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Dear BetterLife Members,

Member-created, member-owned, and formed to make our communities better. This was an awesome idea for 

coming together in 1897, and it still is today. 

While we weren’t called BetterLife back then, we did have a “better” idea about how to create a different kind 
of life insurance company. Members gathered in Cedar Rapids, IA; Stoughton, WI; Omaha, NE; Owatonna, MN, 
and many other communities across the country to protect our families through life insurance and to better 
our communities through branches and lodges.

Both of the organizations that became BetterLife were founded on the principle of people helping people. We 
shared similar mottos: “Truth, Love, and Loyalty” and “Liberty, Fraternity, Equality.” And both cared greatly 
about communities and families.

This book describes the rich heritage of making a difference in our communities and gathering for fun and 
fellowship. It is the story of an organization built on change and able to adapt to 
the times. It is the story of one of the first fraternal societies to insure women 
and children. It is the story of how we have survived and thrived through two 
world wars, the Great Depression, and two pandemics.

Throughout all, our stability is built on keeping members at the center of what 
we do. Today, we are better together as BetterLife, and we look ahead to 
a bright future.

We had a great time putting this book together as a gift to our members, both 
new and old. We hope you enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed making it.

Craig Van Dyke
BetterLife President

Dan Shinnick
BetterLife CEO 



XX
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Stronger Together 
Better Lives, Better Communities

For 125 years, two community-centered organizations thrived 
independently. Now, we celebrate the individual paths that brought 
them together as BetterLife.

Two world wars and the Great Depression. Births, weddings, and funerals. Potlucks, 
fundraisers, and dances. Communities uniting in times of joy and of tragedy, and through 
all of life’s most important moments. 

This is the parallel history of two fraternal 
benefit societies — Western Fraternal Life 
Association (Western), founded in 1897, 
and National Mutual Benefit (NMB), founded 
in 1902. 

A brand-new company with a 125-year history, 
BetterLife celebrates the best of both Western 
and NMB.
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Although National Mutual Benefit (NMB) and 
Western Fraternal Life Association (Western) 
grew independently, over the decades leaders and 
members met and worked together.

Although different in many ways, the 
organizations were similar in very important 
ways, including their reason for being.

“The original members of NMB, most of whom 
lived in southern Wisconsin, first came together 
because of their need for life insurance and 
their desire to care for one another and their 
neighbors,” says BetterLife CEO Dan Shinnick. 
“They saw those two purposes as fitting together: 
protection and community.”

Western was started by people in the Czech 
and Slovak communities who came to the US 
for a better life. “Many did not speak English so 
they came together to meet others from their 
homelands,” notes BetterLife President Craig Van 
Dyke. “They brought along important traditions, 
including the tradition of ‘passing the hat’ to 
help support family  and friends in times of 
need. These deep connections, the shared spirit 
of reaching out  to help one another, that’s the 
history BetterLife is built upon.”

C H A P T E R  O N E  —  O R I G I N S 

A Shared Focus
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These maps show the homeland of the Czech and Slovak 
people. From 1854 to 1967, all presidents of Western were 
born in Bohemia, known today as the Czech Republic.

These charters from Lodge Hvězda Svobody 45, South Omaha, NE, show the 
original from Č.S.P.S. and a re-charter when Z.Č.B.J. split from Č.S.P.S.
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The masthead from the Č.S.P.S. journal, Orgán Bratrstva, 1911

The Beginning  
Western Fraternal Life Association

In 1848, people in more than 50 countries across 
Europe revolted against leadership (mostly 
monarchies), resulting in social and political 
unrest that prompted many to leave. 

Czech and Slovak people came to America from 
what was then the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
Many decided to join together to help one another 
preserve their culture and language in their 
new home. That desire for preservation and 
connection led to the 1854 founding of the Czech-
Slovak Protective Society (Č.S.P.S.), a fraternal 
benefit society based in St. Louis, MO.

Over time, as more Czech and Slovak immigrants 
moved further west and younger members joined, 
not everyone saw eye to eye. By 1897, more recent 
immigrants wanted to separate from Č.S.P.S. for a 

variety of reasons — most notably, because women 
were not allowed to purchase life insurance.

In fraternal benefit societies, major decisions 
are made by the members. So, at a national 
convention, members proposed votes on the 
issues they wanted to see changed. All the 
delegates voted and the group split. The newer, 
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Midwestern group — which made insurance 
available to women — chose the name 
Západni Česka Bratrská Jednota (Western 
Bohemian Fraternal Association) or Z.Č.B.J. 

The name remained in use until 1971. 
By then, Z.Č.B.J. members born in the 
US outnumbered those born in Europe, 
and many felt an English name for the 
organization would make more sense. But a 

translation wouldn’t work because members 
thought having the word “Bohemian” in the 
name made membership sound too exclusive 
or limiting. Once again, major change was 
up to the membership. They voted and a 
new name 
was chosen: 
Western 
Fraternal Life 
Association.

Original Z.Č.B.J. convention delegates, 1899

Constitution and 
bylaws of the Western 
Bohemian Fraternal 
Association, 1937, in 
both Czech and English
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Handwritten minutes, 
in Czech, from a 1904 
meeting



The Beginning  
National Mutual Benefit

Just as Western started with a different name, 
so did NMB. In 1902, a group of businessmen 
founded the Beavers Reserve Fund Fraternity 
in Stoughton, WI. In 1916 it became Beavers 
National Mutual Benefit, which was then 
shortened to National Mutual Benefit in 1931.

Why beavers? As fraternal organizations popped 
up around the US and became more popular, 
many named themselves after a patron animal.  
According to an early history of NMB, “The 
beaver has long been regarded as one of the most 
industrious creatures in the animal kingdom. 
Beavers live and work together in groups called 
colonies. This is what motivated our founding 
fathers to name the Society as the Beavers 
Reserve Fund Fraternity. The members of each 

local colony were 
united for the purpose 
of providing a social 
outlet and a vehicle for 
rendering assistance 
should adversity strike 
a fellow member.”

Helping and 
connecting: the 
bedrocks of fraternal 
benefit societies, then 
and now.  

A gavel, made from a tree gnawed by a 
beaver, was first presented at NMB’s 1910 
convention in Antigo, WI. The gavel is 
on display at BetterLife headquarters in 
Madison, WI.

1908 charter from Beaver Lodge 538 
in Eau Claire, WI

8          O R I G I N S
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Constitution and bylaws 
of the Beavers Reserve 
Fund Fraternity, 1907 

This cartoon appeared on the front cover of the 
December 1921 issue of The Beaver.

In 1902, the Beavers elected the first board of directors. First president, 
Dr. Archibald D. Campbell, sits on the left.

In the very early 
days, Beavers 
Reserve Fund 
Fraternity 
advertised 
“Beaver 
Insurance” 
on the stage 
curtains of 
Stoughton’s 
City Hall.



