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Introduction


A Heinous Confession


I was introduced to the social and spiritual joys of Freemasonry by women. My first, extremely positive, experience of Masonry occurred in Chester at the exquisitely manicured hands of a lodge of lady Masons, the Lodge of the East Gate. As a male Freemason, this is a heinous confession to have to make. 


I was but a youth of seventeen when the daughter of a senior lady Freemason invited me to her mother’s Gentlemen’s Night. It was an evening of firsts. For the first time I wore a (hired) dinner suit and black tie. For the first time I escorted a charming young lady, elegant in long dress, bare shoulders and swept up hair, to a formal dinner and dance. And for the first time I experienced the spiritual warmth and sparkle that the group mind of a well-integrated lodge can offer – although then I did not know the cause, only the effect. I knew nothing of the Masonic teaching that members of a lodge should strive to meld their souls together by group effort, so that the lodge becomes capable of greater mental feats than any individual member. Had anybody suggested such an idea to me on that first evening I would have dismissed it, but I went away with a deep sense of the specialness of Freemasonry which remains with me.


During that and many later social evenings spent with the ladies of the East Gate I came to enjoy the ceremonial, the formality of the three separate and distinct gavels knocking in a single room-circling echo to call for silence, and I noted the respect the lady brothers expressed towards each other. And to their male guests. At the time I put my impressions down to what I felt must be the benefits of a matriarchal society.


Perhaps I should explain. My childhood world was dominated by three sisters, children of Caroline Blackwell née Griffiths. Annie was the eldest, Jenny the most adventurous, and Sophia, the youngest, was my maternal grandmother. These three were born towards the end of the nineteenth century in the Welsh border town of Mold and brought up speaking only Welsh. (The Welsh word for grandmother, Nain, is the only name I ever used for Sophia.) Jenny and Sophia moved to Manchester, married, had daughters of their own and were widowed young; Annie also married but stayed near Mold and, although she loved children, was never able to have any of her own. These hardy, self-reliant women, who struggled through two world wars, shaped my childhood.


In many ways I was properly prepared not only to survive but to thrive on the fringes of the matriarchal hierarchy that is women’s Freemasonry. The Lodge of the East Gate drew much of its membership from the extended female branches of the Blackwell and Griffiths fam­ilies of the greater Mold area, the tribal donors of my own mitochondrial DNA. This could only have made me feel more at home, for the senior lady brethren who supplied my formative experiences of Freemasonry were the sisters, cousins and nieces of my Nain and maternal great-aunts. I joined male Freemasonry because of this early positive experience, and, when I later met resistance to my curiosity about The Craft’s origins, I persevered because I had already formed a positive picture of the benefits which Freemasonry can bestow.


 


So my secret is out. When I joined Freemasonry, just over twenty years after that first Gentlemen’s Night, I was hoping to re-experience the social warmth and fellowship I had felt as a boy in the motherly embrace of the Lodge of the East Gate. But I soon began to wonder if male Freemasonry had lost the spark which animated the ladies. 


Masculine Masonry offered social programmes with exactly the same objectives as the Gentlemen’s Nights of the East Gate, and over the years I supped at and enjoyed them; I was no stranger to the jolly Pickwickian side of male Masonry, which I affectionately nicknamed ‘the Belly Club’. For a knife-and-fork Mason this is the club par excellence. This kind of Freemasonry is simple. It provides congenial male dining companions, good food, deferential table service and a chance to be praised for visiting, eating and being a solid trencherman. The ritual work in this type of Freemasonry is a bit of fun whose purpose is to work up the brethren’s appetite for the serious business of dining. 


This style of Masonry is found in many large cities and is characterised by lodges which meet in restaurants and gentlemen’s clubs. In more provincial Masonic centres, where budgets may be tighter, the level of gourmet attainment may fall below the standard of the late, lamented Café Royal, but, by concentrating on good red meat and puddings with custard, the main calorific aim of the Belly Club can still be achieved. Dedicated members can be recognised by their distinctive regalia, including extra-large trouser waistbands and soup-stained ties. This style of Masonry is congenial, relaxing and minimises the demands on the weary brain, although overindulging in its charms can in later life lead to a need to buy apron-string extensions. However, it rarely creates the spiritual tingle of group alertness I sensed at that lodge of lady Masons.


 


During my early flirtation with the male side of The Craft I began to wonder if eating was all there was to it. I suspected that the spiritual warmth I had sensed in the lady brethren of the Lodge of the East Gate was a function not of Freemasonry but of female society. Perhaps the men Masons met for reasons other than the ones that motivated the ladies. I even wondered if there might be some truth in the idea that the men only met to form a networking club.


This idea is a common one and arouses suspicion and fear among the excluded ‘profane’ (as the ritual calls non-Masons). It had been the subject of whole shelves of literature, which I decided I ought to read. The genre started with William Hannah’s Darkness Visible (1952)1, which claimed that Masonic networking takes place with Satan himself. Hannah thought that Satan awarded the brethren occult powers, which is a quite startlingly superstitious suggestion and probably says more about Hannah than it does about Freemasonry. By comparison, the claims of Steven Knight in The Brotherhood (1984)2 were much milder, although almost as paranoid. He put forward the suggestion that Freemasonry secretly rules the world by preferring, and appointing, incompetent Freemasons over better-qualified non-Masons. This genre climaxed in the claims of Martin Short, whose Inside The Brotherhood (1989)3 hinted that Freemasonry might control the police, the underworld, the armed forces and all charities, for the purpose of making or breaking the careers of its followers. As any member of The Craft knows, this mythical secret network of arch-manipulators is an urban myth; there is no such inner cadre. Freemasonry does not offer material preferment, but at its best teaches a deep spiritual knowledge of yourself and the world you live in. However, as I will show, this knowledge has to be worked for and earned. It is not an automatic entitlement of the newly entered Apprentice Freemason. And not every Freemason finds the lost key to this secret.


When I joined Freemasonry, nearly a quarter of a century ago, I was searching for an elusive something I had seen at the Lodge of the East Gate. I was not sure what it was, but I did know that it was not small-minded networking. Had social or professional climbing been my purpose I would have done far better by attending academic conferences and public science and literature festivals in order to meet people who could make common cause with me in the matters that concerned my professional interests. In my experience, any imaginary inner cadre has proved incapable of wreaking the destruction attributed to it by Hannah, Knight and Short. And I suspect the ability of senior Freemasons to promote professional careers is as limited as their ability to destroy mine proved to be.


For me, the attraction of Freemasonry was not an opportunity to network with its hierarchy but to relive a fond memory of the spiritual sparkle and shared purpose I had seen at the Lodge of the East Gate. I wanted to understand an Order that can cause this effect and to become a part of it. It was the covert offer of spiritual rewards which attracted me. At first this prize eluded me, although the early aspiration remained in my heart. Eventually I would discover that it was not to be found in the pomp and pageantry of Grand Lodges, but had to be sought in the dark silence of a lodge of contemplation.


 


Our childhood dreams are not easy to set aside, and they often drive us in ways we do not recognise. My bookshelf holds a battered and much-thumbed copy of How to Drive a Steam Train, and, if I looked closely in the deeper recesses of my filing cabinets, I suspect I could also unearth several notebooks containing long lists of numbers for railway engines long since scrapped. My ambition to be a train driver suffered a severe blow in 1960, when steam train production ceased – I was forced to seek solace in the study of physics instead. But . . . probe deep into the inner layers of my cold physicist’s heart, and you will find an anorak-wearing nerd who rejoices in long lists of obscure facts that can be produced on a whim to stun (or more likely bore) the unlearned into worshipful awe. In short I have a curiosity about obscure and little-known facts. One facet of Freemasonry offered endless opportunities for indulging my secret train-spotter in the company of the fellow oddballs I like to call the degree-collecting club.


