
A GLil1PSE AT EARLY A.MERICAN FREEMASONRY 

Preliminary and Introductory Remarks 

It is my hope to convey to you some impressiens of the magnitude of 

the contributions which I believe have been made by Freemasonry to the 

evolution and devel~pment of our Nation. 

When the first Freemason came to America cannot be determine~. The 

first known Mason in America was one John Skene wh~ settled in New Jersey 

in 1682. The Mether Grand Lodge of England was not organized until 1717. 

There is more than tradition but less than documentary proof tha.it. a 

Lodge of Masons, working without charter ef other Grand Lodge authority, 

was working in King's Chapel in Boston as early a'S 1720. There is con­

clusive documentary evidence that a Lodge was working at Tun Tavern in 

Philadelphia in 1730 but without charter or other Grand Lodge authority. 

It was in t~i~ Ledge that Benjamin Franklin was made a Mason. 

In 1733 Henry Price, a Bosten Merchant, returned fr'111 a tri~ te 

England with a Commission from L~rd Montague, The Grand Master of the 

Mother Grand Lodge in England, authorizing him as Provincial Grand Master 

for New England, to establish r egular and duly constituted Lodges in the 

New World under Grand Lodge authority. The following year his authority 

was extended over all North America. Pursuant ~ this authority on July 

JO, 1733, Henry Price c~vened the Mas61s residing in Boston, read his 

co.1lllb.o o.t.4'tl •<~ ~.,aaa.. ta Q.r-1'kn.izP h>fJ · ~-i,ap:i.~ · O:i:·etAd J,odge. He 
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Appointed AndreWT Belcher the Governor's son, as his Deputy Grand Master, and 

then proceeded to constitute these Boston Masons into the first regu1ar and 

duly constituted !.(,dge in the Western World, under Grand Lodge Authority. 

That Lodge, originally called The Fir&t Lodge, subsequently changed its name 

to St. John's Lodge and has been in continuous existence to t his very day. 

Henry Price and his successors proceeded to Charter Lodges all up and 

down the Atlantic Seaboard as far north as Nova Scetia, and as far south as 

the West Indies. Thus he and his successors became veritable Masonic 

Missi<>narles in spreading the new philosophy of brotherho~ in the New World. 

Certainly in Colonial times the number ,r Freemasons in America was 

insignificant in proporti~n to the total male pepulation, yet I hepe to shew 

you that a great pr•ptnderance of those whe played l eading roles in the 

building of eur Republic wer e Freem~ona. It is, of course, impeasible to 

demonstrate the fact, but the inference is ~bvious that ther e is something 

inherent in the nature of our Craft which at least rartially, acceunts for 

t his astounding fact. I will merely try 't(') indicate the l eading roleg that 

were played by Freemasens in this crucial period of eur National life and 

let each of you draw y~r own infer ences. 

First ef all it must be clearly underst~d that freemasonry's impact 

is no~ the r esult of any efficial p~sition or any direct action taken by a 

Lodge or by a Grand Lodge. Its impact always has been, is now, and always 

will be the contributi~ns which are made by individual Masons w~ have been 

s~ inapiree and so imbued with the Masonic prin•ipals ~r br~therhood, charity, 

truth and justice th:tt. the d:_w to day oonduct. of the ni,.rma.l affairs, of their 
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-e~ 
lives is motivated ~Y t hese pri.Acippa'.'s . But what is f'lf even greater 

significance is the f aet th<Pt members of our Craft tend t t act as "leaventt 

in a c~rrmru.nity, beoAuse the practice ~f the Maoonic way l')f lif~ establishes 

a high standard ~f e~nduct fnr others t~ emul ate. 