Bina West, founder of the first 

fraternal benefit society for and 

managed by women, 1915



WHAT IS A FRATERNAL BENEFIT SOCIETY? 

Fraternal benefit societies are grassroots, 
community-driven organizations focused on 
helping their members and the communities in 
which they live and work. They are nonprofits 
that offer life insurance and other protection 
products, but operate like other types of 
member-owned companies such as local credit 
unions or co-op groceries. In addition to 
fostering a sense of ownership and investment, 
fraternal benefit societies have a social mission 
driven by members.

While the idea of combining insurance products 
with a social mission may sound like a modern, 
progressive concept, it’s actually thousands of 
years old. In fact, benefit societies can be found 
in ancient China and ancient Greece, in the 

medieval guilds of Europe, in the Freemasons 
and “friendly societies” of England and the US.

Fraternal benefit societies are a place for 
people who share a “common bond,” which can 
include shared characteristics such as religion, 
occupation, and values, or gender, race, and 
ethnicity. One of the first US fraternal benefit 
societies was the Boston African Society, 
established in 1796. It provided insurance, 
funeral benefits, and “spiritual fellowship and 
brotherhood” to its members. 

By 1901, one in 15 Americans belonged to a 
fraternal benefit society, and by 1919, North 
America had 200 fraternal benefit societies with 
more than nine million members — nearly 10% 
of the population.
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Membership, joining, and belonging were (and still are) core concepts 
of National Mutual Benefit (NMB), Western Fraternal Life Association 
(Western), and other fraternal benefit societies — but not of traditional 
insurance companies. 

What does it mean to be a member of a member-owned organization? 
Ever since the first days of NMB and Western, and now as BetterLife, 
membership means protection and connection, a whole lot more than the 
paperwork behind a policy.

C H A P T E R  T W O  —  M E M B E R S H I P 

More Than a Policy

“You’re a member as 
soon as you own a 
policy, right? Well, my 
parents gave me a baby 
policy. So, I’ve been a 
member for 71 years.”

— Joe Popelka,
BetterLife branch leader
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Like all fraternal benefit societies, NMB and 
Western brought together individuals who 
shared a “common bond,” which include shared 
characteristics such as religion, occupation, and 
values, or gender, race,  and ethnicity.

BetterLife’s common bond is broad and
inclusive, encouraging “social, intellectual, 
educational, charitable, benevolent, moral, 
fraternal, or patriotic” purposes as well as the 
celebration and preservation of Czech, Slovak, 
and other ethnic traditions.  While members of 
NMB and Western share this common bond today, 
membership was originally more exclusive.

For example, in the early 1900s, individuals who 
wanted to join NMB (then the Beavers Reserve 
Fund Fraternity) had to be recommended by  
members. They also had to share the common 
bond, which included “a deep love for all 
humanity” and “charity toward all.”

That said, even those who shared the common 
bond couldn’t become a member if they worked 
as a firefighter, miner, railroad conductor, or 
another occupation deemed too dangerous to 
insure! Individuals who drank or sold alcohol 
also couldn’t become members (although that 
restriction and others were lifted in later years).

Western’s common bond was based on cultural 
heritage; members had to be of Czech or Slovak 
descent and be recommended by someone also of 
that heritage. 

Once recommended for Western membership, 
individuals were required to apply for 
membership by signing what was known as a 
petition. Local members then voted anonymously 
by dropping either a white (for) or black (against) 
ball into a closed box. (This voting method, also 
used by NMB, was used by other membership 
groups for hundreds of years.)

Sharing a Common Bond

An original NMB 
voting box 
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Originally, NMB, Western, and other fraternal 
benefit societies had many initiation rituals, 
which were often quite elaborate.

NMB’s rituals, in keeping with the organization’s 
original name and beaver mascot, featured a 
variety of characters, including Beaver, Beaver 
Queen, and Most Worthy Beaver, as well as Worthy 
Princess, Worthy Guide, and Worthy Trapper. 

All played a role in 
member initiation. 
For instance, Worthy 
Trapper guarded the 
door to meetings, 
permitting only 
those who knew the 
password and secret 
handshake to enter. 
Once all were inside, 
the ceremony began, 

with roles and 
scripts for each 
person to follow. 
After initiation, 
members received 
satin ribbons 
or badges.

Western also 
had initiation 
rituals. One 
member initiated 
into Lodge 46 in 
Yukon, OK in 1935 
recalled, “Before we could enter the meeting, 
the guard taught us the knock, 
the handshake, and the 
password. We then entered 
the meeting, and one 
by one, greeted 
[the president] 

Rituals, Handshakes, and Passwords

A diagram from the Beavers’ manual showing the 
proper stations of officers during a colony ritual

The only known Beavers Reserve Fund 
Fraternity badges in existence today are 
from the Spring Green and Black River 
Falls colonies in Wisconsin.
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An assortment of Western buttons

with the handshake and password. He gave us 
our certificates and pins, and we were officially 
members.”

The rituals changed over time, as did membership 
requirements. While some Western lodges 
continued to vote in new members, the majority 
of new members were approved at the national 
level in conjunction with each member’s policy 
purchase.

Ribbons featured 
a colorful side for 
meetings and a black 
side for funerals.
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•  �NMB accepted women from the very 
beginning, though with some restrictions. 

•  �Western’s founding organization, the 
Czech-Slovak Protective Society (Č.S.P.S.), 
initially admitted women as social members, 
meaning they couldn’t buy insurance. Newer 
immigrants split from the Č.S.P.S. because of 
this and other policies.

•  �At Western’s first national convention 
in 1899 in New Prague, MN, all 677 
women  were admitted as full members 
on an “almost-equal” basis with men. 
Men could apply for insurance amounts 
from $500 to $2,000, while women 
could only apply for amounts from $250 
to $1,000. 

•  �Some Western lodges were established 
for women only, including Lodge Libuse 
70 of Wilber, NE. 

WOMEN AND MEMBERSHIP

Ella Criddle is credited 
with being the first Beaver 
Queen. After joining the 
Beavers Reserve Fund 
Fraternity in 1902, she 
was an active agent and 
organizer.

The charter members of Lodge 
195, Omaha, NE, in 1905

Mythical Czech Queen 
Libuše gave her name to 
lodges as well as to the city 
of Libuše, LA.

FAST FACT
�In 1922, Western expanded membership to include people of 
any descent as long as they were married to someone of Czech 
or Slovak descent. In that same year, Western also authorized 
English-speaking lodges so that even communities without many 
native Czech speakers could form a lodge. In 1947, membership 
was opened to all, regardless of nationality or language.
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Local governance is vital to any fraternal benefit society. 
Both NMB and Western worked through geographically 
organized groups of members who essentially handled 
most of the business, from accepting new members to 
collecting premium payments. 