This entity knows that inside many an outwardly sensible and respectable grown man lurks a pimply juvenile show-off. The Masonic degree-collecting club provides a presentable front for indulging this inner nerd. It tempts you with promises of increasingly obscure secret knowledge, the prospect of participating in new and intriguing rituals, and a chance to raid the dressing-up box and wear ever wilder and more extreme finery in the privacy of a well-tyled lodge. The vistas set before a degree-collector are wide. To offer just a few possibilities: you can be lowered into the Secret Vault under Solomon’s Temple, sail on the Ark with Noah, stand alongside the Empress Helena as she discovers the True Cross, meet and converse with the mysterious Melchizedek, learn how to survive the red-hot torments of the grid-iron, carry a sword and wear the red cross and white mantle of Holy Violence, and even fear having your hand chopped off by a mad axeman – all in the safety of your own lodge room. I firmly identify with the aspirations of the degree-collectors. I have indulged in many of their amusing side-adventures, and may yet try more. My support for this rather odd path through Freemasonry can perhaps be most clearly seen in the collection of side-degree rituals I have preserved on the Masonic collection website at the University of Bradford (www.bradford.ac.uk/webofhiram/).


The average Masonic degree-collector may be able to bore for Britain, but his fascination and indulgence do no harm. He lives out his fantasies in the company of consenting adults. The bottom line is that side degrees preserve many fascinating traditions of Freemasonry, so I hope my brother collectors will continue to expand their eccentric glory. But degree-collecting is not the true purpose of Freemasonry. Indeed it turns out that it is often just an amusing sideshow. 


 


So what is Masonry’s true purpose? Perhaps you might think it is Charity, but again I would disagree. The charity show-off response is a relatively new addition to Freemasonry: spawned in response to the hostile reaction to The Craft as portrayed by Hannah, Knight and Short. I was taught by my Antient Sistren of Freemasonry, that charity should be one of the best-kept secrets of The Craft. If people need help that does not mean that they also need their noses rubbed in the fact that they are being forced to accept a handout. Charity should be undertaken by stealth. It should be a source of help and comfort for the recipient but a matter of the deepest secrecy for the donor. At all costs it should avoid damaging the self-esteem of the recipient. The practice of public alms-giving, followed by the equally public humiliation of the recipient, brought about by the need to praise the donor for their generosity before the cash is handed over, is not in the spirit of The Craft that I was taught. Masons should give to charity because they feel empathy with the suffering of their fellow human beings and wish to relieve their distress. They should never add to that distress by demanding publicity for what is no more than a natural act of humanity. (In such cases the epithet ‘whited sepulchre’ springs to mind.)


If men want to indulge in public charity then Round Table and the Lions exist for just that. They set out to seek publicity in order to raise their organisations’ profiles as fund-raisers. They do, though, have the justification that they need publicity for their fund-raising ventures in order to encourage the general public to support them and donate to their chosen causes. Freemasonry cannot use this argument, because it raises its charitable funds from its members. It does not need to publicise itself outside The Craft to seek extra donations; there is no Masonic reason to publicise charitable giving other than self-aggrandisement. I am in favour of donating to charity, but believe donations must be strictly anonymous. The public parading of charity seems to me demeaning to the recipients and to undermine what I have come to believe is the real purpose of Freemasonry. 


 


But what is that purpose? The founder of my current lodge, Walter Wilmshurst, wrote in June 1908:


The body of a human is the greatest marvel of creation, and can be made the most delicate instrument in the world. It is the God-given instrument of living science, and its perfecting is an integral part of Masonic training. I believe there is a science of sciences, and this I hold to be the science of Masonic Initiation. There are perfected men, who in varying degrees possess this science, and are therefore kin with the living intelligences of the universe, who are the natural modes of the divine mind.


This book is the story of my struggle to discover for myself this ‘science of sciences’ and to strive towards communication with the ‘living intelligences of the universe’. I will describe my progress through various layers of Masonic activities, seeking to discover the secrets hidden at its centre. As I search for knowledge of myself I will set out the questions I asked and reveal insights The Craft had to offer. 


I warn you, though, the quest will be confusing and irrational at times. The Craft did not yield its secrets easily. Its past is like the ever-changing skin of a chameleon, and its many possible histories showed themselves in different guises as I strove to understand it. It forced me to rethink my views on many aspects of my education and past experience.


Since I first decided to knock on the closed door of the lodge and seek entry, Freemasonry has rewarded me with a series of increasingly intriguing conundrums. Each time I have lifted the top off the latest Russian doll of mystery I have found another closed container nestling within. As a result I have been encouraged to reflect, to grow and to learn how to approach the next level. Each time I find myself asking ‘But what is the purpose?’ . . . and each time I get a richer answer. The Craft encourages its followers to make a daily advancement in Masonic knowledge and it does so by gently denying too easy an approach to its mysteries.


Ultimately you will have to reach your own conclusions about The Craft’s teachings. But, if you will suspend your scepticism for a while, I will share with you what I have learned about Freemasonry over four decades of study.


We will start with a brief summary of where, when and by whose hand did Freemasonry begin.










1


Whence Come You?


What is Freemasonry?


Ask a freemason this question, and you can expect an answer quoted directly from Freemasonry’s book of ritual: ‘A peculiar system of morality veiled in allegory and illuminated by symbols.’ To me, though, Freemasonry is something more. 


It is something that can make three mature, professional men – a psychologist, a surgeon and a physicist – stand in a dark, cold car park on a wet and foggy September evening and talk for an hour and a half about their deepest spiritual urges. That meeting of three Masons, students respectively of the human mind, the human body and the workings of the world humans inhabit, prompted me to write this book. What is the nature of the force which can bring together such a disparate collection of individuals to share their innermost feelings?


In part it is their shared search for the truth about the human condition.


But it is the way they have been taught to set aside differences, concentrate on shared values and become a scintillating group mind which represents a hope for a solution to a modern dilemma, the conflict between religion and science. In fact they have adopted a model of behaviour which may help resolve many difficulties in modern society.


Let me explain. Western civilisation is founded on two pillars: one of secular science, the other of supernatural religion, but, unlike the priestly and kingly pillars of mutual Masonic support, the two are often in conflict. The outlooks these pillars symbolise are the scientific spirit of curiosity – observation of the hidden mysteries of nature and science, the attitude that anything and everything may be questioned and that all assertions should be tested – and the religious ethics of Christianity – the brotherhood of all men, the value of the individual and the import­ance of love in motivating actions. I do not believe it is possible for theology to discover a set of metaphysical ideas that can be guaranteed not to conflict with the ever-advancing and always changing ideas of science. Hence, a scientific education tends to make religion seem like superstitious nonsense. 


Take the three men in the car park I mentioned above – the psychologist (Bro. Hew), the surgeon (Bro. Tony) and the physicist (me). We are all Masons, and if asked ‘What are the three grand principles on which Freemasonry is founded?’ we have all been ritually trained to answer, ‘Brotherly Love, Relief and Truth’. But try probing a little deeper and asking, ‘And which of these principles first attracted you to want to learn more about The Craft?’ The psychologist will give you one answer, ‘Brotherly Love’; the surgeon will give another, ‘Relief’, and the physicist will provide a third, ‘Truth’. And indeed when we three meet to discuss the nature of life, Bro. Hew champions Love as the power which makes people work together, Bro. Tony speaks of the satisfaction which comes from Relieving suffering and helping patients function once more in society, while I am always obsessed with ‘Why is this True?’ 


