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 Vol. 6: Secret Societies

 The Freemasons

 The Builders Who Became a Brotherhood

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"The very existence of Freemasonry, the fact that it is a secret organisation, is proof that there is something in this world which is hidden from ordinary mortals."

 — Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace, 1869



Chapter One
 The Lodge on the Building Site

 The scaffolding rose like a forest of stripped timber against the sky above Chartres, and the men who climbed it knew they might never see the cathedral finished. It was the year 1220, or thereabouts — no one on the building site was keeping precise records, because precise records were for monks and bishops, and the men on the scaffolding were neither. They were masons. They worked in stone. They had come from across northern France, some from as far as Normandy and Burgundy, travelling with their tools and their skills and their knowledge of how to make a wall stand and an arch hold and a vault soar sixty feet above the nave without collapsing on the heads of the faithful below.


The work was brutal and magnificent. On any given day, a hundred men or more swarmed over the rising walls of the cathedral — rough masons who cut and hauled the raw blocks from the quarries at Bercheres-les-Pierres, eight miles to the south; freemasons, the francs-macons, who carved the fine ashlar and tracery with chisels and mallets; setters who placed the finished stones into position using cranes powered by men walking inside great wooden wheels, like hamsters in a cage; and labourers who mixed the mortar, carried the hods, and did everything else that required a strong back and an empty mind.


Among all these men, the freemasons were the aristocrats. The word itself told the story. A freemason was a man who worked freestone — the fine-grained limestone and sandstone that could be carved in any direction, that took an edge, that could be shaped into the delicate columns and capitals and window tracery that transformed a pile of rock into a prayer. Freestone was expensive. Working it required years of training. A freemason who could carve a crocket or a boss or a corbel head was a man in demand, a man who could name his price, a man who moved from site to site across the continent following the great building campaigns of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.


And wherever these men went, they built a lodge.


The lodge was, at its simplest, a lean-to workshop at the base of the rising walls — a timber-framed structure, open on one or more sides, where the masons cut and shaped their stones out of the weather. The French called it a loge. The English called it a lodge. It was practical, temporary, and central to the life of every medieval building site. Inside the lodge, stones were cut to pattern using templates. Tools were sharpened. Apprentices were taught. And the masons ate their meals, settled their disputes, and governed themselves according to rules that were theirs alone.


Because the lodge was more than a workshop. It was a jurisdiction. On a medieval building site, the masons operated under a system of self-regulation that was unusual in an age when most labour was controlled by feudal obligation. The master mason — the architect, in modern terms, though the word did not yet exist — held authority over the lodge. He hired and dismissed. He set wages. He enforced discipline. He answered to the bishop or the chapter or whatever ecclesiastical authority was paying for the building, but within the lodge itself, his word was law.


The rules were practical and specific. No mason was to work after dark, because bad light produced bad work. No mason was to take an apprentice for less than seven years, because the craft could not be learned in less. No mason was to reveal the methods of the lodge to an outsider, because the skills that made a freemason valuable were the skills that gave him leverage, and leverage, in the medieval economy, was everything.


This last rule — the rule of secrecy — was not mystical. It was commercial. A freemason's knowledge was his livelihood. The ability to cut a voussoir to the correct angle, to calculate the thrust of an arch, to lay out a tracery pattern using nothing but a compass and a straightedge — these were trade secrets, hard won and jealously guarded. A man who gave them away freely was a man who devalued himself and every other mason on the site. The passwords and recognition signs that later generations would interpret as occult ritual began as something far more mundane: a way for one mason to prove to another, in a world without credentials or identification documents, that he was what he claimed to be.


Imagine the system. A mason arrives at a new building site — Canterbury, perhaps, or York, or Strasbourg — and presents himself at the lodge door. He says he is a fellow of the craft. He says he has served his apprenticeship and been made free of the trade. How does the master mason know he is telling the truth? There are no certificates. There are no letters of reference, or if there are, they can be forged. The only reliable proof is knowledge. The master asks the stranger a series of questions — technical questions about the craft, but also formal questions with formal answers, a kind of catechism that an outsider would not know. The stranger gives the correct responses. He demonstrates the correct handshake — a grip, a pressure of the thumb, a positioning of the fingers that varied from lodge to lodge and degree to degree. He is admitted. He is put to work. He is paid at the rate his skill commands.


This was the system. It was elegant, it was practical, and it worked for centuries.


The earliest written evidence of its existence is a document known as the Regius Poem, or the Halliwell Manuscript, dating to approximately 1390. It is a poem of 794 lines in rhyming couplets, written in Middle English, and it is the oldest known Masonic document in existence. It had sat in the Royal Library collection for decades and entered the British Museum in 1757, catalogued simply as a "Poem of Moral Duties"; it was not identified as Masonic until a scholar named James Orchard Halliwell — who was, ironically, not himself a Freemason — presented it in 1838–39.


The Regius Poem is not a ritual. It is a set of regulations — fifteen articles and fifteen points governing the conduct of masons and the management of lodges. The tone is earnest, practical, and occasionally scolding. Masons shall not steal from their masters. Masons shall not commit adultery with the wife of a fellow mason. Masons shall attend the annual assembly unless prevented by illness. The poem also contains a mythological history of the craft, tracing masonry back to Euclid in Egypt and to the sons of Lamech before the Flood — a pedigree so implausible that it tells you, immediately, that these were men who wanted their trade to be more than a trade. They wanted it to be ancient. They wanted it to be sacred. They wanted it to matter.


The Cooke Manuscript, dating to the early fifteenth century, around 1410–1420, elaborated the mythology further. It drew on a wider range of sources — the Bible, classical authorities, earlier guild documents — and it laid out the legendary history of masonry in even more grandiose terms. Geometry was the mother of all the sciences. Masonry was the first and noblest of all crafts. The craft had been practiced before the Flood, preserved by the sons of Lamech on two pillars of stone, and transmitted through the civilisations of Egypt, Israel, and Greece to the masons of medieval England.


None of this was true. All of it was believed, or at least recited, with the passionate conviction of men who needed their work to be more than work. And it was this impulse — the impulse to see in the craft something deeper, something philosophical, something that connected the cutting of stone to the architecture of the universe — that would eventually transform the operative lodges of medieval builders into the speculative lodges of modern Freemasonry.


The transformation was gradual, and its causes were multiple. The great age of cathedral building was over by the sixteenth century. The Reformation closed the monasteries and diverted the wealth that had funded ecclesiastical construction. The guilds that had regulated the building trades were losing their power. Wars — the Wars of Religion in France, the Civil War in England — disrupted the economy and scattered the workforce. The operative lodges, the real lodges on real building sites, were declining.


But something else was happening at the same time. The Renaissance had created a new class of educated gentleman — a man who read the classical authors, who dabbled in natural philosophy, who was fascinated by the geometry and symbolism that the masons had preserved in their rituals. These men looked at the operative lodges and saw not a dying trade but a living tradition — a tradition of ancient knowledge, secret signs, and moral teaching that could be adapted to serve the intellectual and social needs of a new age.


The earliest recorded instance of a non-operative — a gentleman, not a working mason — being admitted to a lodge dates to June 8, 1600, when John Boswell, Laird of Auchinleck, attended a meeting of the Lodge of Edinburgh, known as Mary's Chapel. What Boswell was doing there, what he made of the proceedings, and whether he understood the rituals as symbolic rather than practical, the records do not say. But his presence marks a boundary. The lodge was no longer exclusively a place where builders met. It was becoming something else.


The most famous early record comes from the diary of Elias Ashmole — antiquarian, alchemist, astrologer, and collector of extraordinary range and appetite. On October 16, 1646, Ashmole wrote in his diary: "I was made a Free Mason at Warrington in Lancashire, with Coll: Henry Mainwaring of Karincham in Cheshire." The entry is brief, almost casual, as though being made a Freemason were a matter of no great moment. Ashmole was not a builder. He was a gentleman scholar who would later found the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford. His fellow initiate, Colonel Mainwaring, served on the Parliamentarian side in the Civil War. Neither man had ever cut a stone in his life.


What drew them to the lodge? Ashmole's own interests suggest an answer. He was deeply immersed in the Hermetic tradition — the body of esoteric knowledge, derived from late antiquity and revived during the Renaissance, that encompassed alchemy, astrology, Kabbalah, and the search for hidden correspondences between the material and spiritual worlds. The Masonic lodge, with its ancient symbols, its secret rituals, and its claim to possess knowledge transmitted from the builders of Solomon's Temple, would have appealed to a man like Ashmole as powerfully as a flame appeals to a moth.


Sir Robert Moray, initiated into the Lodge of Edinburgh in 1641 while serving as a soldier in the Scottish army at Newcastle, was another such figure — a natural philosopher, a founding member of the Royal Society, a man who moved between the worlds of science, politics, and esoteric speculation with an ease that the modern mind finds difficult to comprehend. For Moray, as for Ashmole, the lodge was not a relic of the medieval past. It was a laboratory of the future — a place where men of different stations and opinions could meet on equal terms, bound by oaths of secrecy and mutual obligation, to pursue knowledge that the churches and the universities did not offer.


By the middle of the seventeenth century, lodges across England and Scotland were admitting more and more non-operatives. The working masons — the men who actually cut stone — were becoming a minority in their own institutions. The rituals that had served as trade examinations were being reinterpreted as moral allegories. The tools that had been instruments of labour — the square, the compasses, the level, the plumb rule — were being read as symbols of virtue, of equality, of upright conduct. The lodge on the building site was becoming the lodge in the tavern.


Something was shifting. These were no longer just builders' guilds. The passwords and handshakes that had once identified a qualified craftsman were now binding together a new kind of brotherhood — one that had nothing to do with stone and everything to do with what stone could be made to mean. The cathedrals were finished. The scaffolding was coming down. But the lodge — transformed, reimagined, filled with gentlemen and philosophers and soldiers who had never lifted a chisel — the lodge endured. And it was about to become something that its medieval founders would not have recognised, and could not have imagined.

 [image: Masonic emblematic illustration from 1859]An emblematic plate from "The Gems of Masonry" (1859), rich with the symbols that would define the fraternity — the square and compasses, the pillars, the all-seeing eye.
 

Chapter Two
 The Goose and Gridiron

 The alehouse stood in St. Paul's Churchyard, in the shadow of the great cathedral that Christopher Wren had rebuilt after the fire of 1666. It was called the Goose and Gridiron — a name of uncertain origin, though the most popular explanation held that it was a corruption of the sign of a music shop that had previously occupied the premises, whose emblem of a swan and a lyre had been misread by the illiterate and the amused into something more culinary. It was a modest establishment. It served ale. It served meat pies. And on the evening of June 24, 1717 — the Feast of St. John the Baptist — it served as the birthplace of organised Freemasonry.