NMB first called its local governing groups “colonies,” 
then “lodges” (as in beaver colonies and beaver lodges), 
then “branches.” Members met in a variety of places, 
from homes to church basements to outdoor venues.

Western’s local groups were called “lodges” and unlike
NMB, they usually met in buildings owned, and 
sometimes built, by members. The buildings typically 
featured a large central room, a kitchen, and a stage. 

While lodges weren’t required to have their own 
building, those that could afford to do so, did. These 
buildings became important gathering places for 
the larger community, used by both members and 
nonmembers for dances, picnics, fundraisers, and 
other events.

Gathering Places
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Like most lodges, Lodge Plzen in Saunders 
County, NE, had a stage and curtain. Note 
the wooden voting box in the foreground.

Members of Lodge Libuse 261 located in Libuse, LA, rebuilt their 
lodge after a tornado leveled it in 1929. The Libuse Lodge building 
was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 2018.

Some of the historic 
Western lodge buildings

Photo credit: Dan Troyka

Photo credit: National Register of Historic Places
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Lodge 401, Dallas, TX, collected 
and donated 200 pairs of socks to 
the VA Resource Center.

Portion of a quilt 
commemorating the 
100th anniversary of 
the Č.S.P.S. Hall in St. 
Paul, MN, the longest 
serving Czech-Slovak 
hall in continuous use 
in the US

A group from Lodge Golden West 377, Los 
Angeles, CA, enjoying an outing in 1939

Charter members of Lodge Tolstoj 224, Scio, OR

Over the years, the emphasis on 
owning a building diminished for 
Western, although some groups 
still maintain their buildings 
today as vital community 
centers. Many are even listed on 
the National Register of Historic 
Places.

In the end, members of fraternal 
benefit societies know that it is 
not a building or a meeting hall 
that makes a branch or lodge. 
What matters is the human 
connection that happens there. 

“When a child was born, a baby shower was in order. Brothers and 
sisters would often hold wedding dances in the hall. Birthdays, 
anniversaries and other special occasions were celebrated with 
dinners, parties, dances and fun. And often, when a member died, 
his [or her] brethren would pay their last respects inside the hall 
which marked so many years of truth, love and loyalty.” 

— Fraternal Herald, April 1997
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Drill teams that performed coordinated routines, 
often with flags or pompoms, were popular in the 
early 1900s with women members of both NMB 
and Western. (Sorry, no men allowed!)

In the 1930s, when Western experienced a 
surge in membership, its drill teams helped 
initiate large groups of members all at one 
time, performing the formal movements 
required in time to the ceremonial music.  

As time went on, both NMB and Western 
teams began performing at public gatherings, 
conventions, and eventually in public 
competitions and in charitable events. 

Drill Teams

This Beaver Queens Drill Team from Racine took second prize at 
the Wisconsin State Fair on Fraternal Day, September 11, 1917. 
The women also provided entertainment at the Grand Colony 
Meeting in 1918.

Western’s 1945 drill team
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For members of NMB and Western, social 
activities have always been important, both 
among themselves and within their broader 
communities. 

In the early days of NMB, sports 
teams and musical groups proudly 
bore the Beaver name. Later, NMB 
became a well-known sponsor 
of community dances, picnics, 
potlucks, parades, and plays.

For Western members, socializing 
with each other came naturally, 
especially in the 
early days when 

all members spoke Czech and 
had common traditions. Picnics, 
festivals, and other gatherings were 
specific to the Czech culture and 
language, such as Dožínky (Harvest 
Festival) — and they still are. 

Traditional dances are a great example of 
multipurpose social events. They served as 
fundraisers, as a benefit of membership, 
and as a way to preserve culture, such as the 
popular central European folk dance, the 
Beseda.

Many Western lodges also participated in 
another Czech-centric activity called Sokol. 
Developed in Prague in the early 1800s, 
Sokol is a physical and philosophical system 
designed to foster “a strong mind in a sound 
body.” Gymnastics was the primary physical 
activity; philosophical activities included 

lectures, skits, and musical 
entertainment. Sokol 
remains popular with 
many local lodges.

Social Events

The Beaver baseball team 
of Basco, WI, advertised 
the Beavers Reserve Fund 
Fraternity in the 1920s.

A 1942 Sokol program and, 
below, an early Sokol event

The Sokol Auditorium in 
Wilber, NE is still in use. 
In the Czech language, 
“sokol” means “falcon.” 
Photo credit: Pam Morris
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“I still remember the Christmas parties and the 
family picnics I grew up with, having fun with 
other kids. When memories stick with you that 
long, you know they’re good ones.” 

— Anne Rogers, 
former NMB leader of Fraternal Services

Members of the Beaver 
Orchestra of Cashton, WI, 1909

A patriotic play put on by NMB members in 1912 

Czech folk dances during the Harvest Festival, 
Bannister, MI, in 2003
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Both organizations adapted over time to attract 
and involve members of all ages with a wide 
range of activities, including coloring contests 
for children, essay contests for youth, and photo 
contests for all ages. Social activities also evolved 
to include bowling, skating, movie nights, trips to 
amusement parks, and weekend family campouts. 
Members continued to participate in parades and 
hold dances, updating the music and changing 

the event 
names (from 
“Masquerade 
Dances” to 
“Sock Hops,” for 
instance) to fit 
with current 
culture.

For both NMB 
and Western, social activities have 
remained a constant, and BetterLife 
members continue to host and enjoy 
dozens of community and membership 
events each year.

Social Activities Evolve

“Lodge 71 in Utica, SD, worked hard to keep its dance hall. 
They held lots of dances and shows there; sometimes it was 
a play, followed by a dance. The music was Czech, and then 
polkas, and later, country. The music just progressed with 
everything else.”

— Louie Ruman, former Western board member
Z.Č.B.J. float in Cedar Rapids, IA, parade,1956

A 1913 parade float 
by Beavers Colony 
10 in Beloit, WI
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Children attending the NMB 1966 Madison, WI, Branch 
400 picnic had the opportunity to win one of many 
prizes during the day’s events.

This NMB trailer could be seen at a branch 
picnic. It offered popcorn, snow cones, 
and cotton candy.

In the 1960s, Western
Lodge 47 in Antigo, WI, held a St. Valentine’s 
Day party and potluck featuring children’s bingo.

The face painter at this 2012 youth picnic 
had a line three hours long!

A 1987 NMB sack race

Garage sale by Western members 
(with kolache) in Jennings, KS

Western members enjoyed steak and 
hamburger in Dorchester, NE, in 1990.
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Each organization had its own publication to 
showcase what members were doing and to share 
official announcements and useful information. 