This is where Freemasonry offers a way to reconcile the demands of science and religion. To become a Freemason you need only express a belief in the existence of an order at the centre of creation. This is metaphorically expressed as a belief in a Supreme Being. Masonry leaves me free to believe in the immutable but statistically uncertain laws that govern the interactions of atoms without forcing me to project human characteristics onto the Grand Geometrician of the Universe. It leaves Bro. Hew free to imagine the Great Architect as the ultimate fount of human Love, offering hope for a better future, and it leaves Bro. Tony free to pray to the Most High that his surgical interventions may succeed in relieving distress. My Great Architect is a fair but disinterested guardian of ultimate Truth and offers the hope of a great unified theory of everything. Bro. Hew’s Great Architect inspires people to work together with love towards the greater good, and Bro. Tony’s inspires him to perform ‘miracles’ of healing. Yet we three can all meet and use the religiously neutral and politically unbiased language and symbols of The Craft to help us work together to understand the world we live in.


 Freemasonry is the force that can bring together such a disparate collection of individuals to share their innermost feelings. Bro. Hew, Bro. Tony and I all agreed that the experience of the lodge meeting and the participation in working the ritual with individuals who share a hunger for spiritual truth creates something bigger than our individual egos. But, knowing the human imperfections of the lodge, how does it achieve this? That has engaged me ever since I first encountered the deeper aspects of Masonry, and my answers have changed as I have learned more about the workings of The Craft.


Freemasonry has spread throughout the world to become its second largest spiritual organisation in numbers and extent, exceeded only by the Roman Catholic Church. It has spread because it has worked – not for everyone, but for a significant proportion of individuals – for at least thirty generations. (I have estimated the number as between seven and three per thousand of males ‘free-born and over the age of twenty-one’.4 This ‘market share’ of males that Freemasonry attracts as members has not dropped below 0.3 percent of the adult male population in the last 300 years.)


The Various Origins of Freemasonry


Over the years, as my knowledge of Freemasonry’s past has grown, I have come to realise that The Craft has more than one history. It has a mundane sequence of real, documented events, and it also has a series of mysterious mythical creations, which have grown over years of ritual telling and retelling. Each of these histories is important. The mundane history took me some time to uncover, mainly because it was deeply intertwined with the mythical histories (and has been covered in depth in my other books). But there were vested interests in Freemasonry who didn’t like this true history and tried their best to divert me from discovering it. Similarly, there will be many Masons who will be disturbed by my latest attempts to unravel the mythical history and its effect on the purpose and development of The Craft.


When I first joined Freemasonry I was told that it began in London in 1717, in four public houses where a crowd of local gentlemen and minor lords met to drink. Apparently, whilst wandering around local building sites these grand gentlemen were struck by the high moral standards of the workmen they saw and immediately asked to be admitted to their trade guilds so that they might learn how to become better individuals. Within ten years much of the minor nobility of London joined, and soon afterwards Freemasonry became a popular pastime of all the royal families of Europe. As I learned more about the inner teachings and ritual of Freemasonry this official explanation became less and less credible. Eventually I started to research the origins myself. My present view has developed slowly over the years. As a scientist, I am always prepared to change my opinion as and when I discover more facts. I believe that three of these alternative histories are significant to understanding The Craft. The first is the set of mythical histories which are told within the various rituals, degrees and side-orders which make up the Order; the second is the official history, promoted by the United Grand Lodge of England (UGLE), which is told to all newly made Masons under the English Constitution and rigorously promoted world-wide by UGLE; and the third is the real historical facts of where, when and how Freemasonry began. These three types of history were somewaht difficult to separate out when I encountered them.


The mythical histories – or traditional histories as Masons call them – are intended to carry a ritual message and have a spiritual, or esoteric, subtext.


The official UGLE history is a political construct, created soon after the Jacobite rebellion of 1715, with the purpose of distancing London Freemasons from their Stuart roots and the threat of being suspected of treason against the newly installed Hanoverian monarchy. It is whimsical, politically motivated and amusingly unbelievable.


The real history of Freemasonry is less romantic and more commonplace. It is only lifted above banality by the far-reaching and unexpected consequences of the self-help actions of a small group of redundant stonemasons in fifteenth-century Aberdeen.


Once I had dismissed the imaginary ‘official’ London story – of bored gentlemen wandering around local building sites and asking common workmen for instruction on how to improve their morals – as too incredible to accept, I found the story of the first Masonic lodge in the records of Aberdeen Burgh Council. There I read about Bros David Menzies and Alexander Stuart, the first speculative Freemasons. Their lodge rebuilt St Nicholas Kirk in Aberdeen in 1476. And this inspired group of working stonemasons first used the strange symbols and rituals that are the defining feature of modern Freemasonry.


Myth and Reality – The St Clairs of Roslin


There is a strand in the popular history of Freemasonry which says that it was created by Sir William St Clair during the building of Roslin Chapel in West Lothian in the mid-fifteenth century. It is a story which has a great following and some element of truth to it. Roslin Chapel was involved in the beginnings of Freemasonry, but when I came to undertake a closer investigation of Sir William St Clair, the 12th Baron Roslin and the man who built the chapel, I found it highly unlikely that he could be capable of coming up with the important ideas which became such an integral part of Freemasonry.


Unlike their over-hyped public image, the St Clair family were not a group of high-minded thinkers and patrons of the arts. They were political opportunists, pirates, rogues and failed usurpers. From 1066 until 1484 the St Clairs amassed lands and titles in the northern parts of the Isles of Britain, until by the early fifteenth century William the 12th Baron was also 11th Baron Pentland, 9th Baron Cousland, 3rd Earl of Orkney, 1st Earl of Caithness, 1st Baron Dysart and 1st Lord Sinclair. He owned more of Scotland than the Stuart kings, and he also controlled the Norse lands of Caithness, Orkney and Shetland which then were not part of Scotland.


Public veneration of the True Cross at the Abbey of the Holy Rood, built to house the fragment of the True Cross brought by Queen Margaret as her dowry when she married Malcolm III of Scotland, had given the Stuart kings a powerful spiritual focus for their Divine Right to rule. David I, Margaret’s eldest son, saw the advantage of capit­alising on the power of his mother’s famous relic and claimed to have experienced a popular miracle when the True Cross saved his life by appearing between him and a raging stag. (What better sign could a king want that he was destined by God to do exactly as he chose?) David built the Abbey of the Holy Rood conveniently close to Edinburgh Castle and then moved the miraculous splinter to it (and hence to his political capital) from the site of his mother’s tomb in Dunfermline Abbey. By their continuing use of the relic the kings of Scotland demonstrated how to harness religious myths to drive political objectives. This lesson was not lost on the ambitious St Clair family.


William (1410–1484), the 12th Baron Roslin, was a Norse noble holding lands from the King of Norway, as well as the most powerful landowner in Scotland, not excluding King James II. William built Roslin Chapel because he had seen, from the way the fragment of the True Cross had demonstrated to the king’s subjects that God was on the side of their temporal lord, how holy relics could reinforce the will of a ruler. He, like the Stuart kings, wanted streams of pilgrims eager to venerate a holy relic that was part of a self-reinforcing system of polit­ical value.


William wanted a powerful political and religious symbol of power, but he did not own any relics. He was, though, astute enough to harness folk myths to aid his cause. In medieval times the central focus of the spiritual world was the Temple of Jerusalem (contemporary maps showed it as the physical centre of the world). His decision to build a replica of the ruins of Temple Mount in Roslin was a move of inspired political cunning. Churches are repositories of myth, and the Temple of Jerusalem was the greatest mythical influence in the ­medieval world. 


