
“Auction Nights” With the Aletheia Grotto, 1941 
by Loren Gatch 

Throughout the 20th century, the use of auction 
scrip was a common feature of business promotion in 
communities across the United States. Often styled as 
“auction bucks” and printed with a simplicity that 
made it impossible to confuse with any official 
currency, this local money worked in the following 
way. Businesses would issue it to paying customers in 
some proportion to their ordinary purchases; the more 
customers spent, the more auction scrip they 
accumulated. On some designated day, participating 
merchants would hold an auction of selected items, 
payment for which could only be made in the 
distributed auction scrip. Once the auction was 
concluded, any outstanding scrip became worthless. 

 Such promotional schemes offered something 
to everybody. Merchants benefited from the increased 
traffic, fueled by popular demand for the scrip. 
Customers in turn got the opportunity to convert their 
scrip supplies into valuable goods. In addition, the 
auction process itself was a source of fun. Not 
knowing what the scrip could purchase until the 
auction actually took place created some public 
excitement. While each customer purchase earned a 
predetermined amount of scrip, the particular 
denomination was arbitrary. Whether a particular 
dollar purchase earned fifty or five hundred “auction 
bucks”, the point was to spend completely one’s 
supply at auction time, getting some thrill out of 
bidding to spend large amounts of what was 
essentially temporary, fictitious money. For once the 
auction was over, the scrip would lose all its 
purchasing power. 

 Since auction scrip was typically issued by 
local merchants’ associations, usually it can be easily 
identified by the name of the town in which it was 
used. In other instances, attribution is not quite so 
straightforward. This article provides some brief 
background to two pieces of “auction money”, dated 
1941,  produced by a fraternal lodge named the 
Aletheia Grotto, located in Worcester, Massachusetts. 

The Aletheia Grotto, No. 13, M.O.V.P.E.R. 
 Up until about the middle of the last century, 

it could be taken for granted that Americans had a fair 
grasp of the multitude of fraternal organizations that 
structured associational life in the United States. With 
declining participation rates in such groups as the 
Freemasons, Odd Fellows, or Knights of Columbus, it 

can no longer be assumed that people know what these 
groups are, or why they exist. The Aletheia Grotto 
referred to on the “auction money” pictured above is 
part of an offshoot of Freemasonry whose full name is 
the Mystic Order of Veiled Prophets of the Enchanted 
Realm (hence M.O.V.P.E.R). Each branch, or lodge, 
of this Order, is known as a Grotto.  

 The first Grotto was established in 1889, by 
Le Roy Fairchild, of the Hamilton, New York, Lodge 
No. 120 of the Free & Accepted Masons. As the parent 
lodge of this new Order, the first branch was named 
Mokanna Grotto No. 1. While not strictly speaking a 
Masonic organization itself,  membership in the Order 
is limited to Master Masons. Thus, any member of a 
local Grotto must already belong to whatever Masonic 
Lodges are  present in the area.  
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 If the full name of the Order is a bit over the 
top even by the elaborate standards of fraternal 
organizations, it’s because M.O.V.P.E.R. was founded 
as a playful and somewhat tongue-in-cheek expression 
of fraternal camaraderie. Over the years, the 
M.O.V.P.E.R. has espoused and practiced ideals of fun
and good fellowship, with an emphasis on various
forms of organized entertainment. In particular,
Grottoes have been associated with circus productions.
Proceeds from these charitable and service activities
have traditionally focused on various childhood
disabilities.

After the founding of the Order, the earliest 
Grottoes emerged mostly in upstate New York. The 
Aletheia Grotto, No. 13, was organized in Worcester, 
Massachusetts on April 13, 1904. Any member of the 
Aletheia Grotto had to be a member of an existing 
Masonic Lodge, and in Worcester at the time of the 
Grotto’s founding in 1904 these would have been the 
Montacute, Athelstan, Morning Star, and 
Quinsigamond Lodges. The founder of the Aletheia 
Grotto,  Frederick A. Blake, was a boot manufacturer 
and member of the Montacute Lodge. He served as the 
Aletheia Grotto’s first Monarch. 

 While no description can be found as to what 
actually happened on the Aletheia Grotto’s “Auction 
Nights”, the notes pictured above were most likely 
used in a fashion similar to how auction scrip was 
employed elsewhere. Presumably, participants in 
“Auction Nights” bid on items, with the winners 
paying for them using scrip that they had obtained 
from some other source. These events may have 
served simply to entertain the attendees or could have 
been part of the Grotto’s charitable fundraising efforts. 
The reverses of both notes feature views of the 
Worcester Memorial Auditorium, a stately 
neoclassical structure completed in 1933 and, at the 
time of this writing, now sadly empty and unused.  

 In January 1937, the Aletheia Grotto began 
hosting a charity circus at the Auditorium, and this 
became an annual tradition that ran well into the 
1960s, attracting many tens of thousands of visitors 
each year. Proceeds from the Aletheia Grotto Circus 
went to support the Cerebral Palsy Clinic at the 
Memorial Hospital in Worcester. 

 On the front of each note appear facsimile 
signatures: Emile L. Rousseau and Dr. Malcolm W. 
Atkins on the $25 bill, and J. S. Sampson and William 
P. Gingras on the $50. A few details are available
about each of these four Worcester residents:

Emile Louis Rousseau (1893-1969), of the 
Morning Star Lodge, was President of the Rousseau 
Electric Co. and directed the production of the Grotto 
Circus for many years, though Sampson and Gingras 
also participated. Malcolm Williams Atkins (1895-
1947) had a career as a dentist and trained at Tufts 
College. His Masonic affiliation was with the 
Quinsigamond Lodge. He also ran the well-regarded 
“Grotto Glee Club”. William Paul Gingras (1905-
1981) worked as an assistant manager at the Edwin 
Carlson Lumber Co. He belonged to the Athelstan 
Lodge. John Seaborn Sampson, Jr. (1906-1982) was a 
salesman, and a member of the Montacute Lodge since 
1930. 

With the general decline of fraternal 
organizations in American life, the various Masonic 
Lodges in Worcester were obliged over the years to 
consolidate, as they have done elsewhere. 
Nonetheless, the Aletheia Grotto is still in existence, 
though its present-day location has changed slightly 
from Worcester to the nearby town of West Boylston. 
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Frederick A. Blake, first Monarch of the Aletheia Grotto 
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