NMB’s magazine was The 
Beaver: The Official Organ 
of the Central Colony. It was 
started in 1902 and became 
The Benefit News in 1944. In 
addition to lodge news and 
product updates, each issue 
featured a column informing 
members of various health 
conditions and tips. The 
magazine also featured 
insurance and financial 
advice, sales progress, jokes, 
puzzles, sewing patterns, 
recipes, and more.

Western’s magazine was 
titled Bratrský Věstnik (The 
Fraternal Herald) and was 

originally published entirely 
in Czech. An English section 
was added in the 1920s 
(much to some members’ 
disapproval!). In 1980, when 
the last person who knew 
how to operate the Czech 
typesetting machine retired, 
the magazine was printed 
entirely in English.

The tradition of sharing 
useful information, from 
health tips to financial 
insights to member stories, 
continues with BetterLife, 
through both the quarterly 
BetterLife magazine as well 
as The Better Buzz newsletter, 
which is full of “bite-sized 
stories” and updates that all 
members can opt to receive via email.

Sharing News and Staying in Touch

The first issue of the Beavers’ official 
publication

A 1914 edition of Western’s official 
publication
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Each organization’s 
magazine provided 
news directly from 
local groups, keeping 
members informed 
and inspiring them 
with ideas of what 
their lodge could do 
in the future!



Members can sign up to receive The 
Better Buzz newsletter via email.
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“I’m from a rural background and I know that 
if some farmer had an accident, then everyone 
would pitch in to help, and maybe harvest 
the field or plant for them, because they were 
all in contact with each other and had strong 
connections. It’s the same thing with lodges.”

— Jim Wolfe, Western past president
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Knowing that fraternal benefit societies are all 
about family and community, it should come as 

no surprise that both organizations 
circulated member recipes. 

Western members could expect to 
find a regular column in Fraternal 
Herald called “Kitchen Talk.” It 
launched in 1958 and was only 
omitted from two issues. While the 
reasons were valid (sky-high paper 

prices and the need to cover 
other topics), the response was 
huge — and not positive! 

The women’s drill teams were 
also instrumental in compiling 

recipes and publishing cookbooks, 
as were many lodges.

Through the decades, NMB 
members shared recipes monthly 

in The Benefit News. These were compiled in a 
cookbook to celebrate NMB’s 75th anniversary 
in 1977. The cookbook was a huge success with 
members. More recently, NMB members could 
find recipes in the “Dining with Doris” column of 
The Benefit News.

Today, BetterLife members can have tasty recipes 
delivered straight to their inbox via The Better  
Buzz monthly newsletter.  

Cooking Up Something Special
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Recipe for cherry pie in the shape of a 
flag, The Benefit News, July 1946
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A recipe for one type of kolaches, a traditional Czech pastry

Member Doris Streiff submitted countless 
recipes to the “Dining with Doris” column 
in The Benefit News. 

Today, BetterLife members can have tasty 
recipes delivered straight to their inbox 
via The Better Buzz monthly newsletter.
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Two world wars and the Great Depression. Births, 
weddings and funerals. Potlucks, fundraisers 
and dances. A people displaced and communities 
uniting in times of great joys, dire tragedies and 
life’s most important moments. 

This is the parallel history of two fraternal 
benefit societies — Western Fraternal Life 
Association, founded in 1897, and National 
Mutual Benefit, founded in 1902. 

A brand-new company with a 125-year history, 
BetterLife celebrates the best of both
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1845 18651855 189518851875 1925 19451935

Czechs and Slovaks 
flee the revolutions

1854 Czech-Slovak Protective 
Society (Č.S.P.S.) founded

1899 Western admits women 
as full members

1922 Western expands membership 
to include those married to someone 
of Czech or Slovak descent

1944 The Beaver magazine 
becomes The Benefit News

1931 Name changes to 
National Mutual Benefit

1916 Name changes to Beavers 
National Mutual Benefit

1915 NMB headquarters moves from 
Stoughton, WI, to Madison, WI

1902 Beavers Reserve Fund 
Fraternity founded

1897 Western Bohemian Fraternal 
Association founded (Z.Č.B.J. )

1885 A teacher in Fredonia, WI holds the 
first “flag day” in a one-room schoolhouse

First transcontinental 
railroad completed

Flu pandemic hits

Smallpox 
epidemicUS Civil War begins

Statue of Liberty dedicated

The first US coast-to-coast 
long-distance telephone 

call made

US enters World War I

19th Amendment passes, 
giving women the right 

to vote
First 
television 
broadcast
airs

Enough US 
life insurance 
policies issued 
to account for 
one policy for 
every adult

Stock market 
crashes

Germany invades 
Czechoslovakia 
and then Poland. 
World War II 
begins.

Jackie Robinson becomes the first 
African American to play Major 

League Baseball since the 1880s

First drive-in 
movie theater 
opens

Theodore Roosevelt is 
the first US president 
to ride in a car

One in 15 Americans belongs
to a fraternal benefit society

● ● ● ● ●●● ●● ● ● ● ●●● ●
19151905
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1955 1965 1975 1985 2005 20151995 2022

1947 Western opens 
membership to all

1959 Western moves 
into a new building

1971 Name changes to Western 
Fraternal Life Association

1972 Western celebrates 
its 75th anniversary

2021 Western and 
NMB merge to 
become BetterLife

1990 NMB moves its headquarters 
to the west side of Madison, WI

1988 NMB takes over maintenance of 
the historic Stony Hill School

1977 NMB celebrates 
its 75th anniversary

1980 Western’s Fraternal 
Herald printed only in English

1995 National Czech and Slovak 
Museum and Library dedicated

2008 Cedar Rapids floods

American Bandstand debuts

Korean War begins

Vietnam War begins

First zip code 
issued

First email sent

First pocket calculator 
marketed

First US COVID 
cases reported

Gulf War begins

● ● ● ● ●● ● ● ●●●●

Czechoslovakia splits into 
two sovereign states — the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia

Attack on World Trade Center, 
September 11

The US general public first given 
access to the World Wide Web

Apollo 11 lands on the moon



XX
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  —  B E T T E R  L I V E S 

A Pledge to Make Your Life Better 

Whether it was the founders of Western Fraternal Life Association (Western), 
National Mutual Benefit (NMB), or any other fraternal benefit society, the 
central reason they created their organizations was simple: to protect and 
connect families.
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Imagine being a wife and mother to three 
children under the age of 10. It’s 1903, the 
dawn of a new century, and you help your 
husband on the farm. Then one day, your 
husband has a fatal accident. Suddenly, you’ve 
lost not only your spouse and the father of your 
children, but also your livelihood. Neighbors 
step in to help . . . for a time . . . but their help 
can only go so far. You need to earn a living, but 
as a woman your options are limited. 

This is precisely the type of challenge life 
insurance was created to address.

