
WAS NELSON !FREEMASON ?

by Bro. F.W. Seal-Coon

I
THE LAST TIME the above title appeared iu A.Q.i. was in

Volume XII for 1899 (pages 109/110) and there have been only

two por1phoral rof.r.aa •• 11na. '•• lA Vol.XLI1 (pag •• 6S/69)

and Volume 88 (page 220). Nor is the outside bibliography much

more extensive: a sbort treatment in !he History of Freemasonry.:""
:d·

in Norfolk by R.W. ;Bro. Hamon Le Strange, Prove G.M. of Nor"folk3~ .\
\~(,.:I

1896; another in the history of the LOdge of United Friends No. ":\.I
I~

313, Great Yarmouth, by W. Bra. Robert H. Teasdel, 1930; a brief I
reference in Hubert S. Banner's These Men were Masons, 1934; !

and o~in Frederick Armitage's Short Masonic History which ment-
I

ions Nelson as a member of the Gregorians, a quasi-masonic

society, in 1797. Examination of several of the biographies of

Nelson has thrown up no Masonic references whatever; nor, I am

authoritatively informed, has repeated exhaustive examination

though it 1s fair to recognise that 18th. century records are

to the lodges'in Nelson's native Norfolk, been any more revealing

I

of the registers of Grand LOdge, more partic.larly as they relate ~

~

~

by no means as complete as are those of more modern times.

Inquiries at the West India Reference Library in Kingston,

that the evidence for and against is dubious or negative, hence

My

Why, then, should it be reviewed again when prev-

I
.. I

The question still stands, therefore: did Horatio Nelson, ~

ultimately Admiral Viscount Nelson of the Nile and Duke of Bronte,~

ever become a Freemason? It must be acknowledged from the start t

r
i>

t
;.~

I,,::,
f

I:

Jamaica, have had a similarly negative result,

.
ious writers have covered it in at most a few paragraphs.

il.nconclusive.
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- 2

answer is: Because Nelson was an archetypal English hero, more

adulated and f~ted, and certainly better loved, than the great

Duke of.Marlborough or Nelson's towering contemporary, the Duke

of Wel11ngton. Foss~gll::~QlaQn was QQ muoh revereG for h1s

frailties as for his tremendous ability and heroism, but the fact

remains that by his naval skill, his bravery, his determination,

his patriotism, his charm and warmth, his calculated disobediences

his vanity and amorousness, he struck the keynote of his time and

place. In short, he was the complete 18th. century man, a breed

now all but extinct, but whi~;h still echoes in English hearts

as a romantic ideal. That is why it is important to Freemasonry

to know for certain whether Nelson was or was not a member of the

Craft, and therefore to examine and re-examine every aspect of

that question even if it means finally leaving an enigma to post-

erity.

Ironically, there are factors in common -- even if their

manifestations are unequal and morally opposite ~- between enter

ing Freemasonry and entering on a life of crimel They are: back

ground, temperament, oompany, motive and opportunity, and in
~

Nelson's case all these factors should be.taken into account

before coming to a conclusion, whether positive, negative or

doubtfml.

Horatio Nelson was born on 29 September 1758 at Parsonage

HOMse, Burnham Thorpe on the Norfolk Coast, to the Rev. Edmund

child and fifth son out of a total of 11 children, three of whom

died in infancy. Both parents came of clerical stock and were
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Paston's Sohool at North Walsham.

powerful Walpole family. ,The child Horatio seemed somewhat

well-oonnected, the wife in partioular being related to the

him a passage in a merohant ship bound for the West Indies for

lOO ,... :

He went early to school in Norwich and then to

mother died, leaving the father with'a large brood to rear, so

write to their maternal uncle, Captain Maurice Suckling, seeking

at 12 years old Horatio persuaded his elder brother,William, to

lad on his father's ~~~soRage farm and among the voastal dunes

and creeks.

I
!
\

l
!.

~
delicat~, but fearless and self-reliant as'he grew up as a countryr

I
I

r
i;

When he was .ine, his beloved f

f"

i'

t:

t
r

l

I

a naval post. I
This was arranged, 'though apparently somewhat reluctantly on :1

r',:
• ,i

the part of Capt. Suckling because of Hora tio t s seeming',frailness I
t

and he joJ,ned:-:; Raisonable at Chatham in March 1771 as captain IS r;
I.

r

servant, later as midshipman, He spent a year learning elementary I
seamanship and navigation, after which Capt. SUCkli~g procured . ~

I

(

the sake of experience -- apparently a disagreeable one, as he

returned with an abiding sympathy for seamen before the mast.

At 14 Nelson was in charge of the tender of the guardship

Triumph~ which his uncle then oommanded. Lateri,n,the year 1773

Nelson volunteered for a three-month voyage to the Arctic in the

sloop Carcass and on his return was appointed to the frigate

Seahorse for a tour of the East Indies and India, during which

he experienced his first battle. But in May 1775'he became desp

erately ill and had to be sent back to England.

By now Maurice Suckling was Comptrol~er of the Navy, headed

the Navy Board, and was a man of influence at the Admiralty. On
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. ,

- 4 •.

