies was found in the special collections at 
Wilson Library.

Order of the Gimghoul 
Perhaps the most recognized secret 

society, the Order of the Gimghoul, was 
founded in 1889 by five university stu-
dents: Edward Wray Martin, William W. 
Davies, Shepard Bryan, Andrew Henry 
Patterson and Robert Wroth Bingham.

The society was 
founded around the 
ideals of the Arthu-
rian knighthood 
and the legend of 
Peter Dromgoole, a 
UNC-CH student 
who mysteriously 
disappeared in 1833. 
This all-male group, 
which include faculty 
members, is said to 
hold rituals and 
secret meetings at 
the Gimghoul Castle, 
located about half a 
mile from campus.

There are numerous relics of the Order 
of the Gimghoul housed in the North 
Carolina Collection Gallery. There are two 
black-and-red ribbons that were worn at 
an 1894 banquet and brass name plates 
of former members. The winged demon, 
the order’s symbol, appears on items like 
a face-powder compact, silver spoons, a 
menu holder and a wooden stamp.

Order of the Gorgon’s Head
This secret society was founded to 

“promote friendship, good will and social 
fellowship among its members,” accord-
ing to the group’s official documents. The 
Order of the Gorgon’s Head was founded 
in 1896 by Darius Eatman, Edward Kidder 
Graham, Ralph Henry Graves, Samuel 
Selden Lamb, Richard Henry Lewis, Jr. and 
Percy DePonceau Whitaker. 

The Order of the Gorgon’s Head was 
built upon the Gorgon myths in an-
cient Greek and Roman tales (maybe 
add a line about the Gorgon myths?). 
The society is only open to male fac-
ulty members and male students who 
are junior, seniors or in professional 
or post-graduate classes. Meetings 
and events are held in the Gorgon’s 

Head Lodge whose location in unknown 
to outsiders.

Wilson Library houses correspondence 
documents, invitations and financial and 
legal records of the group.

Other Societies
In recent years, a secret society named 

Infinity made a donation to the Eve Car-
son Scholarship fund in early 2011. The 
eight founding members of the brother-
hood mailed a cash donation of $888.88 to 
the Daily Tar Heel, whose staff, following 
instructions left by the society, took the 
money to the UNC-CH Development of-
fice for the scholarship fund. 

Very little is known about Osiris, a se-
cret society that was founded by then-stu-
dent Herschel Vespasian Johnson in 1914, 
who later became an American politician.

Of all the elusive establishments at the 
university, secret societies are some of 
the most intriguing organizations that 
are not well known to the general public.{ }
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