Seet ndly1 we 11.ust, understanii. sl')mething ef the nature •f 1'Ur Craft C£S 

it exi~te~ during thia peri~d. The ~rigin •f ~ur eraft antedates the perioj 

f'lf authentic documentary evidence. We kn~w that the eldest Masonic document 

extant was written ab-ut 139t. At that time, and !or many years ther eafter, 

the Craft ~onsiatet! ef vari"us independent greups ~f stf'ne maat ns wht were 

priJTlarily engage~ i• the er ecti•n ef cathedr als and ether such iro.p,rtant 

buildings, Eath -.ember •f the craft had his ewn ?)articular part •f tho w•rk 

t~ perf o'I"l'J\ and whether the work was assigned to ~ was humble ,r spectacu. 

l ar, it wao neeess-ary t~r him t~ coordinate his wtrk with that tf eaeh ef hio 

eo-w~rker~ to effe~t ~ final r esult .r perfeetioa and beauty. The ~erfectitn 

with which eaeh individual craftsman performed his part ~f the w .. rk was the 

keynote ~r the pe~fe~tio~ ~f the completed edifice. Time wan ~f l ittl e c~8-

sequence. In fa~t, the ereetitn of many ef the great cathedrals tnok hun-

dreds of years and many a craftsman w•uld devtte his entire wtrking life 

te the constru8tioa ,r a particular edifice in the full knewledge that 

he Wf'luld nevep live to see the c_.mpleted structure. I t was en•u~h for h1ro. 

to knt-w that t here was a plan, that the itl~ was clear in the mind t')f the 

Master Builde~ and that the skill and fidelity with whieh he performed his 

work would •ne 4lay be r eflected in the beauty and grandeur tf the c~pleteli 

edifiee 
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While these craftsman wer e learning t o work together to create an 

edifice of strength, harmony and beauty to which they were devoting perhaps 

their entire lives, it was not strange that they should be giving thought 

to the problem of creating a social structure which would enable them to 

work and live together in peace, harmony and brotherhood. Somewhere along 

the pathway 'of our Masonic history these operative craftsman learned the 

basic fundamental truths of man's r elat i onship to his f ellow man. There 

was nothing new about these fundamental truths of life. They were as oli 

as time itself. It was only the way thatt. our Masonic forefathers adapted 

these truths to their particular needs and the manner by which they trans­

mitted t hese truths from generation to gener ation that was unique. 

When the Mayflower anchored in Plymouth Harbor in 1620, our Craft was 

still predominantly a craft of eperating stone masons who, as a collat eral 

philosophical objective, wer e inter ested in establishing a social structure 

in which they could work and live together harmoniously. But during the 

next 100 years the Cra~ went through an inter esting transformation. The 

operative aspects of the Craft gradually disappearea and the philosophical 

aspects became mor e predominant, until finally the completion of this 

transformation was signalized by the organization of t he Mother Grand Lodge 

in London 11.717. 

As I have said, Henry Price as our first Provincia.JJ Grand Master t rans­

planted Freemasoni'y on our shores in 1733. It quickly took root in the 

American Col onies and the American Freemasons- soon became active in their 

traditional task of building a social structure based on the principl:et.Js 

taught by our Craft. 
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As early as 1754, Benjamin Franklin, Pennsylvania's most illustrious­

Freemason, proposed a plan for the mutual protection of the Colonies against 

the French and the Indians. This has been characterized as the first co­

herent scheme ever proposed for securing a perm.anent federal union of the 

thirteen original Colonies. 

Seven years later in 1761 when George III ascended the English throne 

Masonic Lodges had been established in all of the thirteen •riginal colonie~ 

except two, and 4 years later there were Lodges in all thirteen colonies. 

Among the membership of these Lodge~were many of the outstanding soldiers 

and statesmen of that period. 

According to our official records of our Grand Lodge alone, had 

established Lodges in eleven of t he thirteen original colenies. From this 

fact it can be r ea<lily understood how Ma:sonic intercourse had been est ablish­

ed during this period between Freemasons in Massachusetts and Freemasons in 

the other colonie&. Furthermore eur ~fficial nrand Lodge r ecords show that 

Henry Price, our Provincial Grand Master, was personnally acquainted with 

Benjamin Franklin in Philadelphia as early as 1734. 

The significance of this network of Masonic friendships thr~ugh~ut the 

colonie& can not be over emphanized. 