Four London lodges had agreed to meet that evening. They had no names, only the names of the taverns where they habitually gathered: the Goose and Gridiron itself; the Crown, in Parker's Lane near Drury Lane; the Apple Tree Tavern, in Charles Street, Covent Garden; and the Rummer and Grapes, in Channel Row, Westminster. The men who attended were a mixture of gentlemen, tradesmen, and the occasional working mason — the heterogeneous brew that the London lodges had become by the early eighteenth century. They numbered perhaps several dozen. No precise record of attendance survives.


What they did that evening was unprecedented. They constituted themselves as a Grand Lodge — a governing body with authority over all the lodges in London and Westminster, and, by aspiration, over all the lodges in England. They elected a Grand Master. His name was Anthony Sayer, and almost nothing is known about him. He appears in the records as a gentleman of modest means — not a peer, not a man of great wealth or influence, possibly chosen precisely because he was inoffensive. He served one year. He later fell into poverty and petitioned the Grand Lodge for charitable relief. He is the least remembered of all Grand Masters, and he was the most important, because he was the first.


The significance of what happened at the Goose and Gridiron was not immediately apparent, even to the men who were there. Lodges had existed for centuries. Masons had gathered, initiated candidates, performed rituals, and governed themselves since the Middle Ages. What was new was the idea of a central authority — a Grand Lodge that claimed jurisdiction over individual lodges, that standardised their practices, that kept records, that presented a public face to the world. The medieval lodge had been local, autonomous, and invisible. The Grand Lodge of England was national, hierarchical, and, within a few years, spectacularly visible.


The man who gave the new institution its intellectual foundation was a Scottish Presbyterian minister named James Anderson. In 1723, at the direction of the Grand Lodge, Anderson published The Constitutions of the Free-Masons — a document that combined a legendary history of the craft with a set of regulations for the governance of lodges. The legendary history was extravagant even by the standards of the genre, tracing Freemasonry back through the builders of Solomon's Temple to Adam himself. The regulations were practical and, in many cases, revolutionary.


The most revolutionary of all was Charge I, titled "Concerning God and Religion." In an age when religious orthodoxy was enforced by law, when Catholics were barred from public office in England and Protestants were persecuted on the Continent, Anderson wrote something astonishing. A Mason, he declared, was "obliged to obey the moral Law; and if he rightly understands the Art, he will never be a stupid Atheist nor an irreligious Libertine." But — and this was the explosive sentence — "though in ancient Times Masons were charg'd in every Country to be of the Religion of that Country or Nation, whatever it was, yet 'tis now thought more expedient only to oblige them to that Religion in which all Men agree, leaving their particular Opinions to themselves."


Read those words again. In 1723, when England was still tearing itself apart over the precise relationship between king and church, when the Test Acts required public officials to take Anglican communion, when memories of the Civil War and the Glorious Revolution were still raw — in that climate, Anderson proposed that a Freemason's religion was his own business. The lodge would concern itself with morality, not theology. A Mason was expected to believe in God — atheism was explicitly excluded — but which God, and in what form, and through what church, was a matter of private conscience.


This was not tolerance as a modern secular society understands it. It was tolerance within strict limits — Protestant limits, gentlemanly limits. Catholics were not formally excluded from English Freemasonry, but neither were they welcomed. Jews were not mentioned. Muslims were not imagined. The tolerance of Anderson's Constitutions was the tolerance of the Enlightenment coffee house: broad enough to include Anglicans, Presbyterians, and the occasional Quaker; not broad enough to include everyone.


But it was a start. And it spread like fire.


In Edinburgh, on a raw November evening in 1736, representatives from thirty-three lodges climbed the narrow stair to Mary's Chapel on Niddry's Wynd — a lodge that had been meeting since at least 1599, older than the Grand Lodge of England by more than a century — and did something their predecessors would have found incomprehensible. They constituted a Grand Lodge of Scotland. William St. Clair of Roslin, whose family had claimed hereditary patronage over the Scottish masons for generations, accepted the title of Grand Master and then immediately resigned his family's ancient rights, surrendering hereditary privilege to a body that derived its authority from the consent of the lodges. It was the Scottish Enlightenment in miniature: reason triumphing over tradition in a candlelit room full of men who revered tradition. The Grand Lodge of Ireland had already been founded in 1725. Now Scotland had followed. On the Continent, lodges appeared in France by the 1720s, in the German states by the 1730s, in the Dutch Republic, in Scandinavia, in the Italian states, in the Habsburg Empire. Wherever educated men gathered and sought a space for intellectual exchange free from the constraints of church and state, the Masonic lodge offered itself as a solution.


In the American colonies, Freemasonry arrived almost as soon as the Grand Lodge was constituted. The first documented lodge in the colonies was established in Philadelphia in 1730. On a winter evening in January 1731, a twenty-four-year-old printer named Benjamin Franklin stepped into the lodge room of St. John's Lodge in Philadelphia. He was young, ambitious, and already the most restless networker in the colonies — the kind of man who joined everything worth joining and improved everything he joined. The blindfold went on. The ritual words were spoken. The apron was presented. Franklin took to it immediately, with the omni-competent energy he brought to everything he touched. Within four years, at the age of twenty-eight, he was elected Grand Master of Masons in Pennsylvania — a distinction that reflected both his extraordinary energy and the relative youth of the institution in the colonies. Franklin would later print the first Masonic book published in America — a reprint of Anderson's Constitutions — on his own press. He remained a Mason for the rest of his life, and his involvement linked the fraternity to the networks of colonial intellectual and political life that would, within a generation, produce a revolution.


But Freemasonry in the colonies was, from the beginning, marked by a contradiction that mirrored the contradiction at the heart of the American experiment itself. The lodges preached equality and universal brotherhood. They also excluded Black men.


Prince Hall understood this contradiction as well as anyone. On a March evening in 1775, with the tensions between Boston and the Crown already near breaking point, Hall and fourteen other free Black men walked to a British army encampment near the city and presented themselves at the door of Lodge No. 441 — an Irish military lodge attached to the 38th Regiment of Foot. The redcoats admitted them. The candles were lit. The ritual began. Hall knelt at the same altar, swore the same oaths, and received the same lambskin apron as any white Mason in the English-speaking world, administered by Irish soldiers who saw no reason to refuse free men of good character. It was a legitimate initiation, duly warranted, properly conducted. But when the British regiment departed Boston, the American lodges refused to recognise the Black Masons.


Hall petitioned the Grand Lodge of England directly. In 1784, he received a charter — a warrant authorising him to constitute African Lodge No. 459, the first lodge of Black Freemasons in America. The charter arrived from London in 1787. Prince Hall Freemasonry, as it became known, grew into a parallel tradition — using the same rituals, teaching the same moral lessons, practising the same brotherhood, but separated from mainstream American Freemasonry by a colour line that would persist for more than two centuries. The irony was as sharp as a chisel's edge: a fraternity founded on the principle that all men meet on the level could not bring itself to apply that principle across the most fundamental division in American life.


Back in England, the Grand Lodge was facing problems of its own. Sometime in the late 1740s, a young Irish journeyman painter named Laurence Dermott arrived in London with paint-stained hands and a Masonic warrant in his pocket. He had been initiated in Dublin, had served as Master of his lodge at the age of twenty-six, and he expected the brethren of the mother Grand Lodge to receive him as one of their own. They did not. What Dermott found in the London lodges appalled him — the rituals had been altered, the recognition signs of the first and second degrees had been reversed, and the ancient landmarks of the Craft had been modernised beyond recognition by men who seemed more interested in social polish than in preserving what they had inherited. The Grand Lodge, in Dermott's furious estimation, had betrayed the very traditions it was supposed to protect.


The dispute was, at its core, a class conflict dressed in ritual clothing. The institution founded at the Goose and Gridiron in 1717 had evolved rapidly, and by the middle of the eighteenth century, a rival body had emerged — the Most Antient and Honourable Society of Free and Accepted Masons, known informally as the Antients. The Grand Lodge — which the Antients now called the Moderns — were the establishment: aristocrats, gentlemen, the polished upper reaches of London society. The Antients were the outsiders — Irish immigrants, tradesmen, working men who found in Freemasonry a dignity and structure that their daily lives did not provide. Dermott became their Grand Secretary and the architect of their challenge. He was brilliant, combative, and relentless. Under his leadership, the Antients grew to rival the Moderns in numbers and influence.


The schism lasted more than half a century. It was resolved, at last, in 1813, through the intervention of two men who happened to be brothers — and who happened to be sons of King George III. The Duke of Sussex, Augustus Frederick, was Grand Master of the Moderns. The Duke of Kent, Edward, was Grand Master of the Antients. On December 27, 1813, the two Grand Lodges united to form the United Grand Lodge of England, with the Duke of Sussex as its first Grand Master. The articles of union were negotiated with the care of a peace treaty, and the resulting ritual — a compromise between Antient and Modern practices — became the standard for English Freemasonry that persists to this day.


The Union of 1813 was the last great act of Freemasonry's institutional adolescence. By the time the Duke of Sussex gavelled the United Grand Lodge into existence, the fraternity had spread across the globe. There were lodges in India, in the Caribbean, in South Africa, in Australia — wherever the British Empire went, Freemasonry followed, carried by soldiers and administrators and merchants who found in the lodge a familiar structure in an unfamiliar world. There were Grand Lodges in Ireland, Scotland, France, the Netherlands, Sweden, and a dozen German states. There were lodges in the newly independent United States — hundreds of them, by 1813 — and lodges in the rebellious colonies of South America, where men who plotted revolution by night gathered in lodges by candlelight and swore oaths that bound them to something larger than a nation.


What had begun in a London alehouse with four small lodges and a forgotten Grand Master had become a global network — a web of lodges and Grand Lodges and rituals and recognition signs that stretched across oceans and continents and connected men of different nations, different faiths, different stations in life, through a shared system of symbols and obligations that was at once ancient and entirely modern. The Goose and Gridiron was gone — demolished, rebuilt, forgotten. But the thing that was born there on a summer evening in 1717 was alive, and growing, and about to enter the most dramatic century of its existence.

 [image: Interior of the Grand Temple at Freemasons' Hall, London]The Grand Temple at Freemasons' Hall, London — headquarters of the United Grand Lodge of England, the world's oldest Grand Lodge. The Art Deco interior, completed in 1933, seats 1,700.
 