Building a church was a way of demonstrating power and influence, and the political influence of the Barons of Roslin, in terms of the titles and lands they held, peaked under William the 12th Baron. He became the most powerful noble in Scotland at a time when the succession to the Crown of Scotland was distinctly wobbly. He married three times, each time increasing his land holdings. William’s first wife, Elizabeth (40 and twice widowed), was the daughter of Archibald, 4th Earl of Douglas and Lord Warden of the Marches, and Archibald’s second wife Margaret Stewart, daughter of King Robert III. William had known that if Elizabeth had sons they could be serious contenders for the Scottish Crown. And she did manage to bear him a daughter and a son, before dying during the second childbirth around 1451. William now had a son with a potential claim to the Scottish throne and was in control of large swathes of Scotland at the time he began to build Roslin Chapel in 1456.5


But William St Clair was not capable of creating a vision of the Temple of Solomon in Scotland. He liked the idea of a shrine as a spiritual focus for his leadership, but he needed to employ people far more skilful at deploying myth to design the chapel and carve its rich symbolism. The stonework of Roslin speaks to people today as clearly and as powerfully as it did when it was first cut. This political concept of an inspirational shrine to showcase the best features of the St Clair heri­tage, and inspire new layers of legend to enhance the mythical reputation of the family, worked when it was built and continues to work in areas its builders never imagined. (The success of Dan Brown’s Da Vinci Code shows this clearly.)


The chief architect of Roslin Chapel was Sir Gilbert Hay. He originated the ornate and complex symbolism of the building, employed stonemasons to work on it and supervised and showed them the power of myth, metaphor and symbolism. Hay was a scholar of the political manipulation of power, with practical experience of creating new myths to support political positions and win control of kingdoms. When William invited him to work ‘in his castell of Rosselyn’ in 14566 Hay came from serving at a French court seeped in the myths of the Holy Grail and the ideas of Chrétien de Troyes. He had personally translated into the Scots language three classic French works of knightly chivalry: The Buke of the Ordre of Knychthede (a chivalric manual), The Buke of the Law of Armys (a treatise on the principles of warfare) and The Buke of the Gouernaunce of Princis (a manual on how to take and retain control of a kingdom).7 


William’s interest in Gilbert Hay was driven by a yearning to understand political control – he had an eye on the crown. William, the strongest noble in Scotland, had used his marriage to a daughter of the Douglas family to position himself well up the Scottish pecking order, had seized control of Orkney, Shetland and Caithness, was Chancellor of Scotland and was setting up a power base at the burgh of Roslin. He planned a focus for spiritual power to rival the Abbey of the Holy Rood to supply sacred support for his secular ambitions. 


When work started on Roslin Chapel there was no resident workforce. Gilbert Hay recruited operative masons to create the ornate stonework of the chapel, and the village of Roslin was built to house them. By housing immigrants in Roslin for a job that lasted for forty years William created an indigenous workforce of skilled masons. But when William’s estates were forcibly split up c.1484, as his plot to take the crown failed, the masons of Roslin were made redundant.


They moved on and took with them a basic training in the application of myth, metaphor and symbolism to create inspirational public buildings. The evidence of the scope and depth of this training remains today, cut into the intricately carved stones of Gilbert Hay’s architectural masterpiece of Roslin Chapel. And one group of itinerant craftsmen from Roslin went on to create the beautiful and enduring Craft I have come to love.


Out of Work – Freemasonry’s Mundane Beginnings


Many of the redundant masons preferred to seek work elsewhere in Scotland, rather than return to wherever their fathers, or even grand­fathers, had come from forty years before. And, if they wanted work in Scotland, Aberdeen was where the action was.


In 1157 ce the seaside citizens of Aberdeen had built a small kirk dedicated to St Nicholas, the patron saint of distressed sailors. In the fifteenth century new waves of plague sweeping across the land, the increase in the Burgh’s population and the people’s urgent fear of dying all gave the town powerful motives to enlarge its kirk. The work began in 1477, just around the time William St Clair was being forced to break up his estates and cease his building work, and many highly skilled stonemasons were unemployed and available. This was fortunate for Aberdeen, because there were not enough local masons to undertake the work required. The redundant masons of Roslin moved to Aberdeen to become part of its fifty-year building project.


The Burgh Council had a good track record of working with stonemasons, as its first volume of records in 1399 shows. It tells of an early contract between the ‘comownys of Ab’den [the commoners of Aberdeen]’ on the one part, and two ‘masonys [masons]’ on the other part, which was agreed on the Feast of St Michael the Archangel. The work contracted for was for ‘xii durris and xii wyndowys, in fre tailly [12 doors and 12 windows, free of customs duty]’ to be delivered in good order at any quay in Aberdeen.8


When the Council decided to extend the Kirk of St Nicholas it helped the masons organise themselves into a lodge, under a Master of Kirk Works, and so the winding down of building work at Roslin coincided with the growth of a permanent lodge, attached to St Nicholas’s Kirk in Aberdeen. On 27 June 1483 the Council records say (in the Scots language).


It was rehersit be Dauid Menzes, master of the kirk wark, that it was appoyntit betuix the masownys of the luge efter that thai war accordit vpon certane controuersy betuix thaime that gif ony tym tocum ony of thaim offendit til vther for the first faute he suld gif xx s. to Sanct Nicholace wark and, gif thai fautit the thrid tym, to be excludit out of the luge as a common forfautour.9


This translates as:


The council decided that David Menzies, the master of the church works, was appointed to rule of the masons of the lodge [consisting of six members], whose names are duly recorded at the end of the minute, they were to be fined 20 shillings and 20 shillings, to be paid to the parish church [Saint Nicholas Kirk] for the first and second offenses respectively, in the event of any of them raising any debate or controversy. It was also written that if they forfeit for the third time they were to be excluded from the lodge as a common wrongdoer.


This by-law was approved by the aldermen and Council, the masons being obligated to obedience ‘be the faith of thare bodiis [by the faith of their bodies]’. Two in particular were labelled as offenders and cautioned that, should either of them break the rules they had agreed to, if they ‘beis fundyn in the faute thairof salbe expellit the luge fra that tyme furtht [were found at fault would thereby be expelled from the lodge from that time forward]’.10


This is the first recorded example of a group of masons being formed into a lodge with a Master set to rule over it and control its actions. This was to have far-reaching consequences, as it formed the basis for modern Freemasonry.


On 15 November 1493 the relationship between the masons, the Master of the Lodge and the Burgh Council were formalised when three extra masons were hired for a year by the aldermen and Council, ‘to abide in thar service, batht in the luge and vtenche, and pass to Cowe, than to hewe and wirk one thar aone expensis, for the stuf and bigyne of thar kirk werke [to abide in the service of the council, both in the lodge and in public, and go to the village of Cowe to cut and work at their own expense the stones and blocks of the church work]’.