24 September 1776 Nelso. jOined~~~worcester as acting~ .,

This small ship of the line was on escort duty with Atlantic

convoys at t~e start of the American Revolution, but was paid off

I Nelson ~. Ion 2 Apl'iJ. 1777 anQ a few dals\~,,~eWQ~Jilf)Q.~hi" exami.nat1Qn tQr: i
lieutenant's rank, when he.was immediately appointed to the frigatJ

Lowestoffe under Captain ~illiam Locker who, like so many of

Nelson's future fellow-officers, became a lifelong friend; for

even at this early age Nelson's natural charm and openheatted

friendliness had shown themselTes, later to endear him to nearly

all who served with or under him; indeed, to all~ who icame in. '--~-
contact with him except the eavious and those whom his stern sense

of duty offended. Also manifest were his application, quick mind

and grasp of situations, eventthe diplomatic sense that was later

to be of Talue to his country and to himself.

In July 1777~Lowestoffe sailed for Jamaica and Nelson

was given oommand of her tender to patrol the Jamaican coast and

the Mosquito Shore. He lost no opportunity of improving his nav

igational skills, and when Maurioe Suckling died in July 1778
.,

Nelson was held in high enough esteem no longer to need his uncle's

influence.

It was in the Spping of this year, when Nelson was at sea in

the brig Badger, that an event of masonic significance occurred,

for it was then that Sir Peter Parker, with Lady Parker, arrived

from New York to be Governor of Jamaica. Sir Peter was a prominent

Mason and was quickly appointed ProTincial Grand Master of Jamaica.
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convinced; while when it was under his nose, so to speak, at the

returned to England, still frail and shaky, in \~ Lion.

I have gone at some length into Nelson's background and the

this, Nelson's naval duties and nautioal studies after he became

Let us first

Nevertheless, it

- 5 -
r

1779 Sir Peter promoted him to post captain on merit. He took ~.
I,'

over the frigate Hinchingbrooke as soon as it returned from a f

patrol during which its captain had been killed, and in the toll- ~

owing January he took part in an expedition against the Spaniards ~
~l

at San Juan, Nicaragua. In this Nelson particularly distinguished i(

\ frigatefhimself, but fell ill again and though recalled to command\the/ ...'~l
r,

Janus he had to be carried ashore and remained there until, on i"

30 August, he applied for convalescent leaTe and soon after ["

~.
I·.•.·
t'

rj
Nelson spent most of the months of slow recovery in Jamaica ~

with the Parkers under Lady Parker's care, and although as a young~

~I!

officer barely ot. age and of no partic~mar renown he was no masoni~\

Icatch', 1itib.g 'aB' he was in the Admiral's quarters he oould f;:

fdl~ . t

hardly Jhs:ve/to ibecome cognisant of Sir Peter's masonic standing t,
or ,tobe aware of his masonio oomings and gOings. That, prior to ,:',

t~

k

~:

21 left him no time for Freemasonry even if he knew of its exist- 1"

ence and might have had the inclination to seek.initiation, I am 0
f.
..l
It

~,

r

~~.
:"j

i\,
I!
I'I
t

~

~
~

~

\
"

'."d .••• ,"D, ;'it,I"FlICt •.'\ ..x (1.,\' ~.p. 11,. ,:" t, '"." .•'l~

beginnings of his career, in order to set the scene, as it were,

was at this point in his life that the light of Freemasonry first

Parkers' he was in no condition to take it up.

positive support there is for this proposition.

quote the Appendix to Bro. Ramer Le Strange's history of Masonry

shone around him.

having beoome a MasOR, and it is now appropriate to set out what

for the examination of the evidence for and against his ever

:,"j

--.._-.__ .....•.•..................................... _ ..•......... _.

Cop
yr

ig
ht

 W
or

ce
st

er
sh

ire
 M

as
on

ic

Li
br

ar
y 

an
d 

M
us

eu
m

 Tr
us

t



Naval Officers, without discovering any trace of him.

"The names of the WardeD.s••_••••••••are those contained in

"Among the furniture now in possessioJl of the Lodge of

)

On eaoh of the long sides is an

GROOVE

A.L. 5797, A.D. 1797

JAMBS DAVY, Senr Warden.
WILtm MADISON, Junr Warden.

JOHN GREEN, Junr, Secretary.

10dge of United Friends, No.564.

Constituted on Friday, 11th August,

(

Masons, but gives no reference or authority for the assertion.

Bra. Henry Sadler, Sub~Librarian of Grand Lodge, info~ms me that

the registers, and that he has made special search of all the

he has never been able to find either of their names in any of

440, states that LQrQ Nelson ana his 8e~vantIQ. Allea we~Q

lists of Norfolk LOdges, and also in those most popular amongst

about the siee of a large briok; on the top is a small aperture

the warrant of the LOdge, but for some reason, which I cannot

for use as a 'perfeot ashlar'.

for the insertion of a Lewis, so that it evidently was intended

,
in Norfolk, which desoribes in detail the evidenoe known to him

at the time and gives an opinion Qa it:

r'
.'

I
--, .",' !\

"A writer in the Freemasons' Quarterly Review for 1839, p. \\

I
If

~;

i
~

, f,

~\
:l~~
~,
Ll

\~

~j
t

Friendship No.100, at Yarmouth, is a stone hearing an :I.nscriptionII
!')

relating to Nelson: it is an oblong polished block of white marble;
;,
~'

,:
~.~

~:~
f'li

incised inscription: that on one side commemorates the foundation ~
of the Lodge of United Friends, and runs as followjiI: I',

~

I
(.