Chapter Three
 The Temple

 The candidate stands in a small anteroom, and he is afraid. He will deny this later, or laugh it off, or say he felt only curiosity, but in this moment — standing in a room he has never entered before, surrounded by men whose faces are solemn and whose instructions are precise — he is afraid. They have asked him to remove his jacket. They have asked him to roll up his left trouser leg to the knee. They have asked him to remove his right shoe and replace it with a slipper. They have loosened his shirt and drawn it aside to bare his left breast. And now they are tying a blindfold over his eyes.


The blindfold is called a hoodwink. The exposed breast is called being "duly and truly prepared." The slipper is called a slipshod. Every detail has a name, and every name has a meaning, and the candidate knows none of them. He knows only that he has asked to become a Freemason, that his petition has been accepted, that two members of the lodge have vouched for his character, and that he is about to undergo something that his sponsors have described only in the vaguest terms. "You'll be fine," they said. "Just follow the instructions." They were smiling when they said it, which did not help.


A rope is placed around his neck. It is called a cable-tow, and it is looped loosely enough that it could be removed in an instant, but the candidate does not know that. He feels the weight of it on his shoulders. He feels the darkness behind the blindfold. He hears footsteps, a door opening, murmured voices. A hand grips his arm.


He is led forward. He stumbles slightly — the slipper is unfamiliar, the floor beneath him uncertain. He is stopped. Something sharp presses against his bare breast. He flinches.


"Who comes here?" says a voice.


The voice belongs to the Senior Deacon, but the candidate does not know that. He knows only that someone has asked him a question in the dark, with something pointed at his heart, and that the answer he is supposed to give has been whispered to him by his guide.


"A poor candidate in a state of darkness," he says, or something very close to it, "who has been well and worthily recommended, regularly proposed, and approved in open lodge, and now wishes to be admitted to the mysteries and privileges of Freemasonry."


The sharp object at his breast is the point of a compass. It is symbolic. It will not draw blood. But in the darkness, with the rope around his neck and the cold metal against his skin, the symbolism is persuasive.


This is the beginning of the First Degree — the Entered Apprentice — the threshold of Freemasonry. Every Mason in the world, whether he sits in a lodge in London or Lagos or Lima, has passed through some version of this doorway. The details vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, from rite to rite, but the structure is universal: the candidate is brought from darkness into light, from ignorance into knowledge, from the profane world into the sacred space of the lodge. He is, in the language of the ritual, "initiated, passed, and raised" — three degrees, three ceremonies, three transformations that constitute the heart of Masonic experience.


The First Degree is a ceremony of reception. The hoodwinked candidate is led around the lodge room — circumambulating, in the ritual language — and presented to the officers of the lodge. The Worshipful Master sits in the East. The Senior Warden sits in the West. The Junior Warden sits in the South. The compass points are not accidental. The lodge room is symbolically oriented to the heavens, with the Master's chair in the East because it is from the East that light comes.


The candidate is asked a series of questions. He is asked whether he comes of his own free will. He is asked whether he believes in a Supreme Being. He is asked whether he is willing to take an obligation — an oath — binding himself to the fraternity and its secrets. He answers yes to all of these, because he has been prepared, because he has been examined, and because a man who would answer no would not be standing here with a rope around his neck in the first place.


The obligation is administered. The candidate kneels at the altar — a small, central table on which rest the Volume of the Sacred Law (usually a Bible, though in lodges that admit men of other faiths it may be the Torah, the Quran, or another sacred text), the square, and the compasses. He places his hand on the sacred book. He swears — the word is deliberate, and the solemnity is real — to keep the secrets of Freemasonry, to aid a fellow Mason in distress, and to conduct himself according to the ancient usages and customs of the fraternity. The penalties described in the obligation are archaic and gruesome — "my throat cut across, my tongue torn out by its roots" — and they are purely symbolic, relics of an era when oaths carried physical consequences. No lodge has ever enforced these penalties. No Mason expects them to be enforced. But they are recited, because ritual, once established, has a gravity that resists revision.


Then comes the moment. The hoodwink is removed. Light floods the candidate's eyes. The lodge room is revealed — the officers in their stations, the members seated along the walls, the symbols of the craft displayed on a tracing board or painted on the floor. The Master speaks the words that every Mason remembers: "In the beginning, God said, Let there be light, and there was light."


The candidate is shown the three Great Lights of Masonry — the Volume of the Sacred Law, the square, and the compasses. He is shown the lesser lights. He is taught the grip and the word of the degree — the handshake and the password that will identify him as an Entered Apprentice to any other Mason in the world. He is given a white lambskin apron — the badge of a Mason, older, the ritual tells him, than the Golden Fleece or the Roman Eagle, and more honourable than any other order that can be conferred upon him.


The apron is the most potent symbol in Freemasonry. It is white because it represents innocence. It is lambskin because the lamb is a symbol of purity. It is given to the newest initiate because it is the one thing that every Mason shares equally — the king and the commoner, the general and the private, the president and the printer. George Washington's Masonic apron was made of white silk, embroidered with Masonic symbols, and it was a gift from the Marquis de Lafayette, who had commissioned it from nuns in a French convent. Washington wore it when he laid the cornerstone of the United States Capitol. He was buried in it. The apron outlasts everything.


The Second Degree — the Fellow Craft — is a ceremony of education. The candidate, no longer blindfolded, is led through a symbolic journey that represents the pursuit of knowledge. The central image is the winding staircase — a flight of steps that ascends from the ground floor of King Solomon's Temple to the middle chamber, where the Fellow Craft receives his wages. The staircase has three, five, and seven steps, and each grouping represents a body of knowledge: the three steps are the three officers of the lodge; the five steps are the five orders of architecture (Tuscan, Doric, Ionic, Corinthian, and Composite) and the five human senses; the seven steps are the seven liberal arts and sciences — grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy.


Geometry is singled out for particular reverence. In the Fellow Craft degree, the letter G is displayed prominently in the lodge room — suspended from the ceiling, painted on the wall, illuminated in the East. It stands for Geometry, and also for God, and also for the Grand Geometer of the Universe, and the triple meaning is the point. For the medieval masons who built the cathedrals, geometry was not merely a branch of mathematics. It was the language of creation — the means by which the divine architect had designed the universe, and the means by which the human mason reproduced that design in stone. To study geometry was to study the mind of God.


The Third Degree — the Master Mason — is the climax of the Masonic journey, and it is told as a story. It is the most dramatic, the most theatrical, and the most secret of the three degrees, and it centres on a figure who does not appear in the Bible but who has been central to Masonic tradition for at least three centuries: Hiram Abiff.


The Biblical Hiram is mentioned briefly in the First Book of Kings and the Second Book of Chronicles. He was a skilled craftsman, a worker in bronze, sent by King Hiram of Tyre to assist King Solomon in the building of the Temple at Jerusalem. The Bible says little more about him. But Masonic tradition has elaborated his story into a full dramatic narrative — a passion play in which Hiram Abiff is the central figure, the victim, and the symbol of everything that Freemasonry holds sacred.


The legend, as it is enacted in the Third Degree ceremony, goes like this. Hiram Abiff was the master architect of Solomon's Temple. He alone possessed the Master's Word — a secret word, known only to three people (Hiram Abiff, King Solomon, and King Hiram of Tyre), that would be revealed to all the craftsmen upon the completion of the Temple. Three Fellow Crafts — Jubela, Jubelo, and Jubelum, collectively known as the three ruffians — grew impatient. They wanted the Word now, before the Temple was finished, before they had earned the right to hear it.


They waited for Hiram Abiff at the three gates of the Temple. At the south gate, the first ruffian accosted him and demanded the Master's Word. Hiram refused. The ruffian struck him across the throat with a twenty-four-inch gauge. Hiram staggered to the west gate, where the second ruffian demanded the Word. Hiram refused again. He was struck across the breast with a square. He dragged himself to the east gate, where the third ruffian made the same demand. Hiram, dying, refused a third time. The ruffian struck him on the head with a setting maul, and Hiram Abiff fell dead.


The candidate, in the Third Degree ceremony, plays the role of Hiram. He is symbolically struck down. He is laid on the ground. He is, in the ritual language, "slain." The lodge room is darkened. The Master and the Wardens attempt to raise the body using the grips of the first and second degrees, but the grips fail — the dead man's skin slips from the bone. Finally, the Master raises the candidate using the Five Points of Fellowship — foot to foot, knee to knee, breast to breast, hand to back, cheek to cheek — and whispers in his ear the substitute for the Master's Word. The real Word, the legend says, was lost with the death of Hiram Abiff, and a substitute was adopted until the true Word could be recovered. The substitute word — the word whispered at the Five Points — varies from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and its meaning has been debated by Masonic scholars for centuries.


The raising of the candidate is the emotional climax of the Masonic degrees. It is a ritual of death and resurrection — not a Christian resurrection, though the parallels are unavoidable and were deliberate, but a resurrection through brotherhood, through the grip of a fellow Mason's hand, through the refusal to abandon a brother even in death. The message is that integrity is worth dying for. That the secrets of the craft are sacred. That the bond between Masons transcends mortality.


Beyond these three degrees — the Blue Lodge degrees, as they are called, because the lodges in which they are conferred traditionally use blue as their colour — lie additional systems of degrees that elaborate and extend the Masonic mythology. The Scottish Rite offers thirty additional degrees, numbered from the Fourth through the Thirty-Third, each exploring a different aspect of Masonic philosophy through increasingly elaborate ritual. The York Rite adds the Royal Arch, the Cryptic degrees, and the Chivalric orders, including the Order of the Knights Templar. These higher degrees are optional. They are not higher in authority. A Master Mason of the Third Degree is the full and complete equal of a Thirty-Third Degree Scottish Rite Mason. The additional degrees are supplements, not promotions.


The most influential interpreter of the Scottish Rite degrees was Albert Pike, a Confederate general, lawyer, and polymath who published Morals and Dogma of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry in 1871. It is an enormous book — 861 pages of dense, learned, sometimes impenetrable commentary on the symbolism and philosophy of each of the thirty-three degrees. Pike drew on sources that ranged from the Kabbalah to the Hindu Vedas, from Plato to Zoroaster, from the Egyptian Book of the Dead to the writings of the medieval alchemists. The result was a syncretic masterpiece — a work that attempted to show that all the great religious and philosophical traditions of humanity were variations on a single theme, and that Freemasonry was the vessel that preserved that theme in its purest form.


Morals and Dogma was given to every Scottish Rite Mason upon receiving the Fourteenth Degree. It was revered, debated, misquoted, and almost certainly more purchased than read. It was also seized upon by conspiracy theorists and anti-Masonic writers, who mined its pages for passages that could be made to sound sinister when removed from context. Pike's statement that "Lucifer, the Light-bearer," was a figure of Masonic veneration has been quoted in hundreds of anti-Masonic texts. What Pike actually wrote was a complex discussion of the symbolism of light and darkness in ancient religion, in which Lucifer — literally "light-bearer" in Latin — was presented as a mythological figure, not as an object of worship. The distinction has been lost, repeatedly and deliberately, for more than a century.