You could buy it starting around the mid-1850s 
(in fact, that’s when many of today’s large life 
insurance companies, including MetLife and 
New York Life, were founded), but it wasn’t 
until the next century that life insurance 
sales soared. 

A History Built on Protecting Families

This Beavers Reserve Fund Fraternity ad from 1906 makes the case 
for life insurance in plain language.
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By 1930, there were enough life insurance 
policies in place to account for one policy 
for every US adult. (Unfortunately, that’s 
no longer the case. In 2020, only 54% of 
US adults had some form of life insurance, 
according to the Insurance Information 
Institute.)

In subsequent decades, NMB and 
Western grew rapidly, largely due to the 
extra advantages fraternalism offered: 
gathering places, a sense of community, 
help in times of need, and frankly, fun. 

This is an 1897 ad for Western, when all of its members could 
speak and read Czech.
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Initially, people sold life insurance by word of 
mouth. Relationships were key, especially for 
membership organizations such as Western and 
NMB where buying a policy also meant being 
welcomed into a larger community.

Branch secretaries, later referred to as agents, 
handled both membership and sales from the 
1930s to the mid-1950s for NMB. As products 
expanded, so did training for the agents. Eventually 
what began as part-time work became a full-time 
profession, just as it is today.

Western hired its first full-time agent, called an 
organizer, in 1910. His name was Joseph Drtina, 
and he was expected to visit every lodge and meet 
every member. This required quite a bit of travel, 
often to remote and newly established towns, 
sometimes braving “weather, impassable roads, 
and unwelcoming communities,” according to the 
centennial issue of Fraternal Herald. 

Monthly dues, fees, 
and reports were 
handled by lodge 
officers, such as the 
lodge secretary. The 
member elected to 
this role took meeting 
minutes, collected 
insurance premiums, 
and submitted 
death claims to 
headquarters 
to process.

By the 1960s, 
Western adopted a 
new direct-billing 
system to handle all 
collections, freeing 
up organizers to 
focus on membership 
and sales.

More Than a Sales Transaction

In the early 1980s, NMB agents could 
use this “portable handheld computer” 
in meetings with members to show them 
rates and other relevant data.
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Western agents were regularly honored 
for their work, both at meetings and in the 
monthly magazine.

Joseph Drtina became Western’s 
first full-time agent in 1910.

Hanna Olmstead, here 
in 1981, was still selling 
NMB life insurance into 
her 90s. 
Photo credit: Mary Hawver, 
Wisconsin State Journal

This Beaver agent shows a wonderful way to 
advertise the brand – on the back of his automobile!

“Even though life insurance seems 
like a product or a commodity, it is the 
foundation of what it means to ‘take care.’ 
When I look at the relationship between 
an agent and a member, at its heart, it’s a 
care relationship. It comes from a sense of 
duty for others.”

— Nancy Heykes, NMB board member
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A 1922 trade ad in The Fraternal Monitor for sales support materials

Western agents could carry 
this book with them to look 
up rates and specific details 
in meetings with members.
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The cornerstone of both Western and 
NMB was life insurance, which was 
constantly evolving to meet members’ 
changing needs. 

Initially, both organizations offered 
life insurance for men and women and 
a juvenile policy for children that could 
be converted to regular life insurance 
when the children became adults. 

As the organizations grew, they 
adapted. For example, NMB added 
premature baby coverage in 1950 and 
adopted different premium rates for 
nonsmokers in the 1980s. 

Proactively Solving Member Problems

You can see from this 1934 lodge dedication how many Western members 
were young people — and policyholders. 

“We’ve been a fiscally conservative organization all along, which meant 
that we made sure we were always able to keep our promises to people.”

— Steve Reindl, former NMB executive
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Other products once considered 
unusual are now commonplace, 
including universal life, a 
customizable type of life 
insurance that BetterLife 
continues to offer. Disability 
income insurance, a product 
that provides income to 
those unable to work because 
of an accident or illness, 
was introduced in 1946 by 
Western and in 1970 by 
NMB. Annuities, another 
innovation, were created 
to pay income at regular 
intervals. NMB introduced 
them in 1969 and Western 
in 1982. 

Innovating to meet member 
needs is a long tradition 
that continues today. 
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One difference between fraternal benefit 
societies and life insurance companies was 
— and is — the exclusive benefits members 
receive at no extra cost.

Over the decades, both Western and NMB 
have offered a wide range of member benefits, 
from scholarships and special insurance for 
newborns and orphans, to educational and 
patriotic material, to  family benefits. 

While some programs offered a financial 
benefit (such as scholarships), others 
promoted health initiatives, such as blood and 
organ donation, and free emergency medical 
treatment handbooks. Others offered tangible 
items, including American flags for members to 
display at home or in schools.  

Membership Benefits 

Both NMB and Western offered college scholarships to their members, and 
then profiled students in their respective magazines.

“Our national scholarship awards grew over the years, and as I think back on it, I 
remember seeing young people awarded our national scholarships who, as little 
kids, had participated in our art contest!”

— Linda Grove, former Western employee
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After “Bud” Mielke’s
wife died, Bud had to 
farm his163 acres and 
raise eight of his 13 
children alone. Then 
Bud got sick. After 
learning of Bud’s cancer 
diagnosis, members of 
Wausau, WI, Branch 3 
held a benefit to raise 
money for the family. 
When Bud died, NMB 
continued to help the 
family through the 
orphan’s income and 
scholarship benefits 
included in the member 
benefit program. NMB provided free American flags to members and local schools.

This ad, promoting the need for increased insurance coverage, 
is from the June 1927 issue of The Beaver.

A 1950s ad for a Western-
sponsored blood drive 
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H I S T O R I C  H E A D Q U A R T E R S 

NMB’s first headquarters was in Stoughton, WI, 
in a bank building on the town’s main street. In 
1915, NMB moved to Madison’s Capitol Square. 
Five years later, the organization built its own 
six-story building, also on the Square, then later 
added a seventh story. 

Called The Insurance Building because it 
was home to NMB as well as other insurance 
agencies, it featured a ballroom called The 
Cameo Room as well as kitchen space and 
rooms where member lodges could meet.

In 1990, NMB moved its headquarters to 
Madison’s west side where there was more 
space for parking, as well as for business 
functions such as data processing, printing, and 
mailing. That building is now the headquarters 
of BetterLife. NMB’s first headquarters in a bank building, Stoughton, WI 
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Two world wars and the Great Depression. Births, 
weddings and funerals. Potlucks, fundraisers 
and dances. A people displaced and communities 
uniting in times of great joys, dire tragedies and 
life’s most important moments. 

This is the parallel history of two fraternal 
benefit societies — Western Fraternal Life 
Association, founded in 1897, and National 
Mutual Benefit, founded in 1902. 