I
~
~

!~
[I:

~
~

i
~'

!I!!':r,!I~&'TI'.'~~~~~~W]~.mr:l'\':\\ln\l1m!lI.l\'~~,'W,\\'l"N.kP',\;)'V\.d1"'\1'm1t,,\\liUl\WKt.mMIt;t'lM\1'!i\\YCmmJ,,:I,I',r~I"tli;\'M''''I/l'Hfit''t'JI'fft\\l"\M~Jftq 'hI: [it 11T"~,..,~i
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••7 -

,. ,~.,
" oonjecture, the name of the W.M. (James Fromow), has been delib-

..

and contradiction trom many who knew the facts.

look as little unsightly as possible.

of their own constitution, an inscription claiming him as a

In Memory of Bror vt NELSON

of the Nile, & of Burnham Thorpe, in

Norfolk, who lost his life ·i. the arms

of Victory, in an engagement with

ye Combin'd Fleets of France & Spai~,

of Cape Trafalgar, Oct. 21, 1805.

Proposed by Bror John Cutlove.

"On the opposite stde of the 'stone is cut the following:

"Most unfortUllajely the minute books of the Lodge belonging

"A sketch of the Admiral's life is given in the Freemasons'

erately erased, by cutting a deep gro,ovein the marble where the,

name must have stood; the groove is polished throughout so as to

brother, which, if untrue, would have exposed them to ridicule

Magazine for 1798, in which there is ~o mention of his being a

corroboration of the inference from the above desoription, that

to this period have all disappeared; they might have supplied

~
[\

t
1,
"I

!\'

t'

I,
t:

t'

I!
K

['
!
i\

I:'

I
f

[
~.

f~
R

~'

Nelson was initiated in or became a member of the Lodge of United li
1I

Friends. It is at all events extremely unlikely that, in a place ~l
where Nelson was so well ,knownas he was at Yarmouth, ,the members ~

"

of the Lodge would have dared to place on the stone, oommemorativet
u

I:
r
~

t
i'

V,
I,

t

!
~

Mason, but he may have been made subsequently. On the 6th

November, 1800, he landed at Yarmouth, accompanied by Sir William
•

and Lady Hamilton, and prooeeded to the "Wrestaers' Inn·; on the

2nd March, 1801, he came into Yarmouth Roads with seven sail of
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•. 8 •.

'the line, and landed there; and it is not without some bearing

ies for him to have been initiated at Yarmouth.

en rival of Freemasonry), for Palmer (in his Perlustrations of

Yarmouth) quotes a letter addressed by him from larmouth Roads,

,"Bro. Robert Elliott Thorns, of Norwioh, has in his possess
'1'\
,,'

ion a round black papier maoh6 snuff-box, with gilt Freemasons' t
,'i

emblems on the lid, which was given to his rela iive, John Harcourt,:\

I

on the question at issue, that on this very ocoasion, Nelson b~cam~;
... i\

a member of the kindred sooiety of the 'Gregorians' (a now forgott-;\'

}\"

~

to Mr. Pillana, 'Grandmaster of the Ancient Order of Gregorians', r
which flourished at Norwioh, thanking him for his eleotion into 8

t, '

that Society. After the battle of Oopenhagen, Nelson returned to ~\"
11

Yarmouth, and landed there from the Kite, and remained in the i*::

town a short time; he waa also there when he retunned to England, r
after the battle fDf the Nile, so that there were ample opportuni t- ,~,

,t

'l

not Lord then, I think he was Captain.·

by Lord Nelson, when they dined together at Yarmouth.

"It is true that there is not much in this evidenoe, but it

Horace Nelson and~had dmnner together •••••••• I don't know the

The only other evidenoe bearing on the point is thepossession.

proves at all events that 'Nelson had a masonic snuff-box in his

Its history r
"

"

isauthentioated by a letter written by John Harcourt' s daughter, ,S,

,. who was present on the occasion; she CO.Uld not recolle'ct the date, 1\.,'

but says: 'My father took me with him to Yarmouth and we met rl.,

~'i
,V,'

it'.

name of the Inn, but I sat~ a;a;::rWi~dOW and looked at bthOXeaShfitPerS~,i,l,:,:".,lon the river whilst Horace~and/chatted, and he gave the ~.
dinner to my father ••••••••-~-~-~--:~~~;s--called him Horace, he was ti"

Ifl\
[I

I~,

~~~\,'

~,If,!
~
r\',

_ f.'gmr!E~I11":"1mri©I'r_~m'!'j1!!!f1"Il!,,! 'll,.t"tiiV:.y\~pm!~,ttjt,\.N~j.l*«tH'Qt1tvtBitmtit&t.yttfriVmttN:mwmth1!~,,)i''-rtl(¥t~Nt'f\>~H'M"t:(r-i'' \~'t;\w}k\:,j'vq \\ ;'\ j'{ J \ 1 I i'-i' I,Jl \, ,"t' r(\:'
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'This piece, although bearing many masonio emblems, is

whose name was erased from the ashlar was involved in some dis-

to the left a cluster of seven stars; on the left a cross on a

Unless the Master

- 9 ••

Bust of Nelson in uniform to left, on his breast

Silver medal.

'Obverse.

Three observations suggest themselves:

unmasonio.

iant sun, on the right a foul anchor on three steps, above which

points strongly towards that conclusion."

agreement, now lost to memory, that led to the erasure, there is

~.
1)'

i~'

the collection at Grand Lodge, and another in that of the Worc- l\

1\\

'\

estershire Masonio Library, in the ()atalogue Qf which it is desar-,'1\

ibed as £ollow8s ~

~~.'
~\!

~,il
t~~J

doubtful as to its belonging to the Craft, and it is rather sing- t
ular that no evidence is forthooming on the point, or as to the t·

meaning of,ngelson!';., Crimson Oues n• Bra. Hughan believes it was !:

struck for a "Benefit Soviety" of that name, and dubs it as wholly ~!-:

~I
~~~

rl
:\

il,)

the Star of,the Order of the Bath, and a broad ribbon, on the arm ~

B.P. Legend, "Galiamt Nelson, died Oot. 21, off Cape Trafalgar". _ ~.'