But the symbols endure. The square and compasses — the most recognisable emblem of Freemasonry — appear on lodge buildings, on Masonic rings, on gravestones, on the cornerstone of nearly every public building laid with Masonic ceremony. In the Entered Apprentice degree, both points of the compasses are hidden beneath the square. In the Fellow Craft degree, one point is exposed. In the Master Mason degree, both points are visible above the square. The progression tells the story of the degrees themselves: from darkness to light, from ignorance to knowledge, from the dominion of the material (the square, which measures the earth) to the mastery of the spiritual (the compasses, which describe the heavens).


The All-Seeing Eye — the eye within a triangle, radiating light — represents the omniscience of the Grand Architect of the Universe. It appears on Masonic tracing boards, on lodge room walls, and, most famously, on the reverse of the Great Seal of the United States, which adorns every dollar bill. Whether the Eye on the Great Seal is a Masonic symbol or a more general emblem of divine providence has been debated since the seal was adopted in 1782. Benjamin Franklin, a Mason, was on the committee that designed the seal, but so were Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, neither of whom was a Mason. The truth, as usual, is less dramatic than the conspiracy: the Eye was a common symbol of the Enlightenment, used by Masons and non-Masons alike, and its appearance on the Great Seal is more likely a reflection of the intellectual climate of the eighteenth century than of a Masonic plot.


But try telling that to a world that has always preferred the plot.

 [image: Masonic initiation ceremony, c. 1805]A colored engraving depicting the initiation of an apprentice Freemason, c. 1800. The blindfolded candidate stands surrounded by lodge members in a candlelit ceremony — the most widely reproduced image of Masonic ritual.
 

Chapter Four
 The Apron and the Revolution

 The building at 84 Union Street, Boston, was a tavern called the Green Dragon, and by the early 1770s it had become the most dangerous address in the British Empire. It did not look dangerous. It was a three-story brick building on a narrow commercial street, unremarkable among the warehouses and counting houses and chandleries of Boston's North End. It sold ale and rum and food. It had a ground-floor taproom and upper rooms that could be hired for private meetings. A tin sign with a green dragon hung above the door.


But the upper rooms of the Green Dragon were where St. Andrew's Lodge met. And the men who gathered there on lodge nights, in their aprons and regalia, speaking the ancient passwords and performing the ancient rituals, were also the men who were preparing to burn the British Empire to the ground.


The overlap between St. Andrew's Lodge and the Sons of Liberty was not accidental. It was structural. The lodge provided exactly what a revolutionary conspiracy required: a secure meeting place, a system of oaths and obligations that bound members to secrecy, a hierarchical organisation that could coordinate action across distances, and — most importantly — a bond of trust that had been forged through shared ritual and mutual vulnerability. A man who had knelt at the altar and sworn the obligations of a Master Mason, who had been symbolically slain and raised by the Five Points of Fellowship, was a man you could trust with your life. In 1773, trusting the wrong man with your plans could get you hanged.


The roster of St. Andrew's Lodge reads like a roll call of the Revolution. Paul Revere was a member — silversmith, engraver, rider of midnight fame. Dr. Joseph Warren was a member — physician, orator, Grand Master of the Provincial Grand Lodge of Massachusetts, and the man who would send Revere on his ride. John Hancock was connected to the lodge through a web of Masonic affiliations. Samuel Adams, though probably not a Mason himself, attended meetings at the Green Dragon and used its Masonic networks to coordinate the activities of the Sons of Liberty.


The Green Dragon was where the Boston Tea Party was planned. This is not myth. This is documented. The men who gathered at the tavern in the weeks before December 16, 1773, discussed the crisis of the tea ships — three vessels sitting in Boston Harbor, loaded with tea from the East India Company, which Parliament had given a monopoly on tea sales in the colonies. The tea carried a tax. The tax was the principle. The principle was that Parliament could tax the colonies without their consent. And the men at the Green Dragon had decided that the principle was worth resisting, even if resistance meant destroying private property, even if it meant treason.


On the night of December 16, somewhere between thirty and a hundred and thirty men — the numbers have never been firmly established — disguised themselves as Mohawk Indians, marched to Griffin's Wharf, boarded the three ships, and dumped 342 chests of tea into Boston Harbor. The destruction took approximately three hours. It was orderly, disciplined, and remarkably restrained — the men took care not to damage any property other than the tea, and they swept the decks clean when they were finished.


The minutes of St. Andrew's Lodge for that evening contain a single, magnificent entry: "Lodge closed on account of the few members present." The brethren were otherwise engaged.


The connection between Freemasonry and the American Revolution has been overstated by enthusiasts and understated by sceptics, and the truth lies in the uncomfortable middle ground where most truth lives. Not every Founding Father was a Mason. Thomas Jefferson was not a Mason. John Adams was not a Mason. Thomas Paine, despite persistent claims to the contrary, was not a Mason — or if he was, no lodge record confirms it. James Madison was not a Mason. Alexander Hamilton's Masonic membership is disputed.


But enough of them were Masons to constitute a critical mass. George Washington was initiated into Freemasonry in Fredericksburg, Virginia, on November 4, 1752, at the age of twenty. Benjamin Franklin, as we have seen, had been a Mason since 1731. Other Masonic signers of the Declaration of Independence include Elbridge Gerry, Lyman Hall, John Hancock, Benjamin Harrison, Joseph Hewes, William Hooper, Robert Treat Paine, Richard Stockton, George Walton, and William Whipple — though the Masonic status of several of these men has been debated. Of the generals who served under Washington, a significant number were Masons: the Marquis de Lafayette (initiated in a French military lodge), Baron von Steuben, Israel Putnam, John Sullivan, and many others.


More revealing than the membership lists is the way Freemasonry functioned as a network. The lodges provided channels of communication between men in different colonies who might otherwise never have met. A Mason from Virginia travelling to Massachusetts carried with him not just letters of introduction but a system of recognition that could open doors in any lodge in any colony. The rituals created a shared vocabulary of symbols and values — equality, brotherhood, religious tolerance, the rule of law — that mapped almost exactly onto the political ideology of the Revolution.


The most powerful Masonic moment in American history came not during the Revolution but after it. On September 18, 1793, George Washington stood on a hilltop overlooking the Potomac River and laid the cornerstone of the United States Capitol. He was dressed in full Masonic regalia — the silk apron embroidered by the nuns of Nantes and presented to him by Lafayette, the Masonic jewels of office, the sash and collar of the master of his lodge. He was attended by members of Maryland Lodge No. 9 and Alexandria Lodge No. 22. The ceremony was conducted according to Masonic ritual. Corn, wine, and oil — the traditional Masonic offerings of plenty, joy, and peace — were poured upon the stone. The Grand Master's gavel struck the stone three times.


The President of the United States, laying the foundation of the seat of government, in the regalia of a secret society, performing a ritual that no one outside the fraternity fully understood. The image was deliberate. It was not hidden. It was celebrated. In 1793, Freemasonry was not the shadowy conspiracy that later generations would imagine. It was a badge of honour — a signal that the man who wore it was committed to the Enlightenment ideals of reason, tolerance, and ordered liberty that the new republic claimed as its foundation.


But America was not the only place where those ideals were catching fire.


In France, Freemasonry had arrived in the 1720s, carried across the Channel by Jacobite exiles and English gentlemen and quickly adopted by the French aristocracy with the enthusiasm that the French aristocracy brought to every fashionable import. By 1789, there were more than six hundred lodges in France — a network that reached into every city, every provincial capital, every garrison town. The French lodges were more socially exclusive than their English counterparts, and more intellectually ambitious. They attracted the philosophers and the writers and the scientists of the Enlightenment. They debated ideas. They circulated books. They created, within the rigid hierarchy of the ancien regime, spaces where men of different social stations could meet as equals and discuss the principles that the old order forbade them to discuss in public.


The Lodge of the Nine Sisters — the Loge des Neuf Soeurs — was the most illustrious of all. Founded in 1776, the same year as American independence, it met in the Rue du Pot-de-Fer in Paris and its membership read like a catalogue of the French Enlightenment. Voltaire was initiated into the lodge in early April 1778 — sources place the ceremony on April 4 or April 7 — seven weeks before his death, at the age of eighty-three, so frail that he had to be supported by Benjamin Franklin and Antoine Court de Gébelin as he took the obligation, while Joseph-Jerome Lalande presided as Worshipful Master. The scene was extraordinary: the most famous writer in Europe, the most famous American in the world, and one of France's greatest scientists, standing together in a Masonic lodge, bound by the same oaths and wearing the same aprons, while the ancien regime crumbled around them and the Revolution that their ideas had helped to create gathered force in the streets outside.


Voltaire died on May 30, 1778. He never saw the Revolution. But the men of the Nine Sisters did. The lodge's circle included figures often associated with it: Jean-Sylvain Bailly, who would become the first mayor of revolutionary Paris, and the Marquis de Condorcet, who would draft the revolutionary declaration on public education, are frequently listed in later histories, though documentation is thin; Georges Danton is sometimes claimed as a member, largely by later attributions, but the evidence is disputed. The Nine Sisters did not cause the Revolution — that is the conspiracy theorist's error, the confusion of correlation with causation. But the lodge provided a space in which revolutionary ideas were discussed, refined, and transmitted among the men who would eventually act on them.


The most dramatic — and most damning — Masonic connection to the French Revolution was the Duke of Orleans, Philippe Egalite. He was the Grand Master of the Grand Orient of France, the governing body of French Freemasonry. He was also a prince of the blood — the cousin of King Louis XVI. He was enormously wealthy, politically ambitious, and he despised the queen, Marie Antoinette, with a passion that was personal as well as political. When the Revolution came, he renounced his title, adopted the name Egalite, and was elected to the National Convention. On January 17, 1793, he voted for the execution of his cousin the king.


The vote shocked even the revolutionaries. A prince of the blood, voting for regicide — it was as though the old order was consuming itself, brother devouring brother. The Grand Master of French Freemasonry had condemned the King of France to the guillotine. For the enemies of Freemasonry — the Church, the monarchists, the conspiracy theorists who would spend the next two centuries weaving the fraternity into every dark narrative they could imagine — the Duke of Orleans became Exhibit A. Here was the proof: Freemasonry was a revolutionary conspiracy, a machine for the destruction of throne and altar, a secret army marching behind symbols and rituals toward the annihilation of the old world.