A brand-new company with a 125-year history, 
BetterLife celebrates the best of both
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NMB’s first business machine, 
a Dalton listing, adding, and 
calculating machine, circa 1912

The Addressograph 
envelope-addressing 
system was used by NMB 
from 1922 until 1958, 
when NMB purchased its 
first computer.

The Insurance Building, Madison, WI, was NMB’s 
third home and its longest, from 1922 to 1990. In addition to lodge meeting rooms, 

storerooms, and a kitchen, The Insurance 
Building housed an ornate ballroom called 
The Cameo Room.

NMB’s last home, now BetterLife headquarters, is located on the 
west side of Madison, WI.



50            B E T T E R  L I V E S

From 1908 to 1959, Western and three of its lodges 
were located in the Z.Č.B.J. Hall, still an active and 
historic building in the NewBo district of modern-day 
Cedar Rapids, IA.

Western’s original office, from 1897 to 1908, was 
in Cedar Rapids, IA, in the home of Alois Blaha, the 
company’s first secretary.

Western started in Cedar Rapids, IA, in the 
home of its first secretary, Alois Blaha. From 
there, the organization and three of its lodges 
relocated to the Z.Č.B.J. Hall, a brick building 
that still stands in what is now the NewBo 
district of Cedar Rapids.

As Western grew, so did the need for space. 
In 1947, the board passed a resolution (which 
members then voted on) to purchase land for a 
new building. Completed in 1959, the building 
featured a commissioned mural celebrating 
both the immigration of Czech and Slovak 
people as well as the freedom they found in 
their new home country.
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Needing more space, Western purchased land and built new headquarters 
at the corner of 19th Street and First Avenue in Cedar Rapids, moving 
there in 1959.

Local artist Edwin Bruns created this mural for Western’s new 
headquarters in Cedar Rapids. It tells the story of Czech immigration 
to America and features Abraham Lincoln, Tomáš Masaryk (former 
president of Czechoslovakia), Augustine Herman (the first Czech to 
arrive in the US), and Antonin Dvorak (Czech composer who once 
vacationed in Spillville, IA). The mural has since been removed and 
relocated for preservation.



XX
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C H A P T E R  F O U R  —  B E T T E R  C O M M U N I T I E S 

Helping Others

Fraternal benefit society members volunteer thousands of hours and 
donate tens of thousands of dollars each year, all of which go directly into 
the communities in which they live and work. 

What follows is just a glimpse at what members have done over the decades 
to meet a need or answer a call for help, whether close to home or halfway 
across the world.

“When both groups started, it 
was because people needed 
to band together. They started 
very inward-looking. But over 
the years, we became more 
outward-looking, caring for 
the whole community, whether 
they’re members or not.”

— Tom Bradley, former 
Western board member
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Preserving Heritage and Celebrating Culture 
from the Ground Up

Stony Hill 
Schoolhouse

On June 14, 1885, 
in a one-room 
schoolhouse 
near Fredonia, 
WI, 19-year-old 
teacher Bernard 

J. Cigrand held a ceremony with his students to honor 
the American flag. The Second Continental Congress 
passed a resolution on June 14, 1777 specifying what the 
flag should look like. In 1916, June 14 was recognized as 
National Flag Day.

Unfortunately, the Stony Hill School was closed 
that same year and used for county storage. In 1947, 
Wisconsin fraternal benefit societies, including 
National Mutual Benefit (NMB), were deeded the 
building and rehabilitated it. In 1988, NMB took over 	

the maintenance of the building and began holding work 
days for members and leaders to roll up their sleeves to 
refurbish and repair the school. 

NMB home office staff spruce up Stony Hill School.



During a special 1976 Bicentennial 
celebration, 50 flagpoles were installed on 
the grounds.  Governors from each state 
donated flags to display. 

Today, the school houses a museum and 
hosts annual Flag Day celebrations. NMB 
and the Ozaukee County Historical Society 
continue to maintain and support the 
school and its programs, such as classes 
where students can experience what school 
was like in the 1800s.
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“We make such a big impact in small towns because the members there have their hands in everything — 
football and baseball fields, schools, libraries — but we have impact with national initiatives too, even in other 
countries. When there is a tsunami, or flood, or hurricane, people call upon fraternals because we have such a 
good network of volunteers.”

— Anne Rogers, former NMB leader of Fraternal Services
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National Czech and Slovak Museum 
and Library 

Long a hub of Czech, Bohemian, Moravian, and 
Slovak culture, Cedar Rapids, IA, is home to 
the one-of-a-kind National Czech and Slovak 
Museum and Library. The museum got its start 
in 1974 when a group of residents came together 
to preserve their cultural heritage by gathering 

artifacts, sharing them 
at local events, and giving 
talks about Czech culture. 
The museum’s growing 
collection, first located in 
a three-room house, soon 
needed more space, so 
in 1993 the organization 
broke ground for a new 
building on the banks of the 
Cedar River.

Western Fraternal Life Association (Western) 
was one of the first groups to support the new 
museum, initiating a fundraising campaign 
among its members. Western also sponsored 
the museum’s WFLA/Z.Č.B.J. Heritage Hall, 
which does double duty as an event space and 

community center. The museum now holds 
historical documents and memorabilia of 
Western. 

Statue of Liberty

In 1985, the National Fraternal Congress of 
America asked fraternal benefit societies to 
mobilize their members to raise funds for 
the restoration of the 
Statue of Liberty and 
Ellis Island. Many NMB 
and Western members 
contributed to this 
special project by 
organizing fundraisers 
and making personal 
donations. By 1986, 
the fraternal benefit 
system collectively 
raised over $2.42 
million to help restore 
Lady Liberty to her 
original glory.
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Both NMB and Western created a 
variety of programs over the years 
that focused on local care and support, 
including NMB’s Cares Program and 
Western’s Members in Action, both of 
which provided funding and marketing 

materials to 
help members 
with hands-on 
volunteering 
and fundraisers. 
Even during 
the recent 

pandemic, members volunteered 
more than 60,000 hours and donated 
tens of thousands of dollars. In 
addition, locally organized fundraisers 
generated even more money for the 
community.

The NMB Cares Program included 
multiple initiatives such as Hunger 
Stops Here and Feed Our Heroes, 
plus local branch volunteering and 
fundraisers. 

Neighbors Helping Neighbors

Local high school students help out 
at an NMB fundraiser for the Hmong 
community in Wisconsin.

Youth Engaged Lodge Leaders 
(YELL!) is a Western program to 
encourage teen involvement and 
social responsibility.

In 1982, NMB’s Kenosha, WI, branch 
hosted a major festival to raise money to 
refurbish a pier on Lake Michigan. The 
money went toward restrooms, a parking 
area, a fish cleaning station, and fishing 
equipment for the differently abled.

“We wanted to make sure that members could respond 
to their community needs, so we had a matching 
benefits program for up to $2,500.”