'Reverse. The compasses extended, between the points a rad~ V

~.
"j

~'
l,,:

platform of three steps, above which to the right a crescent moon; r
fl

at the top, the radiant All-seeing Eye; at the bottom, Noah's Ark ~
on the water, over which a rainbow. Legend. "Nelsonic Crimson ~:

Qakes" At the bottom, "Commenced JanY 19, 1808." , ~

"There is not enough in the above facts to enable us to !
t,

affirm positively that Nelson was a Freemason, but the presumption f:
'I
k

i
I
f'I

'NelsonicCrimson Oakes Medal', ot which two specimens exist in
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.'think that Nelson was such, having been made elsewhere.

the last time Nelson was at Yarmouth as a captain seems to have

- 10 -

the possibility that he did not accept Nelson as a Mason and

showed his disapproval of the proposal by Bro. Cutlove (who I have

an idea was a stone-cutter) by having his own name erased from

the stone. In the second place,'the insoription was made after

Nelson's death and I consider it unlikely that any Yarmouth Mason

would have quarrelled with it, even if he did not think Nelson

was a member of the Craft; indeed, he would be more likely tQ

Finally, :

I
been in December 1781, a time at whioh there is no suggestion that I

he was a Mason (though we shall examine the possibility later on). I
I

The next piece of evidence comes from A.Q.C.'Volume XII in Iwhich, at pages 109/110, W. Bro. Alfred Prooter, I.P.M. of the I
York LOdge No.236, mentions a banner preserved in the Lodge. f~l: f

It was of black silk with gold lettering, measured three feet -~; t

two feet eight inches, and had been renovated and framed in black "\1

oak with a gold flat. It read:

-,--------. --------------------1
"England expeots every Man to do his Duty.

IN MEMORY OF

H 0 RAT i 0 V I S C 0 U N T N E L SON

Who fell in the Moment of

V leT 0 R Y

off

OJ.PE TRA.FALGAR

Ootr 21, 1805,"

Below this insoription were pictured the Sun, the Square and

Compasses on the V.S.L., and the Moon, followed by:

"We l:'ej01cewith our Oountry

But mourn for our Brother"
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( ..

•• 11 ••

Bro. Prooter then gives the following extract from the

minutes for 16 December 1805 of the Union Lodge No.331, York

(later ..the York Lodge No.236) S

"Br W. Maste:r: proposed that a publio Procession should take

plaoe on the Interment of our Departed Bro. and Hero Lord Nelson.

Secd by Br P.M. Thirded by the S. Warden. t1.

"The W.M. then expressed his wish that a Uniformity of Dress

should be observed on the occasion And that the Revd. J. Farker

be requested to preach a sermon on the occasion at the Parish

Church of St. Helen's."

Bro. Procter goes on to observe that the Rev. J. Parker was

Provincial Grand Chaplain and that there were records of his

having preached sermons on other masonic occasions. The banner, f

he tAihks, was prpbably made for, and carr1e4 in, the above proc- !l
t·

t

The author of A Masonic Pilgrimage through London (A.Q.C.

XLII for 1929, p~ges 88/89) mentions Le Strange's history, the

York Lodge's banner and tae Crimson Oakes medal; also that the

"Nelson of the Ni.leLOdge No.264 meets at Batley and was founded

in 1801, while Nelson was still living."

Bro. Teasdel's 1930 history of the Norfolk lodge, No.313,

·the original holder of the "Nelson Stone-, goes at some length

into Nelson's alleged membership of the Craft. He opines that

the inscription on one side of the stone was cut soon after the

Lodge was founded and that on the other side some eight years

later "to reoord the death of Nelson". He remarks that although

no authority oould be oite4 for Nelson having been a ~reemason~

I

I
t

I
i
l'

~;
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The same view might be taken of this last statement as was

points out that he has not listed Nelson as a Mason because his

it seems unlikely that he could have gone through the stages of

Neve~theless, it

Incidentally, Bro~ Teasdel

•• 12 ••

Next, on page 220 of A.Q.C~ Vol.88, W. Bro. A.R. Hewitt

visits of at most a few days, during the first of which he was

tremendously busy and during the last unwell.

Nelson having been initiated in a~~~hlodge, but notes that

he was there ~nly twice between November 1800 and July 1801 on

membership is "too oontroversial" -- a fate apportioned also to

entering Freemasonry at this time.

with its three lodges, if he were not ••••••"

Wren and Napoleon I

was during the ten-day visit in Maroh that he wrote his thanks

mentions a Bro. Gilmour of No.313 who was a strong partisan of

said of the similar statement by Bra. Le strange above. As far

as Bro. Teasdel is oonoerned, his arguments pro an4 oon are

slanted, perhaps not unnaturally, towards the possibility of

~:
":~

"yet here he is called 'Brother', a daring statement in Yarmouth, ~l
~.

r~
i:l

~~··.'.i

,I
.'~

!lL
,)

-. tl~,

~,\"t:

~,'
l:

~i,~.
[~;

f:1

All the same, !I
i'l~'(
~"

~:I
~'- \

l\

Nelson being a Mason,and held high offioe in the Cork Masons,who El

held an annual meetillg 011 Trafalgar Dayand, for what it is worth, ~
believed to a man that Nelson!!! a Mason. ~

Otherwise, Teaadel's summing up of the pros and cons is [

i is . ! t
reasonably balanoed, but since \_i_t/_l_eng~_h_y_fandno more conclusive t!!~,

than anyone else's, there seems to be no point in quoting more ~

extensively from this lodge history. ~
Banner's These Men were Masons merely mentions in a footnote [I

----------- l:"

the aforementioned banner and block of marble, and in the text f
!'I

It.~II1

t.r

IJ

~

~
Lt

. .

for eleotion to the convivial Order of Gregorians.