A previously unnoticed minute from 1493 shows how the lodge was changing from a simple group of contracted stoneworkers to a more important social force. It read, ‘Alexander Stute, masonis, hirit be the aldirman for ane yer to remane and abide in thar seruice, batht in the luge and vtenche [Alexander Stuart, a mason, is named here to serve as an alderman for one year, both in the lodge and elsewhere].’11 


By 1493 the Master of the Lodge was also a member of the Burgh Council. In addition there is a minute of 22 November 1498, which tells how a mason named David Wricht (one of the masons mentioned in the extended 1483 entry) took an oath of loyalty to continue with the work of the lodge:


Be his hand ophaldin, to make gude seruice in the luge [by token of holding up his hand to make good service in the lodge] the said day that Nichol Masone and Dauid Wricht oblist thame be the fathis of thar bodiis, the gret aithe sworne, to remane at Sand Nicholes werk in the luge . . . to be leile trew in all pontis [and the said day that Nicholas Mason and David Wright obligated themselves to be faithful with their bodies, the great oath being sworn, to continue the work of St Nicholas in the lodge and to be loyal and true in all points].12


In 1498 the newly enlarged St Nicholas Kirk was formally opened and dedicated by Bishop Elphinstone, but building work, supervised by the ‘masownys of the luge’ continued until 1520, by which time the building had 32 altars, each in its own chapel.


The formal beginnings of that first lodge of Freemasons was in June 1483, when Bro. David Menzies, Master of the Kirk Work, was appointed Master of the newly formed lodge and made responsible for carrying out the building tasks under the direction of the Council. Ten years later the Master of the Lodge of Aberdeen was an Alderman of the Burgh Council. Within another ten years the Masons of the Lodge were honoured to stand alongside the king to perform the ceremony of laying the foundation stone of a new college of learning. The Masons of the Lodge of Aberdeen had become an important social power in the Burgh, so much so that they are mentioned along with the king in the Latin inscription on the front of King’s College. It translates as: ‘By the grace of the most serene, illustrious and ever-victorious King James IV: On the fourth before the nones of April in the year one-thousand five-hundred the Masons began to build this excellent college.’13


This April date is significant for Freemasons, as it is traditionally accepted as when the building of Solomon’s Temple started.14 Historian David Stevenson of St Andrews University points out that the choice of date, coupled with the highly unusual mention of the stone-working masons along with the king, shows that the mythical traditions of kings leading the efforts of masons to build important national structures (such as Solomon’s Temple) were already in place.15


When the Grand Lodge of Scotland granted the Lodge of Aberdeen a warrant, on 30 November 1743, it incorrectly named 1541 as the year of its formation. It was only much later that investigation of the Council minutes proved that the lodge had existed since 1483. The lodge charter, issued at the formation of the Grand Lodge of Scotland in 1736, said ‘that the records had by accident been burned, but that since December 26, 1670, they have kept a regular lodge, and authentic records of their proceedings’. The Lodge of Aberdeen could have claimed existence from 1483 if somebody had checked the Council minutes, but nobody did. As a result the lodge was only officially acknowledged as ‘before 1670’ when the Grand Lodge of Scotland was formed.


The written Masonic records of the Lodge of Aberdeen from 1670 are in the form of an old minute book measuring 12 inches by 8 inches. It contains the ‘Lawes and Statutes’ of 1670 preserved along with the ‘Measson Charter’ which outlines the general laws, the roll of members and apprentices and the register of their successors, and a volume of diagrams of Masons’ Marks known as the Aberdeen Mark Book. It was put together by Bro. James Anderson who describes himself as ‘Glazier and Mason and Writer of the Book’.


By 1670 only 12 of the 37 lodge members worked stone. The rest were known as speculative masons, as they were taught rituals and symbolism, not stone-working. These speculative, or philosophical, masons were four noblemen, three church ministers, an advocate, nine merchants, two surgeons, two glaziers, a blacksmith, three slaters, a professor of mathematics, two wig-makers, an armourer, four carpenters and several gentlemen.16


Personal Reflections


Freemasonry, as we know it today, began in Aberdeen in the late fifteenth century.17 The first recorded Master of a Lodge is Bro. David Menzies, Master of the Kirk Work in the Lodge of Aberdeen. His lodge was structured and employed by Aberdeen Burgh Council to rebuild and extend the Kirk of St Nicholas. This fifty-year building project started around the time a large contingent of masons were made redundant by the political downfall of William St Clair, the 12th Baron Roslin, who for the previous thirty years had provided the best-paid stone-cutting work in Scotland. At Roslin the most skilful masons of the day had worked under the guidance of Sir Gilbert Hay.


When the Burgh Council of Aberdeen decided to create a new Kirk to reflect the increase in wealth and population of the city, they had a pool of unemployed but excellent craftsmen to draw upon. The lodge into which the craftsmen were formed invented, or discovered, Freemasonry.


To understand what happened I now need to move on from the historical events and think about the mythical history of Freemasonry, which grew up alongside its practical reality. Like a caterpillar metamorphosing into a butterfly, these first spiritual pioneers developed from a band of operative masons into a brotherhood of speculative Masons. (Whilst operative masons work, cut, shape and build real temples out of stone, speculative Masons use the Masonic art of temple-building as a metaphor for building souls. Whereas an operative uses the tools of a stoneworker to cut and shape rock, the speculative uses metaphysical tools to cut and shape a soul.)


When I first joined Freemasonry I was unaware of the immense power of these metaphysical tools, but as I progressed I discovered it was the knowledge and use of these tools which lies at the heart of Freemasonry’s long-term success. Some ideas go back thousands of years, but the peculiar package of myth, metaphor and symbolism that is Freemasonry began in Aberdeen.


The real history of Freemasonry’s origins at Roslin might seem like the fruit of expediency, even cynicism – something that will delight enemies of The Craft – but when William St Clair employed Gilbert Hay to be architect of his chapel, he brushed up against a genuine spiritual impulse, a craft with a spiritual dimension. I will show how this spiritual force was nurtured by the redundant itinerant masons of Aberdeen to blossom in strange and unexpected places. However, to illuminate how this happened I must discuss how the mythical history of Freemasonry originated with the stone-cutters of the Lodge of Aberdeen, and how from such an early date this Masonic lodge adopted and extended a pre-existing tradition of speculative teaching.










2


The Mysterious Genesis of The Craft


Surely It’s Older Than That?


As a guest of the Lodge of the East Gate I had been told that Freemasonry began with the masons who built King Solomon’s Temple, and that modern-day lodges carried on traditions begun by those ancient brethren. When I joined Ryburn Lodge I learned little more about the origins of The Craft. However, I was impressed by the ceremony, the ornate symbolism and the ritual which surrounded my Initiation, all of them suggesting great age and tradition. So I did not expect to find later on that Freemasonry had begun with a group of redundant stonemasons employed by Aberdeen Council to restore and extend the local church.


For my first couple of years after being ‘made a Mason’ I had no real idea of what I had joined. Even after taking my first degree I couldn’t explain what Masonry was, or if it had a purpose. I had been told during the ceremony that ‘Freemasonry is a system of morality veiled in allegory and illustrated by symbols,’ but that explanation, straight from the ritual book, meant nothing to me. My early impression was that I had inadvertently joined a bit of a mongrel organisation – a sort of cross between an old-fashioned gentleman’s club and an informal benefit society.


I was confused by conflicting statements. I recognised religious elements in the ritual, and yet I was told that religious discussion is forbidden within the lodge. It was made clear that Masonry is not a religion, and its teachings should enhance any religious beliefs I might already hold. Brethren, who obviously believed they spoke the truth, assured me that Masonry was a system of extreme antiquity, that it was practised by the ancient Egyptians and had been passed down to my lodge from early Hebrew masters.


I had the vaguest notions of the origin and history of The Craft. Its present purpose and future possibilities remained one of Freemasonry’s great secrets. Senior brethren told me that I needed to work at my ritual – if I did, all would become clear. But it didn’t.