Much emphasis has been placed by secular historians upon the prejudices 

and j ealousies which pulled the colonies apart because ef the diversity of 

their economic interests and their religious and cultural tranditions. It 
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.therefore beho~ves Masonic historians to stress the fact that Freemasonry 

was the one common factor which bound rr few men in each Colony to a few 

men in each of the other Colonies in mutual respect, confidence and rra-

t ernal brotherhood. 

Early in the reign of King George III cane the first outbreak of 

discontent among the colonists. King George decided that the Colonies 

should pay the heavy costs of the French and Indian War and to implement 

this policy the Mother country placed restrictiona on their exports te 

England and levied oppressive taxes on their imports. Theseewere the ao­

called Navigatien Acts. 'nle Crown Courts issued the infamous Writw of 
~ 

Assistance which authorized the King's revenue offictj.9 to search homes 

as well as plaeea of business in an effort to enforce these oppressive 

measures. 

This procedure was repugnant to the sense of justice of the colonists. 

James Otis, a Boston Freemason, r esigned his lucrative position as 

Advocate General to the Crown so that he could represent another Boston 

Freemason, John Hancock, and other Boston merchants in a legal battle to 

contest the legality of these write. Otis won immortal fame by taking 

the now familiair position that taxation without r epresentation is tyranny. 

Then and there the gauntlet was thrown at the feet of the English King by 

a Boston Freemason in the first outspeken expression of the Masonic spirit 

of liberty and justice. 
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Instead of giving relief to the Colonies, insult was added to injury 

by the passage of the Stamp Act , which required special stamps or stamped 

paper, for legal and co!Thncrcial documents and even for newspapers . Lead­

ers in the other Colonies , particularly in Virginia, ro~e up in pretest 

when they were inf o~med of the state of affairs in Boston. 

Benjamin Franklin, a Provincial. Grand Master in Pennsylvania, was 

sent to England to protest this treatment of the American Colonies. He 

found forceful support for the repeal of the Stamp Act and friendly con­

sideration for the plight of the Colonies in two staunch English States­

man and Masons, William Pitt and Edmund Burke . The Stamp Act was repealed 

by Parliament, thanks to t he efforts of Franklin, assisted by Pitt and 

Burke, but the following year a new tax was imposed on tea and a few 

other items . 

The people of Massachusetts responded by giving the most famous tea 

party known in history, staged by such prominent Massachusetts Masons as 

Joseph Warren, Provincial Grand Master in Massachusetts, John Hancock, 

Paul Revere, and other members of that f amous Massachusetts Lodge of St. 

Andrew. 

Connnittees of Correspondence were or ganized in the various colonies 

for the purpose of keeping each other advised of developments and of 

promoting the cause of Colonies. The fact that these Committees were 

composed largely of Freemasons who had fraternal ties with their Masonic 

brethren in other Colonies was a vital factor in the success achieved by 
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these Committees . At a time when to be betrayed would have resulted 

in conviction for treason, the f act that a Boston Freemason, Paul 

Revere, should have frequently carried confidential messages between 

the Committee in Boston and the Committees in Portsmouth, New York 

City and Philadelphia, gives some idea of how the Masonic tie of 

mutual confidence contribut ed to the success of this important phase 

of the drama which was now developing. 

When the First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia in Septem­

ber 177h, Peyton Rn.ndolph, Provincial Grand Master in Virginia, was 

elected its fir st presiding officer . The del egations from the Colonies 

included many Master Masons . This Congress adopted Articl es of Associa­

tion and pl edged its support t o Massachusetts if any attempt were made 

to execute these oppressive measures by force . 

On the night of April 18th in the following year of 1775, Paul 

Revere, already a trusted and experienced courier , l eft a meeting of 

the Lodge of St . Andrew, and by dir ection of Grand Mast er Warren made 

his famous midnight ride to warn the countryside that the British 

Soldiers were marching on Lexington and Concord the following morning. 

Whether the signal lanterns were hung in the bel f r ey of the Ol d North 

Church by Robert Newman, by Jorn Pulling, or by both, a matter on which 

ther e is some dispute, they wer e in any event hung by the hands of a 

member of the Craft, because both of these men were Freemasons. 