'.
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- 1;S -

medals in commemoration of Lord Nelson's deata that are referred

There are large collections in

Admittedly, it is Nelson the seaman, hero,

The former issued the Nelsonio Crimson Oaks

Obviously" neither of these societies had any more toto above.

'f

Having reviewed the documentary \~evidencet, let us now

the Maritime Museum, Greenwich; the Nelson Museum, Monmouth;

Harvard University Library; and lasserones in many smaller'

institutions and private hands, but the librarians of the first

three and of some other institutions have not come across any

masonic reference, nor do there appear to be any in the numerous

mentions two non-masonic friendly bebefit societies, the "Lodge

of the Most Noble Order of Nassonic Oaks" founded on 21 August

1810 and one of many of the period which imitated Freemasonry

and borrowed from it, and the "Lord Nelson's Benilfit Society"

which operated somewhat·later in Portsmouth and probably had a

Nelson biographies.

do with Nelson being a Freemason than the myriad public houses,

str~ets, ete. bearing his namel

Finally, Nelson was a most prolific letter-writer in the

high-flown and emotional style of his day, though his epistles

were infused -- except, perhaps,~-:\those to Lady Hamilton! ._--
--r---

with penetration and goed sense.

naval connection.

lover and victor who is the star of all Nelsonic lore, but had

there been a masonic connection somewhere it must surely have

come to light ere now.

".

.;.
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As regards company, there is nothing to suggest that after

eagues, and olose friends afloat and ashore, are not known as

in the history of the Craft, he was closest to Prince William

His other coll-

His father, King

His temperament, however, is another matter.

Masons, and whilst he eventually became aell acquainted with the

material.

Royal Family, some of whom were among the most prominent members

Henry, Duke of Clarence,and later King William IV, who though a

have become a 'settled' one: his intense naval ca~;er and stormy

his early and comparatively brief contact with Sir Peter Parker

George Ill, who occupied the Throne during Nelson's adulthood,

was not a Mason and, except quite briefly in 1797, was less than

Past Grand Master, was not active in Masonry.

he knowingly frequented the company of Masons.

~

Masonry [

unquestionably casts a very wide net and men of vastly differing ~.~.dispositions have made good Masons; 'yet somehow one has the feel- ~

ing that Nelson's particular amalgam would not have pre-disposed ~\,

him to seek entry. Once in, his natural enthusiasm might have ~
,\,
I)

borne fruit, but even if he ever became a Mason, he would scarcely \''1
\'

h,
t',f
i\.
'~J'

~;:

I
t
~\

tj
~i

l\

~k

love 'life forbad it.

(of whom he thought little as a sailor and saw little later on)

when the latter was in London from 1800 on.

" .,
,

friendly towards Nelson. The Prince of Wales (afterwards King If

George IV), though a keen Mason and Grand Master of the Premier ~
Grand Lodge from 1790 to 1813, oertainlysaw a good deal of Nelson~

ft

However, Nelson was ~

extremely jealous of the Prinoe's attentions to Lady Hamilton and ~

is therefore unlikely to have been influenced by him towards jOin-I)
1,

ing the Craft. 'It does not BeelB that Nelson had much to do with
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As for motivation, if Nelson ever was a Mason he must have

and with a Masonic Royal Family at the head of Society, the

been motivated to beoome one; and if he was not a Mason, then

" .

- 15 -

Never backward in furth~ring his own career

the other Masonic Royal Dukes of Cumberland, York, Glouoester,

benefaotor during ae~*filldifficult years in the West Indies and

of joining, while later on he had no need of them as all doors

opened to his fame.

membership of a London lodge'rather than of oountry ones where

that he was not motivated at all.

the uncle of Nelson's wife, nor his loyal friend in Oanada and
Davison'

lat~r in England, Alexander /' is known to have been a Mason •
. _. _. __ ..~-~-.---

any case, had advancement been his motive he would have sought

if he was motivated it was not effeotive, and the probability is

~

i\~\

Kent and Sussex. All ~n all, Nelson must have known many Masons, ~
but not as Masons, and if at the height of his fame some might i~

have been inolined to induot him, ~ Lady Hami~ton w.u~d ~
have made it difficult for hiam given the disapproval of the ROyal~

Family and of Society in general. concerning this liaison. It ~
t)

remains only to add that neither John Richardson Herbert, Nelson'sr1
I··
~;.1

~:.
r
(,I
I,·
""I~.~
\',!

f'\

~x
1I

[~
II

11.:.:;

-::

Since the evidence is at best
f(".1

inconclusive, the aspect of motivation can only be discussed in ~
general terms. Aa Bro. Teasdel put it in his lodge history: ;,

"Freemasonry ••••••• has always appealed to sailors for the material I,,~
!'"

benefits like~y to be obtained from it in a foreign land and in ~for this reason P

strange ports." But in his earlier days, joining/would have been ~

a matter of recognising such benefits and having the opportunity ~
..,

I
I.:
'~

advantages of masonic membership might have been apparent to him, ~
yet there is no shred of evidence that he ever considered it. In ~'

I
!