I took degrees, I progressed through the offices of the lodge, I attended practices, and learned great chunks of ritual by rote; I listened to catechismal instruction-lectures and formal explanations of the symbolic tracing boards night after lodge night. It only served to confuse me. The ritual said that the role of the lodge Master was to ‘employ and instruct his brethren in Freemasonry’, but he didn’t instruct me. He just kept telling me to ‘keep working at it and it will all become clear’. It still didn’t. I began to suspect that, although my brethren paid lip service to the ritual claim that the lodge meetings were for ‘expatiating on the mysteries of The Craft’, most of them were not sure what those mysteries were, let alone how to expatiate them.


Out of desperation to understand what I had joined, I decided to undertake my own research. At first I accepted the popular perception that Masonry is a system of immemorial antiquity, started among the primitive builders of the East and perpetuated in the West, for strange mystical purposes which had passed down the generations. As I accumulated more information I tried to make sense of what was starting to seem like a massive conspiracy theory. I discovered many variations on the history of Masonry and so found myself exploring and investigating different explanations to aid my own understanding.


As I became more knowledgeable I was asked to give lectures, first in my own lodge, and later to other lodges round and about Halifax. I joined different degrees, such as the Royal Arch, and what Masons call side-orders, such as the Mark Mason Degree, and collected historical data about the actions of individual Freemasons. I accumulated many versions of the traditional histories from various strands of Masonic practice and I built timelines of key events. The more I asked about the conflicting evidence, the more myths I was told, and the more this led me to think about historical realities. Now, as I look back, with the benefit of far more information, I see that in my early attempts to understand Masonry I was accumulating a mixture of different origin myths, interspersed with historical facts, and was not always able to distinguish between them.


During this information-collection period I bumped into another guy who was also interested in where Freemasonry had come from. His name was Chris Knight. Neither of us knew the other was a Freemason initially, but our wives knew each other through the local playgroup, and we met socially. Once we realised we were both Masons, though, we ended up pooling our information and spent hours talking about where Freemasonry had come from. The upshot was that Chris suggested we should write a book about our thoughts and findings. I was doubtful that they would be of much interest to the wider world, but Chris persuaded me that we should have a go, and for the next few years we spent enormous amounts of time trying to piece all the disparate and strange things we found together into a sensible story. The end of this process was a book we called The Hiram Key, which proved to be successful, although it generated a lot of hostility towards us from the then officers of the United Grand Lodge of England. Over the next four years we wrote three other books together before our writing interests moved in different directions. (I became more interested in the links between the formative ideas of Freemasonry and their effects on the beginnings of modern science, and in scientific biography, and began writing on my own.)


Just before we finished our final book together (The Book of Hiram) the hostility of UGLE finally became too much for Chris and drove him out of The Craft. The pressure almost had the same effect on me, but I was lucky enough to be invited to visit a lodge which was so different that it inspired me to rethink everything I thought I knew about Freemasonry, including whether it was worth remaining within it. In this lodge I rediscovered the spiritual warmth I had experienced at the ladies’ Lodge of the East Gate. Just as I was beginning to think I had been totally mistaken about Freemasonry’s spiritual depths, I found a lodge that not only understood the esoteric way of The Craft but was working to pass on that understanding to its members.


My interest in The Craft revived and I again began to deliver Masonic lectures, on science and the teaching of Freemasonry. My interest in writing about the history of Freemasonry was also renewed. As I dug deeper I recognised that if I wanted to understand the genuine spiritual impulses which had inspired Bro. David Menzies’ little band of Masons to create The Craft, I had to study the spiritual force that motivated them.


A First Clue to the Ancient Mysteries of The Craft


I knew from the records of the Burgh Council that the first recorded lodge was set up in Aberdeen around 1483. When I first said this in public the apologists for the United Grand Lodge of England’s ‘Monty Python’ theory of Masonic origins countered that ‘that first lodge in Aberdeen was a purely operative lodge’. This had been the official pos­ition of UGLE since at least 1886, when Robert Freke Gould published his History of Freemasonry, taken as authoritative by UGLE. Yet the work of Scottish historian David Stevenson showed that from the early sixteenth century Freemasonry had a mystical element, connected with the ‘art of memory’ and the strange, secret ‘Mason word’. Then, some four years after the publication of The Hiram Key, evidence emerged from dated artefacts that there was definite use of symbology in Freemasonry in the late fifteenth century.


On 21 July 2000 an article appeared in both The Times and the Daily Telegraph by Orkney journalist Kath Gourlay. She reported the results of scientific tests carried out on an artefact belonging to Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning known as the Kirkwall Scroll. She wrote:


The results of radiocarbon dating carried out on a rare wall hanging have shocked members of a Masonic lodge in the Orkney Islands, who have been told that their document is a medieval treasure worth several million pounds . . . radiocarbon dating of the scroll points to the huge 18-ft sailcloth hanging as being fifteenth-century.18


Here the mystery deepened. There were two radiocarbon dates for the scroll: one for the centre section, and a quite different one for the outer sections. Gourlay continued:


Contact with the University of Oxford Research laboratory, which did the radiocarbon dating, adds to the mystery by supporting both dates.


‘We analysed material from the Kirkwall Scroll on two separate occasions,’ says a spokesman from the Archaeology and History of Art department which carried out the work. ‘You have to allow a certain margin of error in calibrating carbon content, and the first sample, taken from the outside edge of the material, was possibly eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century (1780–1840). The second piece, which came from the central panel, produced a much older date – fifteenth- or early sixteenth-century (1400–1530).’19


I had seen the scroll a year before, in September 1999, in the company of Professor Karl Pribram, the noted brain scientist (we had both been speaking at the Orkney Science Festival). Karl is an Emeritus Professor of Stanford University and the Director of the Center for Brain Research and Informational Sciences at Radford University in Virginia. Late one Sunday evening we were invited to a private viewing at Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning, whose lodge rooms are in the street opposite St Magnus’s Cathedral, and we walked together from the Harbour Hotel up the narrow, winding High Street, entering by a side door. We were escorted up the stairs to the Temple and shown what looked like a large roll of carpet hung on a spindle high on the west wall of the lodge. Once it was unrolled I could see it was a sheet of canvas almost 20ft long and 6ft wide and completely covered with the hand-painted Masonic symbols I had learned in my own lodge. This canvas carpet gave me my first clue to the important role of symbolism in the development of Freemasonry.


The Early Symbols of Freemasonry


The Kirkwall Scroll is made of three pieces of strong linen (probably sailcloth) sewn together and hand-painted. It consists of a centre strip, 4ft wide and 18ft 6in long, painted with hundreds of Masonic symbols. The two outer strips, each about 9 inches wide and 18ft 6in long, appear to be maps. When you examine the back of the scroll, behind its hessian backing, you can see that the outer strips have been cut from a single, 18-inch-wide strip of material before being sewn to the outer edges of the centre strip.


When I researched the Kirkwall Scroll I came to the conclusion that it is an early tracing board in the form of a floorcloth that could be unrolled, section by section. In Masonic ritual a tracing board is described thus:


The Tracing Board is for the Master to lay lines and draw designs on, the better to enable the Brethren to carry on the intended structure with regularity and propriety. The Volume of the Sacred Law may justly be deemed the spiritual Tracing Board of the great Architect of the Universe, in which are laid down such Divine laws and moral plans that, were we conversant therein and adherent thereto, would bring us to an ethereal mansion not made with hands, eternal in the Heavens.


The Kirkwall Scroll is big. It is meant to be unrolled, section by section, as the relevant rituals are being worked. (For the benefit of non-Masons I should perhaps explain that when Freemasons get together they often act out the story of a myth, which they call ‘working the ritual’.)