The following day the hostilities opened with bloodshed at 

]fixlng~un and ~t Oon~ord Bridge. 
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Less than a month later, on May 10, 1775, the Second Continental 

Congress convented in Philadelphia. John Hancock, one of Boston ' s 

most distinguised Masons, was el ected its presiding officer, and the 

pledge which was given to Massachusetts by the First Continental Con­

gress the preceeding year was promptly redeemed. On June 15th George 

Washington, America's most distinguised Freemason, was appointed 

Commander-in-Chief of an army of some 14,000 men. 

On June 17th, - the very day that Washington accepted the appoint­

ment - came the Battle of Bunker Hill, at which Grand Master Joseph 

Warren lost his life . To commemorate his memory King Solomon's Lodge 

then meeting in Charlestown, acquired title to the land and er ected 

the first Bunker Hill Monument at the brow of the hill wher e the 

battle was f ought, and wher e the body of our Grand Master Warren was 

first buried the morning after the battle . Later this land was donated 

by the Lodge as a site for the erection of the pr esently existing Bunker 

Hi1.l Monument. 

In March of the following year, 1776, Washington fortified D::>rchester 

Hei ghts with artillery which Major General Henry Knox, a Massachusetts 

Mason, captured at Fort Ticonderoga and transported to Dorchester on ox 

sleds across tho snow blocked mountain roads. Confronted with this 

artillery on IX>rchester Heights, the British evacuated Boston on St. 

Patrick's Day, March 17th rather than face the artillery fire. 

Events moved fast. On April 12th North Carolina joined the other 

Colonies in declaring its independence. 
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On May 6th, the Virgini a Convention meeting in Williamsburg 

authorized its del egat es t o propose that the Coloni es declare them­

selves to be free and independent s t ates and authorized a Committee 

to draft a Declaration of Rights . This Declaration was pr epar ed by 

Geor ge Mason, whose membership in the Craft has been asserted but not 

established. 

Accordingly on June 7th, Richard Henry Lee , a Virginia Mason, 

pr esented to the Second Continental Congress a r esolution calling for 

a Declaration of Independence . Hancock appointed a Committee of five, 

of whom at l east three wer e Freemasonc, to ?T~pare a Declaration of 

Independence . Of the signers of this historic doc ument, at l east eight 

are known t o have been Masons, and ther e is s ome evidence that twenty­

four others may have been. 

Thirty-thr ee of the Generals serving under Washingt on are known 

to have been Masons and there is some evidence that fifteen others were . 

It is of significant i mportance that so many of Washington's General 

Officers wer e members of the Craft and were bound t o him by ties of 

Masonic Brotherhood as well as by ties of Military subordination. 

That one such Gener al Of f icer (Benedict Arnold) should have proved 

faithless t o the trust which his Connnander-in-Chief reposed in him as 

a Mason as well as a soldier, mer ely shows by contrast how well the 

Masonic ties of fidelity served the cause of liberty in the case of all 

the rest. 
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To name a f ew, there was General Ethan Allen of Vermont, who 

secured the surrender of Fort Ticonderoga; Major General Henry Knox 

of Massachusetts, whose artillery captured at For t Ticonderoga com­

pelled the evacuation of the Port of Boston by the British; General 

Anthony Wayne, whose captur e of Stony Point saved Connecticut from 

invasion; General Nathaniel Greene of Rhode Island, who has been 

credited with being the savior of the South; and General John Sullivan 

l at er first Grand Master of New Hampshire who t ook Fort William and 

Mary at Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and captured the gunpowder which 

was used at Bunker Hill. 

After eight years of bitter suffering and impoverishment brought 

about by the struggle f or liberty, the American Colonies were at long 

l ast r ecognized by George III as free , sover eign and independent states. 

Independence had been achieved, but when the common enemy was 

dr iven from our shor es the necessity of putting up a united front 

was removed. The weaknesses of the Union soon became apparent. The 

old prejudices and j eal ousies among the newly created sovereign 

States threatened to destroy the Union in its infancy. The newly 

achieved freedom offered no solution for bankruptcy. Disintegration 

threatened and the Masonic bond upon which the leaders of the struggling 

Colonies had pr eviously depended on to weld them together in mutual con­

fidence was once again destined t o off er a solution. 