•. l-.
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We have already established that Nelson could scarcely have

It remains, then, to see when and wnerehe oould or could not

a Mason at sea, as the two early Antients' warrants issued for

In fact, Nelson's sea-

- 16 ••

We come next to the matter of opportunity., In another case

going movements are meticulouslY,documented by his biographers,

Nelson's comparatively short adult life and the,amount of it he

his life and exploits at sea, and partly because Nelson himself

such evidence as there is lies.

although -- and here's the rub -- his spells ashore are far less

spent at sea, the task becomes easier.

have been made on land.

seagoing lodges were never used for ships in which Nelson served.

in 1780, so let us followf, his movements from that time on.

On his return to England, Nelson was briefly in London and

then proceeded to Bath where he remained, convalescing, until the

~.

r

if
this might have been an insuperable barrier to research, but'given ~

!I'
1!

~
~(
;1'

I:

r
l:'

'so, in part because his biographers' interest leans heavily toward ~
!:j

~\
~',
li-

became a more private person when ashore, at any rate when not on r,'!,:,,',:.!:',",duty or in the limelight by reason of his fame or his liaison ~.

with Lady Hamilton. F

,;,
One thing is qui te certain: Nelson could not have been made n

~l
f'~
rt

\1
('

(,f

~\~
\~

~
I"

F':

become a Mason before the end of his service on the Jamaica station,:~ ";

~ii
f:i
~:~
li'l

t~rt~'.
(,'1'

Spring of 1781. In May he visited his uncle, William Suckling, '~
W;'
11•1

I">'

at the Navy Office; then went home to Norfolk, still recuperating. ,

',':";1'~, ~
In August, however, he was appointed to i :Albemarle. He again ~'

, \ .••..__ . ----- ~!,\

visited his uncle, arid"in December was in his ship at Yarmouth W
"1':

~.':,'
Roads, whence he departed. fo+, convoy duty in the Baltic. /:

r·
~\-,

n
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.England.

hoping for more action and consequent glory.

- 17 -

On 26 January 1782 he anchored in Portsmouth Downs and in

April sailed to take a hand in the American War of Independence,

cruising off the American coast until September, when he visited

Quebec, attended balls held at the Freemasons' Hall, and fell in

love with a Miss Mary Simpson. Indeed, he wanted to resign his

commission for her sake, but was dissuaded by a wealthy friend,

Alexander Davison, who was later to be of much service to him in

ing in Caribbean waters. However, the war came to an end and

in 1783~·Albemarle returned to England and was paid off on

if

,'I

~:
I.I
;/

t
(
rl
~I·
I'

Nelson then applied for'a transfer to Admiral Hood's squadron,!.
'\

;\

This was granted and! I
on 20 October he sailed for New York, where he met and considerably"

i·
f..,

impressed Prince William Henry. The following month he was cruis- ~
1(

t';

earlylI
!

3 July 1783. On 21 October Nelson was in London and met Alexander

Davison again. Then, with a friend, Nelson went to France to learn I
the language (which he never did), boarding with an English clergy-~

~
man and his family at St. Omer. There he fell in love with one of ~:

!.i

the daughters, but his affection was not reciprocated and in

January 1784·he returned to London and sought a fresh command.

In March he was appointed tO~Boreas and sailed for the

West Indies, carrying the wife of Sir Richard Hughes, Commander in

Chie~, the Leeward Islands station, and their daughter. Lady

Hughes later testified to Nelson's kindness to the midshipmen

his command, though he seems to have been less enamoured of his

fair charges. He proceeded via Barbados to English Harbour,

~ (where 'Nelson's Dockyard' has been renovated and is a

yacht marina), Antigua, where he was at'first welcomed and entert-
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had been tolerant' of the American commerce.

lodged with, the Hon. John Richardson Herbert, President of the

Nelson~ now with a wife,

Thence she went to the Nore and was

~'."

f,i.

Boreas was recalled and sailed for England in May, reach- n:
itll

~:

It
~,
~~'

,"

, ._ ..•..-.

paid off on 30 November in that year.

ing Spithead on 4 July 1787.

though he much admired Mrs. Mout±ay~ The Admiralty gave Nelson

the right of it, but.greater trouble ensued when, with his stern

sense of duty, he set out to enforce the Navigation Act which

prohibited trade in the West Indies with foreigners. After the

War of Independence Americans ranked as such, but West Indian

merchants and traders, used to dealing with North America, had

disregarded the law until Nelson began arresting American ships

bringing and taking their merchandise, when they turned against

him. Nelson alsofell'out with his Commander in Chief (of whom

he tho~ght little) and the Governor of the Leeward Islands, who

Nevis Council, an~ there he met Frances Herbert Nisbet, Herbert's ~;
niece and a recent widow. Nelson courted her sedately and on 11 ~

i\',

"l,

March 1787 they were married on the island. ~

f

Local merchants sued r

Nelson for £40,000 and for months he was unable to go ashore for [:
~

fear of arrest. His only sanctuary was the island of Nevis, whoseJ
judge held him to be justified in his a6ts; a view which was event~.

ually endorsed by the Admiralty. There he was befriended by, and ~.

~;
R;

1~i
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in at the family parsonage at Burnham Thorpe. Nelson was occas- \
t!

ionally ill, but the couple spent much time in hunting and cours- I'
~;i

ing, attending fetes and balls, and vis1tm~g relati~es, godparents ~l
and friends. There were visits to Bath while Nelson Is father was (;:

there, and Nelson visited London by himself seeking a fresh post- ~\
,'I
~'

ing. Desp#te these activities, it must have been a distressing t
"

time for him, quite poor and anxious to get back to sea and

But all things come to an end and at the beginning of 1793

January Lord Howe appointed him to the command of Agamemnon.