Masonic writer Walter Wilmshurst, founder Master of the Lodge of Living Stones, describes the purpose of a tracing board:


In earlier days, when the Craft was a serious discipline in a philosophic and sacred science, the tracing board was the most revered symbol in the lodge; it was a diagram which every Brother was taught to draw for himself, so that both his hand and his understanding might be trained in Masonic work. At each Lodge-meeting the board of the degree about to be worked was drawn from memory with chalk and charcoal on the floor by the Master, who from previous practice was able to do this quickly and accurately. During the ceremony, the Candidate took the steps of the degree over the diagram (as is still done to-day where floor-cloths are used). The diagram was explained to him during the ceremony, and he then expunged it with a mop and pail of water so that uninitiated eyes might not see it and to learn a lesson in humility and secrecy. It was to convey to every Mason’s mind matters of deep import and secret instruction. It is designed to reveal an ancient doctrine from heavenly sources for the spiritual uplift of man.20


The Kirkwall Scroll was created in the fifteenth century, in the earliest days of The Craft, and it showed all the esoteric aspects of Masonry Wilmshurst alludes to. Moreover, the carbon dating showed it to be older than Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning, and it had never been possible to fully extend the scroll on the floor of any of the rooms the lodge has ever owned. It arrived at the lodge in 1786. 


Over the last hundred years many theories have been put forward to explain the scroll’s purpose and meaning, but most have come from groups that would prefer it not to have esoteric overtones. Its radiocarbon dating in the twenty-first century, and the revelation that there is a 280-year difference in age between the central strip and the two side panels, pushes the proved use of Masonic symbols back before any previously known speculative Masonic lodge.21


Bro. Wilmshurst, the founder of my lodge, left extensive notes in its library about the function of floorcloths and tracing boards. He links them to a deep spiritual secret. Writing in 1929 he said:


The drawing of the tracing board diagram from memory upon the ground was eventually superseded by the use of painted floor-cloths, which could be unrolled a section at a time, and wooden boards resting on trestles, which could be uncovered one by one. On these permanent diagrams would be painted.


The boards are cryptic prescriptions of a world-old science, taught and practised in secret in all ages by the few spiritually ripe and courageous enough for following a higher path of life than is possible as yet to the popular world. The detailed interpretation of their symbolism is necessarily difficult, for symbols always comprise so much more than can be verbally explained, and so few Masons have been educated in the language of ancient esoteric symbolism.22


Nevertheless, somebody in the fifteenth century was educated in ancient esoteric symbolism and had applied their knowledge to The Craft of Masonry and to the Kirkwall Scroll.


The radiocarbon dating places the scroll and its Masonic symbols between 1400 and 1530, with a best-guess estimate of around 1470. There are only two lodges known to have been in existence between 1400 and 1530. One was the Masonic lodge which flourished in Aberdeen in the 1480s; the other was the Lodge of Edinburgh, which has continuous minutes back only to 1599, but is mentioned in minutes of the Corporation of Edinburgh in 1475. Historian David Stevenson, of St Andrews University, notes:


The seal of cause of the Incorporation of Masons and Wrights of Edinburgh was granted in 1475 . . . These seals should not, however, be taken to mark the beginnings of organisation by the crafts concerned; rather it would usually be the case that craft organisation had existed and evolved for generations, with the granting of a seal representing the culmination of the process, even though it is often the first point at which the organisation becomes visible to the historian.23


It seemed to me that the only conceivable pool of Masons trained in the persuasive power of symbols would have been the redundant stone-cutters of Rosslyn, and some of them might have managed to get work in nearby Edinburgh and become part of the lodge there. However, I have no strong evidence of the speculative importance of the early Lodge of Edinburgh, such as the Master becoming a member of the Council, as I found for the Lodge of Aberdeen.


But let us ignore for the moment which of these two early lodges (both of which now carry the No 1 on the roll of the Grand Lodge of Scotland) might have created the Kirkwall Scroll. There is still the question of how the scroll got to Kirkwall from either of them. And how could the spiritual tradition of symbolic teaching predate the earliest known speculative lodges? To answer these questions I’ve had to look at the history of Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning.


Bro. William Graham, Accidental Saviour of the Kirkwall Scroll


Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning was established on Monday 1 October 1736, two hundred and fifty years after the scroll was painted. It was the earliest lodge in Orkney and became a popular meeting place for influential Orcadians. James Baikie, the Provost of Kirkwall, followed his brother Alexander into the chair of the lodge, becoming its second Master. Mastership of the lodge soon became a mark of honour among the minor gentry of Kirkwall, and membership a badge of social distinction.


The social role of the lodge mattered in Orkney society. When William Graham, who donated the Scroll to the lodge, came to Kirkwall in 1785 it was the main social networking site of the town. William was ambitious. He had been born in Stromness on the mainland of Orkney but had moved to London for a period. Having secured a job as customs officer for Kirkwall he now intended to make his mark on the social scene. His father, Alexander Graham, was a rich trader in kelp-slag (the calcined ashes of a brown seaweed called kelp, used to manufacture alum). 


In 1760 a cluster of alum producers set up factories near Edinburgh. The value of kelp increased, and the Edinburgh producers needed reliable sources of kelp-slag. A boom ensued, which lasted from 1770 to 1830. In the late 1700s Alexander Graham was shipping 60,000 tons of kelp-slag per annum and getting £20 per ton for it in Edinburgh. He ran a fleet of cargo ships, based in the port of Stromness, which carried the kelp-slag down the east coast of Scotland to the Firth of Forth, unloaded the slag at Leith and then collected a cargo of coal for Aberdeen before sailing back up to Orkney. The ships stopped over at Aberdeen to unload the coal and take on small luxuries – typically items like gloves, paper, sealing wax and sugar.24


The port of Stromness, situated at the top of the Hamnavoe sound, has direct access to the Atlantic, and its traders were doing business with the Hudson’s Bay Company and North Atlantic whaling ships. However, Kirkwall’s lairds claimed the right to tax any trade which passed through this thriving port, including Alexander Graham’s kelp, coal and small luxuries. Graham took it on himself to challenge this ruling and succeeded.


In 1785 William decided to go back to Orkney, where he had been offered the job of Customs Officer for the burgh of Kirkwall (which, considering his father’s legal success in freeing Stromness from Kirkwall customs duty, seems rather ironic). Soon after his arrival he applied to become a joining member of Lodge Kirkwall Kilwinning. A month later he presented the Master of the Lodge, Robert Baikie, with the scroll. The minutes for 27 January 1786 say:


The Master presented to the Lodge a floorcloth, gifted to the Brethren by Bro. William Graham of 128 of the Ancient Constitution of England.25


When William gave the scroll to the lodge it had already been disguised by adding outer panels. The reason for the disguise is simple enough to explain. Orcadians, being only recently separated from Norway, could not have failed to notice that the scroll contains symbols that could be interpreted as referring to the Norse goddess Freyja. By adding the outer panels, showing the travels of the tribes of Israel in the desert under Moses, these esoteric references to the pre-Christian heri­tage of northern Scotland could be hidden from the Kirk.


William Graham added the side panels to Christianise this old Masonic floorcloth, but where did he get the central panel from? I believe it was a gift from his father. For years Alexander Graham had traded with both Edinburgh and Aberdeen, and so had every chance to acquire a Masonic floorcloth from either of these long-established Masonic centres (Masonic relics often pass into the hands of non-Mason relatives and end up being sold). Both places had lodges of Freemasons in the late 1400s, so it might have been created at either – but I think that the central scene of the top panel, with its Norse overtones, makes it far more likely that it came from Aberdeen, as the lands around there had historically been Norse.