The truth was less tidy. Many French Masons were royalists. Many opposed the Revolution. The Grand Orient itself was divided, and its influence on events was marginal compared to the economic crisis, the political paralysis, and the sheer accumulated rage of a population that had been starving for decades. The Duke of Orleans did not vote for the king's death because he was a Freemason. He voted for it because he was a man consumed by ambition and grievance, and the Revolution gave him the opportunity to act on both. Freemasonry was the stage. It was not the script.


The Duke himself discovered this too late. Nine months after voting for the king's death, he followed his cousin to the scaffold. The Revolution consumed its Grand Master as readily as it consumed everyone else. He went to the guillotine on November 6, 1793, with a composure that his enemies attributed to indifference and his defenders attributed to courage. The blade fell. The Grand Orient survived. French Freemasonry endured, diminished and traumatised, but enduring — as it always did.


And in South America, the pattern repeated itself with variations that were both familiar and strange. Simon Bolivar, the liberator of Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, was a Freemason — initiated in Cadiz, advanced in Paris, active in the lodges of the Caribbean and the Andes. Jose de San Martin, the liberator of Argentina, Chile, and Peru, was a Freemason — a member of the Lodge Lautaro, a secret society within Freemasonry that took its name from a Mapuche warrior who had resisted the Spanish conquest three centuries earlier. Bernardo O'Higgins, the liberator of Chile, was a Freemason. Francisco de Miranda, the precursor of South American independence, was a Freemason and a member of the Lodge of the Nine Sisters in Paris.


The Lodge Lautaro was something more than a regular Masonic lodge. It was a political conspiracy that used Masonic structures — the oaths, the degrees, the hierarchy, the secrecy — as the scaffolding for revolutionary organisation. San Martin had been initiated into the original Lautaro lodge in Cadiz, Spain, and when he returned to South America in 1812, he established a sister lodge in Buenos Aires. The Buenos Aires Lautaro was the engine room of the independence movement — the place where strategy was debated, resources were allocated, and the military campaign for the liberation of the continent was planned.


The pattern was consistent across three continents and half a century of revolution. Freemasonry did not cause the Age of Revolution. The causes were economic, political, intellectual, and deeply rooted in the specific conditions of each society. But Freemasonry provided the revolutionaries with something that was indispensable: a structure. A network of trusted men, bound by oaths, organised in cells, communicating through a shared system of symbols and signs, capable of coordinating action across vast distances in an age before telegraphs and telephones. The lodge was not the gunpowder. It was the fuse.


And the apron — the simple white lambskin apron, badge of innocence, emblem of the craft, oldest of all Masonic symbols — was tied around the waists of the men who signed the Declaration of Independence, who stormed the Bastille, who crossed the Andes with armies of liberation. It was a builder's garment, designed to protect a workman's clothes from stone dust and mortar. It became, in the hands of revolutionaries, something the medieval masons could never have imagined: the uniform of a new world.

 [image: George Washington depicted as a Freemason]Washington as a Freemason — an allegorical print from the Library of Congress. On September 18, 1793, wearing full Masonic regalia, he laid the Capitol cornerstone with a silver trowel and marble-headed gavel.
 

Chapter Five
 The Hall of Fame

 On the evening of December 14, 1784, a slight, nervous man of twenty-eight was led blindfolded through the streets of Vienna to a building on the Landstrasse. He could hear the crunch of snow beneath his shoes and the distant sound of carriage wheels, but nothing else. The men who guided him by the elbows said little. They had done this before.


The blindfold was removed inside a candlelit room. The walls were draped in black cloth. A human skull sat on a table beside a Bible and a pair of compasses. The men who stood in a half-circle around him wore white leather aprons and sashes of blue silk, and they regarded the newcomer with the particular solemnity of men performing a ritual they considered sacred.


The newcomer was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. The lodge was Zur Wohlthatigkeit -- Beneficence -- one of the most distinguished in the Austrian capital. And the ceremony that followed -- the stripping of metals, the three symbolic knocks, the oath of secrecy, the presentation of the lambskin apron -- would shape the last seven years of Mozart's life and produce one of the most peculiar masterpieces in the history of opera.


Mozart took to Freemasonry with the same fierce, consuming energy he brought to everything. Within weeks of his initiation as an Entered Apprentice, he was composing music for lodge ceremonies -- the Masonic Funeral Music, K. 477, and a series of cantatas that wove the language of the Craft into some of the most beautiful choral writing of the eighteenth century. He attended meetings regularly. He recruited his father, Leopold, who was initiated into the Viennese lodge Zur wahren Eintracht in the spring of 1785 and promoted to Fellow Craft on April 16. He moved through the degrees with unusual speed, reaching Master Mason within months.


But it was his final opera that sealed the connection between Mozart and Masonry in the public imagination forever. Die Zauberflote -- The Magic Flute -- premiered at the Theater auf der Wieden in Vienna on September 30, 1791, just two months before Mozart's death. On its surface, it was a fairy tale: a prince, a princess, a comic birdcatcher, a wicked queen, a series of magical trials. Beneath the surface, it was something else entirely. The three-fold knocking at the temple doors. The trials of fire and water. The journey from darkness into light. The triumph of wisdom and brotherhood over superstition and tyranny. The opera was a Masonic allegory so thinly veiled that every brother in the audience would have recognised it instantly, and it remains, two centuries later, the most famous artistic expression of Masonic ideals ever created.


Mozart was not the first famous Freemason, nor the last. But his initiation in that candlelit Viennese lodge room illuminates something essential about the Craft's extraordinary appeal: for nearly three centuries, some of the most powerful, creative, and consequential people on earth have chosen to kneel before an altar, roll up a trouser leg, and swear an oath of brotherhood to a fraternity of stonemasons they had never met. The question is not whether famous people became Masons. The question is why so many of them did.


Start with America. George Washington was initiated into Freemasonry on November 4, 1752, at the age of twenty, in Fredericksburg Lodge No. 4, Virginia. He was then a young surveyor with modest prospects, and the lodge offered what lodges have always offered young men of ambition: connections. The Fredericksburg lodge counted among its members some of the most influential planters and merchants in the colony, and for a young man without a university education or significant family wealth, the lodge room was the closest thing available to a gentlemen's club.


Washington passed through the three degrees over the following year and received his Master Mason degree on August 4, 1753. And then, by his own later admission, he largely stopped attending. In a letter written in 1798, near the end of his life, Washington acknowledged that he had not visited a lodge "more than once or twice within the last thirty years." The honest confession is revealing. Washington valued the fraternity. He sat for a portrait in his Masonic regalia. He laid the cornerstone of the United States Capitol on September 18, 1793, wearing his Masonic apron, using a Masonic trowel, performing a Masonic ceremony with Masonic corn, wine, and oil. But he was not a devoted lodge-goer. He was a symbol -- the most potent symbol American Freemasonry would ever possess -- and both he and the fraternity understood the value of that symbolism without requiring the reality of weekly attendance.


Benjamin Franklin was a different animal entirely. Franklin did not merely join Freemasonry; he threw himself into it with the same relentless, omni-competent energy he brought to printing, politics, science, and the seduction of French women. He was initiated in 1731, became Grand Master of Pennsylvania at the age of twenty-eight, and published the first Masonic book in America -- an edition of Anderson's Constitutions -- from his own printing press. In April 1778, in one of the most celebrated moments in Masonic history, Franklin was present at the Lodge of the Nine Sisters in Paris when Voltaire, aged eighty-three, frail, and weeks from death, was initiated into Freemasonry. Franklin embraced the old philosopher in a ritual kiss that the French press rhapsodised about for months. Two icons of the Enlightenment, one American and one French, joined by the square and compasses. It was almost too perfect.


The list of Masonic American presidents is long but frequently exaggerated. Fourteen presidents were confirmed Freemasons, from Washington to Gerald Ford. The most Masonic of them all was Harry S. Truman, and it is worth pausing on Truman because his devotion to the Craft reveals something that the casual observer often misses: Freemasonry, for many of its members, was not a networking opportunity or a social convenience. It was the most important thing in their lives.


Truman was initiated in Belton Lodge No. 450 in Grandview, Missouri, on February 9, 1909. He was twenty-four years old, a farmer, and unremarkable. Over the following decades, as his political career took him from county judge to senator to vice president to the most powerful office on earth, Truman climbed the Masonic ladder with equal determination. He became Grand Master of Missouri in 1940. He received the 33rd degree of the Scottish Rite -- the highest honour the Rite can bestow -- in 1945, while sitting in the Oval Office as President of the United States. When asked late in life what he considered his greatest accomplishment, he did not say the Truman Doctrine, or the Marshall Plan, or the recognition of Israel, or the decision to use the atomic bomb. He said it was being Grand Master of Missouri. He meant it.


The British roster is no less impressive. Winston Churchill was initiated into Studholme Alliance Lodge No. 1591 on May 24, 1901, at the age of twenty-six, when he was already a Member of Parliament and a celebrated war correspondent. Churchill rose to Fellow Craft in 1901 and Master Mason in 1902, then quietly allowed his membership to lapse by 1912. He never publicly repudiated the fraternity, but he never attended again. Rudyard Kipling, by contrast, was a devoted Mason who found in the lodge room something that moved him deeply: equality across lines of race and religion. Kipling was initiated in Lahore, India, in 1886, and his poem "The Mother Lodge" remains one of the most quoted works in Masonic literature -- a celebration of the lodge as the one place where an Englishman, a Hindu, a Muslim, and a Sikh could sit together as brothers. "We'd all sit down as equals," Kipling wrote, and for a man of the British Empire, that was a radical thing to say.


Perhaps the most extraordinary moment in Masonic history occurred not on earth but above it. On July 20, 1969, Buzz Aldrin stood on the surface of the Moon and, in a brief ceremony he later described in Masonic publications, claimed Masonic territorial jurisdiction for the Grand Lodge of Texas on the Moon under a special deputation. He carried a special deputation and a Masonic flag. The flag was later presented to the Grand Lodge. It remains on display. Tranquility Lodge No. 2000 would be chartered decades later, in 2000, to commemorate the event. Freemasonry, which began in medieval stonemasons' workshops, had reached the Sea of Tranquility.


But the hall of fame has a shadow -- a long list of men who were not Freemasons but are endlessly claimed as such. Thomas Jefferson was not a Mason. John Adams was not a Mason. James Madison was not a Mason. Alexander Hamilton was not a Mason. Thomas Paine was not a Mason. The claims persist on websites, in conspiracy literature, and in the breathless prose of writers who find it more dramatic to imagine the entire American founding as a Masonic plot. It was not. Some founders were Masons. Most were not. The distinction matters.