Nelson lost no time in going to L6ndon and on 26

war with France became imminent (and was in fact declared on 1 f
\1,

~

~i'
(

!
Except for two brief visits to Norfolk, Nelson was fully occupied r,

his career.

Februar:/)•

~.\

in fitting out, sailing early in June for Gibraltar and thence to ~
Ii'

Naples, where he was warmly received on 22 September by Sir William'
~\

Hamilton, the British Ambassador, and his beautiful wife, Emma. 1

They at once introduced him to the weak King Ferdinand IV and his ~
strong-minded consort, Queen Maria Carolina.

Nelson sailed to the relief of Toulon, bmsieged,by French

,.

\

.'

republicans,' but it fell before he arrived and Nelson went on to

Tunis to overawe the refractory Bey·. Nelson remained in the

Mediterranean, based on Naples, for the whole of the following

year, being involved in several engagements. The next year (1795)

he lost the sight of an eye during an engagement at Calvi in

Corsica. On 11 June 1796 he transferred to Captain with the rank

of commodore. In the autumn Corsica was abandoned and the fleet

withdrew from the Mediterranean to be based on Portugal. In

December 1796 Nelson joined'La Minerve at Gibraltar, but left her
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..

of St. John-,and was on his way to conquer Egypt. After losing

the French fleet and re~urning to Sicily, Nelson eventually caught

up with it at Aboukir Bay and on 1 August 1798 destroyed it,

leaving the French army st~anded in Egypt. Nelson was wounded in

the engagement, but not so seriously.

He returned to Naples on 22 September, exactly five years

after he had first arrived there, and was received rapturously as

the hero of the hour, not least by Emma and her friend the Queen.
I

Between cruises he spent much time ashore in their company~
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through Austria and Germany, landing at Yarmouth on 6 November.

However, the French were soon advancing on Naples by land and the

Court , with the Hamiltons ,:,~wasevacuated by Nelson to Palermo in~ -- "'-

Sicil~y part of the Kingdom, where he then based himself. On 5

~
\'

~\,

f

I
\

June 1799 Nelson transferred to Foudroyant as Vice-Admiral of the ~~

Rea, eailing te Naples ana baek te ralermo where Ferdinand ereatea ~
him Duke of Bronte. ~

:1

In June 1800 Nelson sought and obtained leave, and on 13 July r,
,

.began a spectacular overland journey in company wmth the Hamiltons 0i
r·,
[
\"

Nelson was received with great acclaim and made a freeman of that [;,1

i'.

town. From there the party ,proceeded to London, where Nelson was l
"

,. i',-

again received rapturously by the populace and much feted, though i;

Nelson left him for good.

It was there that the famous 'blind eye to the

to their daughter; Horatia, the survivor of twins.

Nelson was ~_ ordered to the Baltic to overawe the

in other quarters he was criticised for his now well known liaison f

with Lady Hamilton and on one occasion he was snubbed by the King. L

I'i
~'

l'
\1,

~Danes, and was aboard San Josef at Torbay prior to sailing when

he heard on 1 February the news that his mistress had given birth ~
ft"

~,:,j

From Torbay ;:,
f.'

sea in Elephant ~!i
,v,

J;\L

He also became estranged from his wife and in January 1801 Lady

he sailed round to Yarmouth and on 13 March put to

for Copenhagen.

ouraging the ambitions of the Russians, whose country he then

bombarded the city and destroyed the Danish fleet, thereby disc-

.~.'

telescope' incident is said to have occurred: at any rate, Nelson ~U
,~,!if
\~
11.·'

1-'"
!.\

briefly 'visited and was received with circumspect courtesy. ~'

In June Nelson returned home to even more fame and a viscounty!!11

(he had hoped for more), and a short leave which he spent mostly n
./
,:'.y
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in or near London. On 27 July, with the threat of a French

invasion in the air, he went to Sheerness to assume command of

the anti-invasion forces between Orford Ness and Beahhy Head.

During August he carried out an attack on Boulogne, but it was a

tailure.

In September 1801 Nelson purchased Merton Place in Surrey,

which he called his 'farm', but which some called a mirror for his

vanity. At this time his health· was only fair, and he spent most

of his time in and out of London.

At the end of March 1802 the Peace of Amiens terminated the

war with France, and Nelson stayed in England. On 26 April his

father died at Bath. On 22 July Nelson, still very much the hero,

received the freedom of Oxford (and, incidentally, was snubbed by

the Duke of Marlborough!). August saw him, with Emma, making a

tour of the West Country, where he was gratified by the adulation

he met everywhere. On 5 September he was in London again and in

October he took up residence at Merton Par~, where the Hamiltons

were already installed. At this time his health was good; he

attended the' House of Lords and spoke frequently and with his

customary good sense; and at home he enjoyed the company of his

Emma. This period, from 1801 to 1803, may well have been the

happiest of his life.
,

The possibility ~ war with France loomed again in March 1803 !

and Nelson may have welcomed the prospect, as he was somewhat

pressed for money and in any case always had an ear open for the
\

call of duty. The following month Sir William Hamilton, after a

long illness, died with Nelson at his side, and Emma was free.
I

However, war passed from rumour to fact and on 18 May 1803 Nelson
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left for Flymouth, leaving two days later in Victory for Gibraltar,

which he reached on 3 June to take command in the Mediterranean

and blockade the French and Spanish fleets. He remained at sea,

v.ii.s::i.;t;;irig;Naples and Malta again, until he took leave in August

1604 to eee Emma, who had meanwhile given birth to another daughte~ I

who died within a few days'. I
I

Back at sea again, Nelson continued his blockade until, in

January 1805, the French admiral Villeneuve broke out of Toulon,

but was driven back by storms., However, he got away again on 3

March and Nelson sailed in pursuit to the West Indies, touching

at Trinidad and Antigua, only to learn that in fact the French

fleet~had turned back and holed up again in Cadiz harbour. Nelson r
I

followed, but did not make contact before Villeneuve was in safety;

so returned to Gibraltar and then sailed for England, reaching

Spithead on 18 August. Two days later he was at Merton Place,

but had to spend 14 out of the next 25 days in London, the rest

with Emma.