The Kirkwall Scroll dates from the earliest days of Freemasonry, and it uses the symbolism of a path towards what is known today in Freemasonry as ‘the Centre’. This is a state of being where the Mason becomes at one with creation. And in this, the oldest symbolic document of Masonic ritual, the metaphor of a Norse deity, Freyja, is used as a symbol of the ‘God experience’, which, as I will show, became the focus of Freemasonry.


The Kirkwall Scroll shows the symbolic spiritual journey of Freemasonry and has been radiocarbon dated to the time when Freemasonry was established in Aberdeen by masons made redundant after working for William St Clair of Roslin. Those masons, who had worked at Roslin under the guidance of Gilbert Hay, had been exposed to a range of powerful spiritual symbols, and all the symbols we now call Masonic can be found on the Kirkwall Scroll. I believe they created it to display those symbols during their meetings and to transmit the symbolic knowledge they had learned from Gilbert Hay.


Anderson’s Constitutions – Starting the Myth


The Grand Lodge of London was formed in 1717, just two years after the 1715 Jacobite rising, to allow members of the London lodges to distance themselves from earlier Masonic lodges which had been supporters of the Stuart kings. I explained the politics of this period in The Invisible College and showed the reasons that the London Masons of 1717 had to deny their Scottish roots:26 if they hadn’t they would have been accused of treason against George I. The four lodges came together to form a Grand Lodge, which took on itself the power to warrant the creation of new lodges, although the existing lodges retained the traditional right of seven Master Masons to form a new lodge. This new Grand Lodge publicly expressed its loyalty to the new Hanoverian monarchy and encouraged Hanoverian nobility to become patrons in place of the Stuart monarchs.


This is when the ‘Monty Python’ theory of Masonic origins arose (the idea that a group of gentlemen meeting in a London pub came up with the idea of asking the guys on their local building site to give them some guidance on how to improve their morals). It was invented to cover up the Jacobite roots of The Craft. The ploy was successful, and within six years of forming a new Grand Lodge under the Grand Mastership of Bro. Anthony Sayer the London Masons took the Duke of Montagu as a noble Grand Master and ever since have had some minor lord or other (and occasionally a prince or even a king) as Grand Master. When this disingenuous distancing was first planned the main players probably did not envisage that their new ‘Grand Lodge’ would extend its scope much beyond Westminster and the City of London. But they were successful far beyond these simple ambitions for reasons which are strangely ironic. 


They had set out to make clear that they had no loyalty, nor even links, to the Scottish Masonic Lodge system, which largely supported the Stuart kings. (This can be seen in the circumstances of the foundation of The Royal Order of Scotland which was set up to tacitly proclaim James VII of Scotland as their absent Grand Master.)27 By separating itself from its Scottish roots London Masonry rebuilt the social popularity of The Craft within London’s Hanoverian society, but it had to pay a high price. It was forced to disown its real history, marked by a series of ancient constitutions and statutes, which stretched back over two hundred years. Although it was an Order whose practices had been refined by ten generations of selective reinforcement, it proclaimed itself to be new-born. 


This meant it could not draw on tradition to provide authority. It needed something to replace this lost mundane history, and the man who stepped forward with a solution was a Mason made in the Lodge of Aberdeen: Bro. the Rev. James Anderson, Presbyterian Minister to Swallow Street Chapel in London and personal Chaplain to the Earl of Buchan (who was also a member of the Lodge of Aberdeen) and a confidant of his patron. Anderson was steeped in the most powerful mythical history of Freemasonry, which he had learned from his mother lodge.


The then Grand Master, John Theophilus Desaguliers, had a hand in refining the regulations but Anderson wrote down the mythical history of The Craft he had learned from the Lodge of Aberdeen and established the foundation for the widespread spiritual substrate to UGLE Freemasonry which ensured its long-term success. It was published in a book now popularly known as either The Constitutions or Anderson’s Constitutions.


What Anderson did was reconnect The Craft to a great spiritual tradition which was in danger of being lost.


Anderson’s Mythical History of The Craft


Anderson’s opus is partly a set of rules of how to govern the new system of Grand Lodge Freemasonry and partly a mythical history of The Craft which begins with Adam as the first Freemason and traces Freemasonry down to the early eighteenth century. The frontispiece of The Constitutions of the Free-Masons shows Desaguliers’ successor Grand Master Montagu and his Wardens coming from the North, the traditional place of sacred knowledge, to hand over to his own successor, Grand Master Wharton and his Wardens, the treasured history of The Craft. The ceremony takes place in a vast pillared temple which supports in its roof an image of the Greek sun god Helios riding his chariot from East to West. But what great sacred knowledge is contained within that history?


When Anderson was writing The Constitutions he began his book with a history of Freemasonry, which he says is to be read at the admission of every new brother, with the obvious intent of making sure that all newly made Masons know where The Craft began.


Anderson starts his history with this bold statement:


Adam, our first parent, created after the image of God, the great Architect of the Universe, must have had the Liberal Sciences, particularly Geometry, written on his Heart; for ever since the Fall, we find the principles of it in the Hearts of his Offspring, and, which, in process of time, have been drawn forth into a convenient Method of Propositions, by observing Laws of Proportion taken from Mechanism: So that as the Mechanical Arts gave occasion to the learned to reduce the Elements of Geometry into Method, this noble Science thus reduced, is the Foundation of all those Arts (particularly of Masonry, and Architecture) and the Rule by which they are conducted and performed.28


He thus makes the claim that Masonry, as a system of knowledge, existed before the world was created and draws on a transcendental repository of knowledge created by the Great Architect. He says that the Great Architect of the Universe, when he made the first man in His Own Image, imparted this Knowledge into Adam’s heart. This makes Adam the first Freemason.


Anderson went on to claim that Jesus Christ was a Mason, saying, ‘Nay, that holy Branch of Shem (of whom, as concerning the Flesh, Christ came) could not be unskilful in the learned Arts.’ And he maintains that Freemasonry was invented in heaven and given as a gift to mankind, saying that at the time of the building of Solomon’s Temple:


The wise King Solomon was Grand Master of the Lodge at Jerusalem, and the learned King Hiram was Grand Master of the Lodge at Tyre, and the inspired Hiram Abif was Master of Work, and Masonry was under the immediate care and direction of Heaven. 29


Anderson set out a mythical pedigree for The Craft that made it attractive to the Hanoverian nobility – and before the end of the century the Grand Lodge of London had the Prince of Wales as its Grand Master. As the noble gentlemen of London learned of the secret history of The Craft, how it was ordained by God as a gift of knowledge to men and was the root of all power and Truth, they flocked to join. The Craft expanded rapidly. When it was formed in 1717 the Grand Lodge of London had mustered just over a hundred members, and not a single nobleman amongst them. After the exile of James II (VII), the formation of the overtly Jacobite Royal Order of Scotland and the Jacobite uprising of 1715, none of the London-based nobility wanted to be part of what had become an Order with close links to the alternative British monarchy. Once it was clear that the Grand Lodge of London’s support for the Hanoverian monarchy had been accepted, then the nobility began to get involved, and Freemasonry was set to take over the world.


Personal Reflections


Everything I had been told as a Freemason confused a series of mythical histories with the actual provable facts. Over time I have come to realise that to understand the basis of Freemasonry’s spiritual appeal – and hence the origins of its supranatural secrets of spiritual self-development – I needed to untangle the romance from the facts, the myth from the mundane. By looking at early records of bodies outside Freemasonry I had discovered that a quite large group of stonemasons had worked on the building of Roslin Chapel, a myth-inspired political icon, under the early spin doctor Sir Gilbert Hay. The masons who worked under his guidance, even though they were being used for a political purpose, were taught extremely important ideas:
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