And the hall of fame has a room that was kept locked for far too long. Prince Hall, a free Black man in Boston, was initiated into a British military lodge in 1775 and subsequently founded African Lodge No. 459, the first lodge of Black Freemasons in America. Mainstream American Grand Lodges refused to recognise Prince Hall Masonry for over two centuries. The fraternity that preached universal brotherhood practiced racial segregation with a consistency that would have embarrassed a Mississippi courthouse. Prince Hall lodges persisted anyway, and their alumni roster is staggering: Duke Ellington, Thurgood Marshall, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, Count Basie, Nat King Cole, Jesse Jackson. The parallel tradition thrived in the face of rejection, and its members accomplished things that their white Masonic brethren could not ignore forever. Recognition between mainstream and Prince Hall Grand Lodges began in the late twentieth century and remains, in some southern states, incomplete. The empty chair at the Masonic table is not always a matter of declining membership. Sometimes it is a matter of who was never invited to sit down.

 [image: President Truman in 33rd degree Masonic regalia, 1950]President Harry Truman wearing 33rd degree Scottish Rite regalia at the George Washington Masonic Memorial, February 22, 1950. He called his election as Grand Master of Missouri "the greatest honor that has ever come to me."
 

Chapter Six
 The Disappearance

 In the late summer of 1826, in the small town of Batavia in western New York, a man named William Morgan began telling anyone who would listen that he was about to blow the lid off Freemasonry.


Morgan was fifty-two years old, or possibly forty-eight -- he lied about his age as readily as he lied about everything else. He was a bricklayer by trade, a drinker by habit, and a failure by any reasonable measure. He had drifted across the American frontier for decades, leaving behind a trail of unpaid debts, abandoned schemes, and the exasperated testimony of men who had been fool enough to trust him. He had washed up in Batavia sometime around 1824, taken a room above a tavern, and announced himself as a Royal Arch Mason who had received the higher degrees of the Craft in Canada.


Whether Morgan had ever actually been a Freemason is a matter of dispute. He had certainly attended lodge meetings -- the local chapter of Royal Arch Masons in the nearby town of Le Roy had admitted him, apparently on his own claim of membership, and he had participated in their ceremonies. But when he attempted to join the lodge in Batavia, he was rejected. The brothers had made enquiries. Morgan's claims did not check out. His reputation preceded him. The lodge door closed in his face.


It was the worst mistake the Freemasons of western New York ever made. A man scorned is dangerous. A man scorned who has nothing to lose is catastrophic.


Morgan announced that he would publish a book revealing every secret of Freemasonry -- the rituals, the passwords, the signs of recognition, the content of the oaths, the entire hidden architecture of the Craft laid bare for the world to see. He found a willing publisher in David C. Miller, the editor of the Batavia Republican Advocate, a man whose enthusiasm for the project owed less to principle than to the certainty that a book of Masonic secrets would sell enormously. Together, they drew up a contract. Morgan would provide the text. Miller would print and distribute it. The profits would be shared.


Word of the planned book spread through the Masonic lodges of western New York with the speed of a fire through dry timber. The reaction was immediate, furious, and, as events would prove, spectacularly foolish. Local Masons attempted to buy Morgan off. They attempted to intimidate Miller. When a suspicious fire broke out in Miller's print shop on September 8, 1826 -- a fire that was quickly extinguished before it could destroy the manuscript -- the line between intimidation and crime had been crossed.


Two days later, on September 10, 1826, William Morgan was arrested.


The charge was absurd. He was accused of stealing a shirt and tie, and of failing to repay a loan of two dollars and sixty-nine cents. The complainant was a Freemason. The magistrate who issued the warrant was a Freemason. Morgan was taken to the jail in Canandaigua, a town some fifty miles east of Batavia, and locked up for the debt.


On the evening of September 11, someone came to the jail and paid the two dollars and sixty-nine cents. Morgan was released. He stepped through the jail door into the gathering dusk and found men waiting for him. A carriage was drawn up at the kerb. Witnesses heard Morgan cry out -- one account says he shouted "Murder!" -- before he was seized, forced into the carriage, and driven away into the night.


He was never seen again.


The carriage was traced, through subsequent investigation, on a journey of more than one hundred miles. Morgan was passed from one group of men to another, relay fashion, through the night and into the following day. The route ran north and west, through the small towns and farming country of the Genesee Valley, and it ended at Fort Niagara, an abandoned military fortification on the shore of Lake Ontario. Morgan was taken inside the fort. After that, nothing. The trail went cold at the water's edge.


What happened to William Morgan? The honest answer is that nobody knows for certain, and the uncertainty itself became the most potent weapon the anti-Masonic movement would ever wield. The theories ranged from the mundane to the macabre. He had been drowned in Lake Ontario. He had been taken to Canada and released with money and a warning. He had been murdered inside the fort and his body weighted with stones and dropped into the Niagara River. He had escaped and was living under an assumed name. A body washed ashore on the Lake Ontario coast the following year, but the identification was disputed -- Morgan's wife said it was not her husband. The body was claimed by another woman as that of a drowned Canadian named Timothy Munroe. The truth disappeared with Morgan into the darkness beyond the fort.


The investigation that followed revealed the full scope of the conspiracy and the full depth of the problem. More than fifty men were eventually indicted in connection with Morgan's abduction. The trials, held over the following two years, were a farce of breathtaking audacity. Witnesses disappeared. Jurors were Masons. Judges were Masons. Three special prosecutors appointed to handle the case were themselves Masons. Of the handful of men who were actually convicted, the sentences were laughable: Loton Lawson received two years. Nicholas Chesebro received one year. Edward Sawyer received one month. One month, for participating in the kidnapping of a man who was almost certainly murdered.


The leniency was the spark. The explosion that followed reshaped American politics.


The Anti-Masonic movement erupted across New York and New England with a fury that caught everyone, including its own leaders, by surprise. What began as outrage over a single crime metastasised into a wholesale assault on secret societies, elite privilege, and the hidden exercise of power. Preachers thundered from pulpits. Newspapers devoted entire editions to the Morgan affair. Public meetings drew thousands. Men who had been Masons for decades publicly renounced the fraternity, burned their aprons, and published confessions of their own. In New York, lodge membership collapsed from approximately twenty thousand to fewer than three thousand in the space of five years. Lodges across the Northeast shuttered their doors, surrendered their charters, and sold their buildings.


The movement found its political expression in the Anti-Masonic Party, which holds a singular distinction in American history: it was the first significant third party in the United States, and it introduced the national nominating convention -- the mechanism by which American parties have chosen their presidential candidates ever since. The first such convention was held in Baltimore in September 1831, and it nominated William Wirt of Maryland for president. Wirt was an odd choice. He was a distinguished lawyer, a former Attorney General, and -- in a detail that the party's enemies seized upon with glee -- a former Freemason himself. He carried only Vermont in the 1832 election and the party soon dissolved, but its leaders went on to considerable things. Thurlow Weed became the most powerful political boss in New York. William Seward became Lincoln's Secretary of State. Thaddeus Stevens became the driving force behind Reconstruction. The Anti-Masonic Party was a failure as a party but a factory for statesmen.


The deeper legacy was cultural. The Morgan affair established a template for American suspicion of secret societies that has never been dismantled. The idea that powerful men meet behind closed doors, swear blood oaths, protect one another from the law, and operate a shadow government that supersedes the democratic process -- this idea did not originate with the Morgan affair, but it was the Morgan affair that embedded it in the American political imagination with a force that two centuries have not diminished. Every conspiracy theory about the Freemasons, from the mildest to the most deranged, draws its energy from the same source: a carriage in the New York dusk, a man's cry in the darkness, and a silence that has never been broken.


Freemasonry survived, of course. It always survives. By the 1840s, the Anti-Masonic fever had broken, and lodges were reopening across the Northeast. Membership began to climb again. The fraternity learned to be more cautious, more circumspect, more careful about the gap between its ideals and the behaviour of its members. But it had been wounded, and the wound left a scar. The Morgan affair taught American Freemasonry a lesson it has never forgotten: the greatest threat to the brotherhood is not exposure from without. It is stupidity from within.


And William Morgan? His book, Illustrations of Masonry, was published after his disappearance and became a bestseller. It revealed exactly what he had promised: the rituals, the passwords, the signs, the oaths. It was accurate, detailed, and devastating. And it made not the slightest difference. The secrets, once revealed, turned out to be merely ceremonies. The real secret of Freemasonry -- the bonds of loyalty and mutual obligation that could lead otherwise decent men to conspire in the abduction and probable murder of an inconvenient loudmouth -- was something no book could fully explain. Morgan's disappearance revealed more about Freemasonry than his book ever could.

 [image: William Morgan, anti-Mason, 1829 portrait]Captain William Morgan — the former Mason whose 1826 disappearance after threatening to publish Masonic secrets triggered the Morgan Affair and birthed America's first third party.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Enemies

 On April 28, 1738, Pope Clement XII sat in his apartments in the Apostolic Palace in Rome and signed a document that would define the Catholic Church's relationship with Freemasonry for the next three centuries. He was eighty-five years old, nearly blind, and confined to his bed by gout so severe that he could barely hold a pen. But his mind was clear, and the document -- the papal bull In Eminenti Apostolatus Specula -- was unambiguous.


Freemasons were to be excommunicated. All of them. Immediately. Any Catholic who joined a Masonic lodge, attended a Masonic meeting, or aided Freemasonry in any way was to be cut off from the sacraments and denied Christian burial. The penalty was automatic -- no trial, no hearing, no appeal. The bull applied everywhere the Church had authority, which in 1738 meant most of Catholic Europe and the vast colonial empires of Spain, Portugal, and France.


The reasons Clement gave were revealing. He did not accuse the Freemasons of heresy, devil worship, or political subversion -- those charges would come later. His objection was simpler and, in its way, more honest. The Masons admitted men "of all religions and all sects." They bound those men together with oaths of secrecy. They created a brotherhood that transcended the boundaries of faith. For a pope who understood that the Church's power depended on being the sole mediator between God and humanity, this was intolerable. A fraternity that placed the bonds of brotherhood above the bonds of creed was a rival church, whether it called itself one or not.


Clement's condemnation was the first. It was not the last. Over the following two and a half centuries, more than twenty popes issued condemnations of Freemasonry, each more elaborate and more heated than the last. The charges escalated with each iteration. Benedict XIV repeated the condemnation in 1751. Pius VII linked Masonry to revolutionary conspiracies in 1821. Gregory XVI denounced it in 1832. Pius IX, the longest-reigning pope in history, issued six separate condemnations and, in his 1864 Syllabus of Errors, lumped Freemasonry together with socialism, communism, and Bible societies as threats to civilisation.