On 15 September he re-embarked in Victory at Fortsmouth and
(

sailed South to win greater glory but meet death off Cape Trafalg~

on 21 October 1805. He was interred in St. Faul's Cathedral on

9 January 1806 amid unprecedented scenes of mourning for Britain's

greatest hero. He was only just 47 at his death.

Having traced the movements of this many-splendoured man in

fair detail, let us then see what opportunities they offered for

him to enter Freemasonry:

During his second sojourn in the West Indies, Nelson could

have become a Mason, as there were at the time several lodges in

Antigua and st. Kitts, and ~ne each at Montserrat and Nevis.
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However, given the circumstances and in particular his bad stand

ing with the merchantilecommunity which would have formed the

backbone of the lodges, and the long time he had to spend at sea,

his entry'seems most unlikely. Even on Nevis, where he had some

support, it was among th~ottieial and not the mereantile element,

and there is no record of Nelson's friend, Herbert, having been a

Mason. It may be worth noting that the Masonic writer, Bro. Lionel

,-Seemungal of Trinidad, reports a legend current in the Leeward

Islands that the actions of an unnamed British naval officer about

this time led to the serious weakening or demise of several lodges

due to an exodus of members to the United States in fear of arrest

for their illicit dealin~s. This 'officer' must have been Nelson.

There were also lodges in Barbados whose members might not

have been affected by Nelson's actions, but he was hardly there

long enough to have become sufficiently well known to Masons,

proposed and initiated. It WQuld thus appear that his West Indian

tour must be ruled out.

must think that it too should be ruled out.

It is unthinkable that Nelson would have become entangled

to see his father, and to London seeking a new appointment, would

scarcely have provided opportunities, much less the incentive, to

We next look at Nelson's,five long years ashore.
_ ..... ~----~.._---- Though well-j

ri
..• "

quite obscure young naval officer, pretty poor with a wife to keep ~

on £350 a year (including £100 from his uncle). Visits to Bath ~~l

~,
I,,,·

~
!f

r
\

seek initiation. Therefore, in the absence of any indica~ion what-~:
soever that Nelson may have become a Mason during the period, one H~

\i'
\'

~)
I'j

connected, and well thought of at the Admiralty, he was still a

I

with French Masonry during the few months he was in that c~untry ~i
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boarding with an English family; while any stops later on at

Gibraltar or Malta must be exoluded on the grounds of shortness

of stay, the pressures of duty, and of course lack of any evidence.
\

Nor'could Nelson have become a Mason at any time whilst

ashore in Napiee, Sioi1y and Sa.rdinia, for the5e ma.de up the reaJ.m

of the King Carlos who later became Carlos Ill'of Spain and who

harshly suppressed Freemasonry wherever he found it -- a prohibit

ion carried on by hi·sson Ferdinand IV, King of Naples. 1

Nelson's next spell'ashore was in 1797 after losing his arm,

but being for most of the time ill and in pain, and at all times

anxious to return to sea as soon as possible, it hardly seems

likely that he would have been interested in joining the Craft,

or able to. Incidentally, it may be worth speculating how the

Masons of those days would have regarded a candidate lacking an

eye and an arm.

Nelson's next spell ashore came with his return to England

with the Hamiltons in 1800. His stays in Yarmouth on arrival and

before his departure for the Baltic must be discarded as too'short

to go through the processes of becoming a Mason, and though he

was adulated by the populace in the interval, he was not in good

odour in the circ~es in which he might have been inspired to join

the Craft.

He was on leave barely a month between returning from the

Baltic and taking command of the anti-invasion fleet, but then

entered on the longer period -- 1801 to 1803 -- when he bought

Mertom Place and took his seat in the Lords. Famous, titled,

quite well off and with his sins pretty well forgmv~n~ this seems

the period most propitious for him to have become a member of a
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~.

More's the pityl

To sum up: though it is impossible to assert with absolute

be negative.

I'
I

~'
oi
;'

. ~
certainty that Nelson was never a Mason, the odds against are long ih.

:1

~.•.',
lil

the reply to the question put by the title of this article has';to :\I,~
I.'

t,

r,

indeed, and in the absence of some future positive development

belonged, not to speak of the Royal connection. His father living

in Bath, then dead, Nelson spent little time, if any, in Norfolk

and most'at Merton Place or in London where the heart of Masonry
Nelson .

was.. Yet there is no reliable evidenoe that/ jo~ned it there

or anywhere. What little there is is dubious, unlocated and

posthumous, a probagle attempt by Masons less scrupulous and more

emotional than those of today to 'cash in' on Nelson's fame by

claiming him as a Mason when he was not; perhaps with the more

laudable aim of boosting by association Masonry's s.tandingat a

time of schism and diminished prestige.

f - 26 -~ society to which many of his friends and acqua±ntances must have
f·

Nelson, the Sailor, by Capt, Russell Grenfell, R.N. - Faber
& Faber, London, 1949
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