In r esponse to an invitation from Virginia, Commissioners from 

£r.-c S±at.Qg a..~.R1?znhl.od at .~1apolis in .C:eptemoor 1. 786, to discuss how 
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t o bring order out of chaos. Al exander Hamilton, whose Masonic 

membership has been gener ally assumed, although his Lodge has never 

been i dent i f ied, pr esented a plan f or a Constitutional Convention t o 

be held at Philadelphia the f ollowing year. 

When the Constitutional Convention assembled, George Washington 

was el ect ed its presiding officer. Edmund Randolph, Grand Master of 

Virginia , introduced the so-called Virginia Plan f or a Constit ution 

which formed the basis of the document which eventually was evolved. 

It is difficult t o assert with absolute fina~ity jus t how many 

of the del egat es to the Constitut i onal Convention wer e members of our 

Craft. Evidence is conclusive in t he case of a l arge number and con­

vincing i n t he case of many others. But more important than mere 

numbers is the fact that among the del egates were the outstanding 

Masonic l eaders in the St at es from which they came. Ther e was of 

course Geor ge Washingt on who had been pr oposed as General Grand Master 

over all t he Col onies. Pennsylvania sent Benjamin Franklin, its pr e­

eminent Mason and a f orm.er Provincial Grand Master. Virginia sent 

John Blair, its first Grand Master, and Edmund Randol ph, its then 

pr esiding Grand Master. New Jersey sent David Brearley, its pre­

siding Gr and Master. Delaware sent Gunning Bedford, a Mason who 

l at er became Delaware's first Grand Master. North Carolina sent 

Wi lliam Richardson Davie, Jr., who although not then a Mason, became 

Grand Mast er of North Carolina six years l ater. North Car olina also 

sent it.s then presiding Grand Master, Samuel Johnson, as an unofficial 
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advisor t o aid its del egat es. Thus in five of the delegations there 

were two Past Grand Masters, three presiding Grand Masters, and two 

who subsequently became Grand Masters. 

After the Constitution had been ratified, George Washington, 

America's most distinguished Freemason, and the presiding Master of 

Alexandria Lodge No . 22, Alexandria , Virginia, was el ected our first 

Presi dent. Geor ge Washingt on was the only President who was Master 

of his Lodge and President of the United St at es at the same time. 

He was inaugurat ed in New York on Apr i l JO, l789. His oath of 

office was taken on the Bible brought from St. John's Lodge No. 2 by 

its Master, General Jacob Morton, who was also the Grand Secretary of 

the Grand Lodge of New York, and who three years later became Grand 

Master of New York. 

The oath of office was administer ed by Chancellor Robert Livingston, 

then Grand Mast er of New York. The only other participants in the in­

augur al cer emony wer e Vi ce Pr esident John Adams, Gener al Roger Shennan, 

General Al exander Hamilton, Major Gener al Henry Knox, and Gener al and 

Baron von St euben, all of whom except Vice President Adams, wer e members 

of our Cr aft. 

After his inauguration President Washingt on again called upon 

his Masonic brethren t o fill the important appointive offices of his 

new government. At l east three of the original five Cabinet posts 

wer e filled by members of the Craft, namely, Al exander Hamilton as 

Secretary of the Treasury, Henry Knox as Secretary of War, and 

Edmund Randolph as Attorney General. Thomas Jefferson, whose Masonic 
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membership is doubtful, was appointed Secretary of State. 

John Blair, the first Grand Master of t he Grand Lodge of Virginia, 

was appointed by Washington as an original member of the Supreme Court 

and in 1801, John Marshall, also a Virginia Grand Master, was apµointed 

Chief Justice. 

Thus did our forefathers launch a new Nation, conceived in the 

Masonic tradition of liberty and justice, and dedicated t o the Masonic 

principaF that all men are created equal, and thus into the hand of 

a group of distinguished Masons did they entrust the important t~k of 

guiding its destinies. 
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