— Jim Opie, NMB past president

“Without the matching funds, it’s easy for a small group 
to feel like they’re not able to do much. But when 
you’ve got some funding behind you, there’s so much 
more opportunity to make a bigger impact.”

— Cathy Popelka, BetterLife branch leader



58           B E T T E R  C O M M U N I T I E S

Coming Together in Times of Disaster

From the smallpox epidemic of 1899 to the San 
Francisco earthquake of 1906, from two world 
wars to recent conflicts and modern-day crises 
such as the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Western and NMB members 
have always stepped in to help across the country 
and around the world.

On June 13, 2008, the Cedar River 
crested to its highest level in Cedar 
Rapids, IA,  history. The floodwaters 
covered 10 square miles of the 
city, dislocating more than 18,000 
residents, destroying and damaging 
businesses, farmland, and cultural 
institutions (including the National 
Czech and Slovak Museum and 
Library), as well as many homes.

“This is where I really saw our members shine,” 
recalls Craig Van Dyke, BetterLife president 

who was treasurer of Western 
when the floodwaters hit. “They 
donated money for the flood 
victims, and Western matched 
their donations. We raised close 
to $100,000. We were able to 
help the museum clean up and 
rebuild . . .  and the rest went to 
the members affected by the 
flood.”

The way Western helped its 
members is what sticks in 
people’s minds. “We had a 
sit-down dinner for about 
100 members at a local hotel,” 
remembers Don Nieland, 
longtime Western employee. 
“They thought they were just 
getting a nice meal. But then, 
we walked around and gave 
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A plaque hangs in the WFLA/Z.Č.B.J. 
Heritage Hall honoring Western’s support 
for the original museum and reconstruction 
after the 2008 flood.

NMB was one of the first companies to issue checks to help the victims of a tornado that hit 
Oakfield, WI, on July 18, 1996.

each family a $1,000 check. The expressions, 
their gratitude . . . was unbelievable. It really 
makes you feel proud to work for an organization 
that does something like that for its members.”

“We let them know that this isn’t just a company 
writing checks; this is coming from your fellow 
members,” remembers Van Dyke. “And there were 
tears in their eyes. One man told me, ‘I can have 
Christmas with my kids now.’”
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When the US entered World War I, fraternals 
jumped into action. Both NMB and Western 
members helped in a variety of ways, from raising 
funds for the war effort itself, to sending money 

for food and supplies to those in Europe affected 
by the war, to serving in the military. Every issue 
of Fraternal Herald included an Honor Roll that 
listed the names of “members who died on the 
Field of Glory.” 

The German invasion of Czech lands and the 
start of World War II caused  great concern in 
the Czech-American community for their loved 
ones and home country. The community was 
particularly hard hit in 1942 when they learned 
the Nazis had destroyed the village of Lidice. Men 
were murdered, women sent to concentration 

camps, and children sent either to camps or to 
be “retrained” as German citizens. Stunned by 
the violence, members held memorial services, 
erected a memorial that still stands in Phillips, 
WI, and poured more money into war bonds. 
As recently as 2017, Western sponsored an art 
exhibit at the National Czech and Slovak Museum 
and Library commemorating Lidice.

Aid in Wartime

The Great War did not stop Lodge 46, Prague, OK, from dedicating 
a new lodge hall in 1917. Here, everyone is in their Sunday best — 
including the members sneaking a peek from the windows.
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During World War II, lodge members sent 
Christmas packages to servicemen. The packages 
included playing cards, hard candy, a toothbrush 
and toothpaste, soap, and a pocket knife 
emblazoned with Western’s logo. When combat 
infantryman Donald C. Coufal received his 

package, little did he suspect how important such 
a small object would be.

One day while driving a jeep on patrol, Coufal 
was shot by a sniper. The Western knife, which 
happened to be in his pocket, deflected the bullet, 
saving his life. The knife was later donated by past 
Western President Charles Vyskocil, his wife, 
Lillian, and the estate of Donald Coufal. Mr. Coufal 
was a member of Lodge 262, Cedar Rapids, IA.  

The pocket knife that saved Donald Coufal’s life

A 2017 art exhibit commemorating Lidice
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Just as it had during WWI, Western continued to support WWII war efforts by 
buying and promoting war bonds.

Western’s drill team also helped with 
war efforts, for example handing out 
sandwiches to departing servicemen.

When members of Western Bannister 
Lodge 225 were installing a new ceiling 
in the 1970s, they discovered this banner 
in the rafters. It commemorates members 
who served in WWII.
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Both organizations raised money to purchase ambulances for use by armed forces. 
Western also purchased a B-52 bomber with funds raised by a bond drive. 

Both organizations waived war riders for military families during 
the war. This article is from NMB’s 1946 The Benefit News.
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NMB shared news of one member reestablishing 
his life in the Philippines after being held as a 
prisoner of war by the Japanese.

NMB sponsors the Honor Flight Network, a national organization 
that offers veterans free trips to visit the memorials in 
Washington, DC.
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Servicemen and servicewomen received care packages from NMB 
during the Gulf War.

This page from a 1974 issue of Fraternal Herald continues the tradition 
of honoring military service by sharing the members’ stories.

“We had a member, a Marine, who was killed in the 
Gulf War. And we were able to approve his policy 
and payout to his family . . . because that’s who we 
are. Just as we did during the world wars, when we 
changed the rules and paid out to soldiers’ families. 
That is the caring company we are. That really sticks 
in my mind to this day, because I have a boy in the 
service now. That could have been our family.” 

— Duane Jirik, BetterLife board member 





On January 1, 2021, Western Fraternal Life 
Association (Western) and National Mutual 
Benefit (NMB) came together to launch 
BetterLife, a “new 125-year-old organization” 
that is member-owned and dedicated to serving 
thousands of individuals and families across 
the US.

BetterLife preserves the best of both Western 
and NMB: their unique identities, traditions, and 
histories. BetterLife also brings together the 
missions of both organizations: to 
protect families, connect members, and 
serve communities. 

In addition to this shared mission, a common 
thread is each organization’s ability to stay strong 
by merging. Like other fraternal benefit societies, 

Western and NMB have 
a history of joining with 
other organizations to 
grow both larger and 
stronger. From Western’s 
1929 merger with the 
Czechoslovak Workmen 
Benefit Society of St. Paul 
to NMB’s 1945 merger 
with the United Danish 
Society of America and 
with Concordia Mutual in 
2001, joining forces is how 
many societies continued 
supporting their members 
and communities.

C H A P T E R  F I V E  —  B E T T E R  F U T U R E S 

Our Histories Point the Way to an Exciting Future
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“We would not be here today if we 
didn’t do what we did yesterday. I am 
grateful and humbled to be a part of 
an organization that’s been around for 
so long, is evolving, and is not afraid of 
change.”