But the most ferocious attack came from Leo XIII, who ascended to the papal throne in 1878 and quickly demonstrated that his scholarly demeanor concealed a taste for apocalyptic combat. On April 20, 1884, Leo published the encyclical Humanum Genus, and its language was incandescent. Freemasonry, Leo declared, was "the kingdom of Satan." Its purpose was the destruction of Christianity and the establishment of a godless world order based on "naturalism" -- the belief that human reason, rather than divine revelation, should govern human affairs. The Masons were "the synagogue of Satan," the agents of a cosmic war between good and evil, and every Catholic was obligated to oppose them with every means available.


Humanum Genus was not a measured theological argument. It was a declaration of war. And it drew its fire not only from religious conviction but from political experience. The Italian unification movement, which had stripped the papacy of its temporal territories and reduced the pope from a sovereign ruler to a prisoner of the Vatican, had been led in significant part by Freemasons. Garibaldi was a Mason. Mazzini was a Mason. Cavour was closely associated with the lodges. The new Italian state had legalised civil marriage, secularised education, and confiscated Church property -- all policies that the lodges had championed. Leo was not fighting an abstraction. He was fighting the men who had taken his kingdom.


The Catholic prohibition against Freemasonry has survived every reform, every council, and every change of pope. When the Church published its revised Code of Canon Law in 1983, the explicit mention of Freemasonry was removed -- but Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, then Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, issued a declaration on the same day clarifying that membership in Masonic associations remained forbidden and that Catholics who joined would be in "a state of grave sin." Ratzinger later became Pope Benedict XVI. The declaration remains in force.


The irony of the papal war against Freemasonry is that it produced something far worse than anything the Masons ever did. It created a market for anti-Masonic fantasy, and into that market walked one of the most spectacular con artists of the nineteenth century.


Gabriel Antoine Jogand-Pages, who called himself Leo Taxil, was a French journalist, pornographer, and professional provocateur who had spent the early 1880s publishing anti-clerical works of such vulgarity that even the freethinking press of Paris found them excessive. Around 1884, Taxil announced his conversion to Catholicism; his anti-Masonic publishing campaign began in 1885. The anticlerical firebrand had seen the light. He renounced his former works, confessed his sins, and was received into the Church with the warm embrace that the faithful reserve for repentant sinners.


Then he began to write about the Freemasons.


The books came in rapid succession, each more sensational than the last. Taxil claimed to have infiltrated the highest degrees of Masonry and to have witnessed scenes of unspeakable depravity. Masons worshipped Lucifer, he wrote. They conducted Black Masses. They summoned demons. They used consecrated hosts in obscene rituals. They were led by a secret supreme council that communicated with Satan directly.


The centrepiece of Taxil's fabrication was a woman named Diana Vaughan, whom he described as a high priestess of Masonic Satanism who had converted to Catholicism and was now prepared to testify against the Craft. Diana Vaughan wrote letters. Diana Vaughan published memoirs. Diana Vaughan corresponded with bishops and received messages of encouragement from the Vatican itself. Leo XIII reportedly granted her a private blessing.


Diana Vaughan did not exist. She had never existed. She was a fiction, invented by Taxil from whole cloth, and every word he had published about Masonic devil worship was a lie.


The denouement came on April 19, 1897, in the great hall of the Geographic Society of Paris. Taxil had announced a press conference at which Diana Vaughan would appear in public for the first time. The hall was packed. Bishops, journalists, anti-Masonic crusaders, and curious Parisians crowded the seats and lined the walls. The anticipation was electric.


Taxil took the stage. He smiled. And then he confessed everything.


The conversion had been a hoax. The books had been fabricated. Diana Vaughan was imaginary. The entire twelve-year enterprise had been, in Taxil's words, "the most colossal prank of modern times," designed to demonstrate the gullibility of the Catholic Church and the eagerness of the faithful to believe anything, however absurd, about the Freemasons. The hall erupted. Taxil was nearly lynched. He escaped through a side door and spent the rest of his life in comfortable obscurity, having proved his point with devastating thoroughness.


The Taxil Hoax should have inoculated the world against Masonic conspiracy theories. It did the opposite. Taxil's fabrications had been so widely published, so eagerly believed, and so thoroughly woven into the anti-Masonic literature that they proved impossible to extract. To this day, a spurious quote attributed to Albert Pike -- the nineteenth-century head of the Scottish Rite's Southern Jurisdiction -- in which Pike supposedly instructs Masons that "Lucifer is God" circulates on the internet as though it were established fact. The quote was fabricated by Taxil. Pike never said it. The evidence is conclusive. It does not matter. The lie has a life of its own.


If the papal condemnations and the Taxil Hoax belonged to the realm of theology and farce, the P2 scandal belonged to the realm of genuine crime. Propaganda Due -- P2 -- was a Masonic lodge in Italy that was supposed to have been dissolved in 1976 but that continued to operate in secret under the leadership of Licio Gelli, a businessman, fascist sympathiser, and intelligence operative whose connections ran from the Italian secret services to the Argentine junta to the CIA.


On March 17, 1981, Italian police raided Gelli's villa in Arezzo and found a list. The list contained 962 names. Among them were three cabinet ministers, forty members of parliament, forty-three generals, eight admirals, the heads of all three Italian intelligence services, senior magistrates, the editor of the country's leading newspaper, and a young media magnate named Silvio Berlusconi. The revelation brought down the Italian government. It confirmed every paranoid fantasy about Masonic infiltration of the state that the conspiracy theorists had ever entertained -- except this time, the conspiracy was real.


The aftermath was worse. Roberto Calvi, the chairman of Banco Ambrosiano and a member of the P2 lodge, was found hanging from scaffolding beneath Blackfriars Bridge in London on June 18, 1982. His pockets were stuffed with bricks and he carried a passport in a false name. The bank he had led had collapsed with losses of $1.4 billion. The Vatican Bank, which held a significant stake in Banco Ambrosiano, was implicated in the fraud. Calvi's death was initially ruled a suicide, but a second inquest returned an open verdict, and many investigators believed he was murdered -- hanged beneath a bridge whose name, Blackfriars, echoed the black-robed friars of medieval Italy and, some argued, constituted a Masonic message. The symbolism was almost too heavy-handed to be real. But then, so was Licio Gelli.


The most lethal enemies of Freemasonry, however, were not popes or con artists or corrupt lodge masters. They were totalitarians. Benito Mussolini suppressed Italian Freemasonry in 1925, declaring it incompatible with Fascism. Adolf Hitler went further. The Nazis identified Freemasonry as part of the Jewish-Masonic conspiracy that they believed controlled the world, and they set about its destruction with characteristic thoroughness. Lodges were raided. Property was confiscated. Records were seized. The Gestapo created a special section, under the direction of Reinhard Heydrich, devoted to the surveillance and suppression of Masonic activity. Freemasons in occupied Europe were arrested, deported, and killed. In the concentration camps, Masons were forced to wear an inverted red triangle -- the marker of a political prisoner. Estimates of the number of Freemasons killed by the Nazi regime range from eighty thousand to two hundred thousand. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., includes Freemasons among the groups persecuted by the Third Reich.


The enemies of Freemasonry have always told us more about themselves than about their target. The popes saw a rival to their spiritual authority. The conspiracy theorists saw the invisible hand behind every event they could not explain. The fascists saw an obstacle to total control. The Freemasons, for their part, kept meeting, kept performing their rituals, and kept saying as little as possible -- a strategy that has served them well and badly in almost equal measure.

 [image: Anti-Masonic political apron engraving, 1831]A remarkable engraving in the shape of a Masonic apron, attacking the Anti-Masonic Party after their 1831 Baltimore convention. The right side shows Masonic virtues; the left, the "Hydra of Antimasonry" spouting Persecution, Intolerance, and Anarchy.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Empty Chair

 The lodge meets on the second Tuesday of the month, at seven-thirty in the evening, in a building on Main Street that used to be the finest structure in town. The facade is limestone, quarried locally, with Ionic columns flanking a double door that was painted blue in 1952 and has not been painted since. Above the door, carved into the lintel, is the square and compasses. The carving was crisp once. The weather has softened it into a suggestion.


Inside, the lodge room is on the second floor, up a staircase whose carpet has been worn to threads at the edges and patched with duct tape at the landing. The room itself is handsome in a faded way -- dark wood panelling, a checkerboard floor of black and white tile, a raised dais at the east end where the Worshipful Master sits. The stations of the Senior and Junior Wardens are marked with their traditional symbols. The altar in the centre of the room holds a Bible, a square, and a pair of compasses, arranged as they have been arranged for centuries.


There are forty-two chairs in the lodge room. Tonight, eleven are occupied. The youngest man present is fifty-eight. The oldest is eighty-nine and has trouble with the stairs. The Secretary reads the minutes from the last meeting. The Treasurer reports a balance of $4,200, down from $4,800 last month, because the roof is leaking again and the plumber who fixed the boiler in January has not yet been paid. There is no degree work tonight. There has been no degree work for seven months. The last candidate was a forty-year-old electrician who attended three meetings and then stopped coming. Nobody called to ask why.


The meeting lasts forty minutes. Afterwards, the men gather in the dining room downstairs for coffee and pastries that one of the members' wives has baked. They talk about grandchildren, about the weather, about the high school football team. They do not talk about the empty chairs. They do not talk about what will happen when there are not enough members to open a lodge. They do not talk about the letter from Grand Lodge suggesting a merger with the lodge in the next town over, which is also dying. They finish their coffee. They shake hands. They drive home through the quiet streets of a town that has mostly forgotten they exist.


This scene -- or a version of it, with local variations in the quality of the pastries and the severity of the roof leaks -- is playing out in thousands of Masonic lodges across the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. The numbers tell a story that is stark and, for the fraternity, terrifying.


American Freemasonry reached its peak in 1959, when membership stood at 4.1 million. The United States had a population of roughly 177 million at the time, of whom perhaps 50 million were adult white men -- the demographic from which the vast majority of Masons were drawn. One in twelve eligible men was a Freemason. The figure is staggering. It meant that in any American town of reasonable size, the Masonic lodge was one of the central institutions of civic life, alongside the church, the school, and the courthouse. The lodge was where businessmen met, where deals were struck, where young men were introduced to the community's power structure, where civic projects were planned, and where the social calendar of middle-class American life was organised.


Today, American Masonic membership stands at approximately 1.1 million. The decline -- more than seventy percent from the peak -- has been relentless and accelerating. In the United Kingdom, membership has fallen from roughly 500,000 in the 1950s to approximately 200,000. The average age of an American Mason is somewhere between sixty-five and seventy. In many jurisdictions, the fraternity is losing members to death faster than it is gaining them through initiation. The actuarial mathematics are pitiless: at current rates, American Freemasonry will fall below 500,000 members within a decade.


The decline is visible in the landscape. Masonic temples -- those grand neoclassical buildings that anchor the main streets of hundreds of American cities -- are being sold, converted, or demolished at an accelerating rate. The Masonic temple in Detroit, a fourteen-story Gothic cathedral that was the largest Masonic building in the world when it opened in 1926, was sold in 2010. Masonic temples across the country have been converted into restaurants, event spaces, condominiums, and, in one particularly poignant case, a climbing gym. The buildings that were built to impress -- to declare the permanence and power of the fraternity -- are now monuments to its contraction.


The causes of the decline are not mysterious, and they are not unique to Freemasonry. Every fraternal organisation in America has experienced a similar collapse. The Elks, the Moose, the Odd Fellows, the Knights of Pythias, the Woodmen of the World -- all have seen membership fall by fifty to ninety percent from their mid-century peaks. The sociologist Robert Putnam documented the phenomenon in his 2000 book Bowling Alone, arguing that American civic life had undergone a fundamental transformation in the second half of the twentieth century. The causes he identified -- television, suburban sprawl, the entry of women into the workforce, generational change -- apply to Freemasonry as surely as to the PTA and the Rotary Club.


But Freemasonry has particular problems that compound the general trend. The fraternity's insistence on secrecy, which was once part of its appeal, now looks to younger generations like an anachronism at best and a red flag at worst. In an age of radical transparency, when every institution is expected to explain itself and justify its existence, a fraternity that responds to questions with "I'm not at liberty to discuss that" is not intriguing. It is irritating. The internet has made the secrets themselves freely available -- every ritual, every password, every handshake can be found with a five-minute Google search -- which means that the secrecy protects nothing and costs everything.


The fraternity's demographics present another problem. American Freemasonry remains overwhelmingly white. The long history of racial exclusion -- the refusal to recognise Prince Hall Masonry, the unwritten rules that kept Black men out of mainstream lodges -- has left a legacy that no amount of belated recognition can fully repair. And the exclusion of women, which is absolute and non-negotiable in regular Masonry, eliminates half the population from consideration in an era when single-sex organisations are viewed with increasing suspicion.


And yet. And yet there is another side to this story, and it deserves to be told.


The Shriners -- formally the Ancient Arabic Order of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, a Masonic appendant body founded in 1870 -- operate twenty-two hospitals across North America that provide free paediatric orthopaedic and burn care to children regardless of their families' ability to pay. The Shriners Hospitals system treats more than 30,000 children annually at no cost, and its total charitable expenditure exceeds two billion dollars per year. The Scottish Rite operates more than two hundred Learning Centers across the United States, providing free tutoring for children with dyslexia. Masonic charities collectively donate an estimated two to three million dollars per day in the United States alone. The fraternity that the conspiracy theorists depict as a sinister cabal bent on world domination is, in plain financial terms, one of the largest charitable enterprises on earth.


There are also signs, tentative and fragile, of renewal. The Traditional Observance movement, which emerged in the early 2000s, seeks to restore rigour and solemnity to Masonic ritual -- to move away from the casual, hurried, assembly-line degree work that characterised late-twentieth-century Masonry and return to the slower, more deliberate, more meaningful practice that the fraternity's founders intended. Traditional Observance lodges meet less frequently but with greater purpose. They require candidates to demonstrate genuine interest and commitment. They serve meals together. They dress formally. They take the ritual seriously. And they are attracting younger men -- not in large numbers, but in significant ones -- who are drawn precisely to the elements that the mainstream lodges have been discarding in their desperate efforts to be accessible.


Some Grand Lodges have tried a different approach. One-day classes, in which candidates receive all three degrees in a single marathon session rather than over the traditional months of preparation, have been introduced in several jurisdictions as a way to boost membership numbers. The results are predictable and depressing. Men who are initiated in a one-day class receive none of the contemplation, none of the anticipation, none of the transformative experience that the degrees were designed to produce. They join. They attend a meeting or two. They drift away. The retention rate for one-day-class members is abysmal. The fraternity gains a name on its rolls and loses a potential brother.


Social media has been embraced with the awkward enthusiasm of an elderly man learning to dance. Grand Lodges maintain Facebook pages and Instagram accounts. Individual lodges post photographs of their meetings, their charitable work, their community events. The effect is modest. Freemasonry's appeal was never visual. It was experiential. You cannot Instagram a transformative ritual. You cannot tweet the feeling of standing in a darkened room and hearing the words of a ceremony that has been spoken in the same form for three hundred years. The power of Masonry lies in the encounter between a man and a tradition, in person, in silence, in a room full of other men who have had the same encounter. It is not content. It cannot be streamed.


The tension at the heart of modern Freemasonry is the tension between accessibility and mystery, between growth and meaning, between survival and identity. If the fraternity opens its doors too wide, lowers its standards too far, and strips away too much of the difficulty and strangeness that made it powerful, it will become just another civic club -- and the world has plenty of those, all of them dying. If it maintains its traditions, its exclusivity, its insistence on seriousness, it may preserve its identity but lose the numbers it needs to sustain its buildings, its charities, and its institutional life.


There may be no solution. Freemasonry may be a product of a particular historical moment -- the Enlightenment, the age of reason, the era when men believed that human beings could be improved through moral instruction, symbolic education, and fraternal obligation -- and that moment may have passed. The lodge may go the way of the chivalric order, the medieval guild, the philosophical salon: a form that mattered enormously in its time and that survives only in attenuated, ceremonial form, a fossil of an earlier world preserved in amber.


Or it may not. The human desire for ritual, for initiation, for belonging to something older and larger than oneself, does not seem to be diminishing. If anything, it is growing. The proliferation of pseudo-rituals in modern life -- the elaborate corporate onboarding programs, the wellness retreats, the secular ceremonies that borrow the forms of religion while rejecting its content -- suggests a hunger for exactly the kind of experience that Freemasonry has been providing for three centuries. The fraternity has something that no startup, no app, no online community can replicate: a ritual tradition of genuine antiquity, performed in person, by men who have committed it to memory, in buildings that were built for the purpose. It has weight. It has depth. It has the gravity of time.


Whether that will be enough is the question the eleven men in the lodge room on Main Street cannot answer. They finish their coffee. They turn off the lights. They lock the double door with its fading blue paint and its weathered square and compasses. They drive home through the dark streets of a town that has changed around them in ways they never anticipated and cannot reverse.


Behind them, the building stands in the darkness, its limestone facade pale under the streetlights, its windows dark, its empty chairs arranged in their ancient pattern around an altar that holds a Bible, a square, and a pair of compasses. The building will be there in the morning. Whether it will be there in ten years is a question none of them can bear to ask. But the symbols carved into the lintel will outlast the men who carved them, as symbols always do, and whatever becomes of the lodge and the fraternity and the strange, stubborn, beautiful tradition they represent, the square and compasses will remain -- worn by weather, softened by time, but still legible, still speaking, to anyone who pauses long enough to read them, of a brotherhood that believed the world could be made better, one man at a time, in a room with a checkered floor and a door that opened only to those who knocked.

 [image: The Eye of Providence, 1888]The Eye of Providence — the single most recognizable symbol associated with Freemasonry and conspiracy theories. It appears on the Great Seal of the United States, though the evidence for direct Masonic influence on the seal's design is weaker than commonly assumed.
 

Timeline

 c. 1390 — The Regius Poem, the oldest known document relating to Freemasonry, is written in Middle English verse. It traces masonry to Euclid and ancient Egypt.

 1598–1599 — William Schaw, Master of Works to King James VI of Scotland, issues the Schaw Statutes regulating Scottish masonic lodges.

 1646 — Elias Ashmole records in his diary that he was "made a Free Mason" at Warrington, Lancashire — one of the earliest documented speculative initiations.

 1717 — Four London lodges gather at the Goose and Gridiron Ale-House and form the Grand Lodge of England, the first Grand Lodge in the world. Anthony Sayer is elected Grand Master.

 1723 — James Anderson publishes The Constitutions of the Free-Masons, establishing the principle that Masons need only believe in "that Religion in which all Men agree."

 1731 — Benjamin Franklin is initiated in Philadelphia. He becomes Grand Master of Pennsylvania in 1734, at age 28.

 1738 — Pope Clement XII issues In Eminenti, the first papal condemnation of Freemasonry. Frederick the Great of Prussia is initiated.

 1752 — George Washington is initiated at Fredericksburg Lodge No. 4, Virginia, on November 4.

 1773 — On the night of the Boston Tea Party (December 16), the minutes of St. Andrew's Lodge read: "Lodge closed on account of the few members present."

 1775 — Prince Hall, a free Black man in Boston, is initiated by a British military lodge, founding African American Freemasonry.

 1778 — Voltaire is initiated at the Lodge of the Nine Sisters in Paris, with Benjamin Franklin presiding, on April 7.

 1784 — Mozart is initiated at Lodge "Zur Wohlthatigkeit" in Vienna on December 14.

 1793 — Washington, wearing full Masonic regalia, lays the Capitol cornerstone on September 18.

 1813 — The United Grand Lodge of England is formed on December 27, merging the "Antients" and "Moderns" after sixty years of rivalry.

 1826 — Captain William Morgan is kidnapped in Batavia, New York, after announcing plans to publish Masonic secrets. He is never seen again.

 1831 — The Anti-Masonic Party holds the first national nominating convention in American political history, in Baltimore.

 1871 — Albert Pike publishes Morals and Dogma, an 861-page commentary on the Scottish Rite degrees.

 1884 — Pope Leo XIII issues Humanum Genus, calling Freemasonry "the kingdom of Satan."

 1897 — Hoaxer Leo Taxil reveals at a packed Paris press conference that his twelve years of anti-Masonic publications were a fabrication to embarrass the Catholic Church.

 1945 — President Truman receives the 33rd degree of the Scottish Rite while serving as President, on October 19.

 1959 — American Freemasonry reaches its peak membership: 4.1 million — roughly 1 in 12 eligible men.

 1969 — Buzz Aldrin carries a Masonic deputation to the Moon and symbolically "opens" Tranquility Lodge No. 2000 on July 20.

 1981 — Italian magistrates raid the villa of Licio Gelli and discover the membership list of Propaganda Due (P2), a secret Masonic lodge with 962 members including politicians, generals, and Silvio Berlusconi.

 1982 — Roberto Calvi, "God's Banker," is found hanging from Blackfriars Bridge, London, on June 18, with bricks in his pockets.

 1983 — Cardinal Ratzinger declares that Catholics who join Masonic associations "are in a state of grave sin and may not receive Holy Communion."

 2017 — The United Grand Lodge of England celebrates its 300th anniversary.

 • • •

 

About This Book
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