— Jared Bruley, BetterLife senior vice 
president, Member Acquisition
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In the 1920s and the decades that followed, 
lodges and branches became less important as 
meeting places for fraternal benefit societies and 
the communities they served. People gathered 
elsewhere: first around the family radio, then the 
television, then at movie theaters, malls, 
and online.

There also were more ways for people to donate 
to charity, demonstrate patriotism, volunteer, 
or celebrate their cultures. Plus, banks and 
insurance companies continued to grow and 
offer competitive insurance products — though 
without the membership benefits offered by 
fraternal  benefit societies.

These societies worked hard to compete, but 
beginning in the 1980s, their memberships 
began to decline.

As a result, many fraternal benefit societies, 
including several Catholic societies and the two 
largest Lutheran societies, merged in order 
to flourish.

In 2018, Western President Craig Van Dyke and 
NMB President Dan Shinnick began to realize 
that their organizations might make a very smart 
match. Both organizations were financially 
stable. Both were about 
the same size. Both shared 
important values.

Both also saw the opportunity 
to stabilize and grow by joining 
forces with another society, 
just as their founding  
organizations had. 

The boards of directors 
from both organizations 
spent months performing 
due diligence, mapping out 
how Western and NMB could 
work together to form a new  
company. In February 2020, 
they made it official when they announced their 
intent to merge.

Adapting to the Times

“We will be a stronger, more 
vibrant organization that is well-
positioned to protect and serve 
our current and future members 
for years to come.”

— Dan Shinnick, BetterLife CEO

“NMB and Western are 
the perfect match. This is a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
for both organizations, and 
joining forces unlocks so many 
exciting opportunities.”

— Craig Van Dyke, 
BetterLife president
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Even in the best of times, merging two 
organizations can be tricky. Leadership of the two 
organizations knew that and worked to make sure 
the transition was smooth. 

What they didn’t expect was a pandemic. 

The CDC reported the first US COVID-19 case 
in January 2020, a month before Western and 
NMB announced their intent to merge and put 
processes in motion for  both organizations to 
vote on the proposal.

NMB’s governing body was its board of directors, 
so the organization did not require a full 
membership vote on the proposed merger; board 
members met (via Zoom) to vote in favor 
of the merger.

Western’s governing body was its national 
convention delegates, representing each 
of Western’s seven districts. Due to travel 
restrictions, only one in-person meeting with a 

district was possible. 
Video meetings 
were held with 
the remaining six 
districts, and the vote 
to merge passed.

And then came the formidable task of 
uniting two organizations.

“We had to do everything via video calls,” recalls 

Coming Together during a Pandemic
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Jenna Dunker, project manager for the merger 
integration. “And when you can’t sit in the same 
room and relate on a human level and get to know 
each other well, we had to work extra hard to 
make that connection.”

To do so, leadership teams from both Western 
and NMB met virtually each week starting in 
June 2020. They divided into 15 different work 
streams, from IT to marketing and sales to 
fraternal projects, governance, and more. 

“Given the challenge of managing the merger 
remotely, we leaned especially hard on one 
team, which we called the ‘Triple C’ team: 
communication, culture, and change,” recalls 
Dunker. “In the end, we were all impressed with 
what we managed to do . . . and we were pretty 
exhausted.”

When it came time to decide on a name for the 
new organization, leadership sought input from 
members, employees, and other key stakeholders. 
They engaged Maddock-Douglas, a well-known 
market research company that has significant 
experience with insurance companies and 
fraternals, and considered more than 100 names. 

In the end, they 
chose what was 
perhaps the most 
obvious — as well as 
the most fitting — 
BetterLife.

The organization launched on 
January 1, 2021, ready and able 
to write business in all the states 
it wanted to serve. A fraternal 
advisory board made up of seven member leaders 
from each organization helped make sure that 
branches and lodges kept important member 
programs going throughout the transition.

BetterLife’s first board of directors. Standing, left to right: 
Duane Jirik, Brenda Stone, Craig Van Dyke, Dan Shinnick, 
Mary Bradley, Tom Johnson, Mike Hosek, John McHugh. 
Seated: Nancy Heykes, Maureen O’Hern Hahn.

BetterLife officers celebrate the 
merger of the two companies.
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Today, BetterLife, headquartered in Madison, 
WI, is member-owned and community-focused, 
offering a wide range of insurance and annuities.

BetterLife also continues the tradition of keeping 
members and their communities as the heart and 
soul of the organization, maintaining local lodges 
and branches, fostering community support, and 
celebrating ethnic and cultural heritages.

As the new company moves forward, 
generations of Western and NMB 
members do so as BetterLife 
members. They are joined by 
new members each day, building 
fresh memories and traditions, 
looking out for each other and their 
communities, and demonstrating 
that an insurance provider can do a 
lot more than  issue policies.

The Spearfish, SD community rallied 
around agent and member Michael 
Johnson when he was diagnosed with 
renal disease.

BetterLife home office staff planted new 
trees in Iowa after a derecho storm.

The 2021 prince and princesses 
of the Wilber Czech Festival, 
Wilber, NE

The WAGS Dog Walk raises funds for an 
organization that provides skilled service 
dogs to people with disabilities.

A New Kind of Insurance Company
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BetterLife’s Mission is to help our members protect 
their families’ financial futures, build better lives, 
and better their communities.

Our Mission

In 2021, 11 branches and lodges came together in a signature event to raise 
funds and gather food for 19 hunger-relief organizations across the Midwest.

BetterLife’s National Member
Scholarships are available to members 
pursuing higher education.

BetterLife’s Members in 
Action program funds 
the supplies, services, 
and promotional 
materials members 
need to make their 
community events a 
success.
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Our members come first. 
As a member-owned organization, we are committed to building 
trustworthy relationships, focusing on what’s best for you and your 
family, and delivering service in a caring, friendly, and helpful way.

Supporting your community is what we do.
Through volunteerism, fundraising, and social events, we help you 
make a difference where it counts most to you.

We know you and your community.
As your local, community life insurer, we care about what’s most 
important to you, your family, and your community.

We’re here for you today and tomorrow.
We have been passionately protecting families for more than a century. 
We are financially strong and will be here when you need us most.

Why We’re Different

Members of Branch 85 in Philip, 
SD, fry brats before a benefit for 
friend Rusty Baye, battling cancer.

Members of Lodge 400 assemble school supplies 
to donate to their local school district.
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“Everybody needs a place to belong, and everyone needs a sense of community. In so many 
ways, we’re doing what my great-grandparents did, but more broadly — creating better lives 
for each member of our community.”

— Mary Bradley, BetterLife board member

The Bradley family represents seven generations of Western 
members.

Cynthy Mandl’s grandchildren are the fifth generation of her family 
to become NMB members.
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