

[image: image]










[image: image]
















Copyright © 2020 by John Dickie


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Jacket illustration of Masonic initiation ceremony © Musée de la Franc-Maconnerie, Paris, France, Archives Charmet/Bridgeman Images


Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


Originally published in Great Britain in 2020 by Hodder & Stoughton, a Hachette UK company


First US Edition: August 2020


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Typeset in Sabon MT by Palimpsest Book Production Ltd, Falkirk, Stirlingshire


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020934569


ISBNs: 978-1-61039-867-1 (hardcover) 978-1-5417-2467-9 (ebook)


E3-20200730-JV-NF-ORI














For Iris, Charlotte and Elliot
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]















1



Lisbon: John Coustos’s Secrets


On 14 March 1743, as he was leaving a Lisbon coffee house, John Coustos, a forty-year-old jeweller from London, was grabbed, handcuffed and bundled into a chaise. A short time later, he found himself in one of the most feared buildings in Europe. Looming at the northern end of Rossio Square, the Estaus Palace housed the Portuguese headquarters of the Holy Office of the Inquisition.


Just like hundreds of witches, heretics and Jews who had been brought there before him, Coustos had his scalp shaved, and was stripped naked save for his linen undergarments. Confined in a dungeon, he was subjected to a meticulous regime. Isolation and silence were rigidly enforced: a fellow prisoner with a persistent cough was cudgelled into unconsciousness. No communication with friends and relatives was permitted. No possessions. No books–not even a Bible. Nothing that would interrupt the voice of divine conscience. Nothing to block out the prisoner’s all too vivid imagining of the horrors that awaited him in the Inquisition’s auto-da-fé. This grand spectacle of religious justice was a procession culminating in prayers, incantations and public execution by one of two methods: the mercy of strangling, for those who embraced the Catholic faith at the last minute; and for the obstinate, the unutterable torment of the flames.


Coustos tells us that the Inquisitors initially questioned him in a spiritually nurturing tone. Nonetheless, he had the clear sense that his replies were futile. Eventually he was summoned from his cell and brought before the President of the Holy Office, who read out the charges as if talking to a wall:




That he has infring’d the Pope’s Orders, by his belonging to the Sect of the Free-Masons; this Sect being a horrid Compound of Sacrilege, Sodomy, and many other abominable Crimes; of which the inviolable Secrecy observ’d therein, and the Exclusion of Women, were but too manifest Indications; a Circumstance that gave the highest Offence to the whole Kingdom: And the said Coustos having refused to discover, to the Inquisitors, the true Tendency and Design of the Meetings of Free-Masons; and persisting, on the contrary, in asserting, that Free-Masonry was good in itself: Wherefore the Proctor of the Inquisition requires, that the said Prisoner may be prosecuted with the utmost Rigour; and, for this Purpose, desires the Court would exert its whole Authority, and even proceed to Tortures.





Coustos was taken to a square, windowless room in a tower. Quilted padding lined the door, to deaden the sound of screaming from within. A doctor and a surgeon looked back at him from the shadows. The only light came from two candles on the desk at which the Tribunal’s secretary sat waiting to record his confession.


Four burly men seized him and clamped him to a horizontal rack by closing an iron collar around his neck. They fitted rings, with ropes attached, to his feet, and yanked his limbs to their fullest extent. Then eight loops of cord, two over each arm and two over each leg, were passed through the frame and fed out into the torturers’ hands. Coustos felt the cords tighten, and tighten, and finally start to saw through his flesh. Blood spattered the floor beneath him. If he died in this torment, he was told, only his own obstinacy would be to blame. Between his own cries, he heard the Inquisitor pose the questions he had already heard many times. What is Freemasonry? What are its constitutions? What goes on in the Lodge meetings? Eventually, he fainted and was carried back to the dungeons.
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Six weeks later, the Inquisitors tried again, with a different method: the dreaded strappado. Upright this time, Coustos had his arms gradually stretched back behind him, palms facing outwards, until the backs of his hands met. Then his arms were pulled slowly upwards until his shoulders were levered from their sockets, and blood poured from his mouth. As he beseeched heaven for patience, the Inquisitors persisted with their questions. Is Freemasonry a religion? Why do you not admit women? Is it because you are sodomites?


When the doctors had reset his bones, and he had spent two months recovering, the torture resumed. This time, a chain was wound around his torso and attached to his wrists. Pulleys drew the chain ever tighter, squeezing his insides, and dislocating his wrists as well as his shoulders. Why all the secrecy in Freemasonry? What do you have to hide?


Coustos tells us that he spent sixteen months in total in the dungeons of the Estaus Palace, and endured nine bouts of torture, before the time finally came for him to be paraded through the streets in the auto-da-fè of 21 June 1744. But he was lucky. While eight of his fellow prisoners were burned alive at the climax of the procession, he was condemned to four years as a galley slave. The relative freedom this sentence afforded gave him the chance to contact friends, who mobilised the British government to obtain his release.
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When he reached London on 15 December 1744, he set to writing his story. But he had barely begun when the Jacobite rebellion of 1745 broke out. ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ Stuart raised his standard in the Highlands of Scotland, intent on enforcing his Catholic claim to the throne that had once been his grandfather’s. The Jacobite army descended as far as Derby, in the heart of England, sowing panic in the capital. Although it was eventually crushed, the rebellion revived the public appetite for books documenting the barbarities of the Roman Church. The Sufferings of John Coustos for Free-Masonry, complete with engravings of all the tortures its author had endured, was published at the perfect moment. Coustos became a celebrity. The book was widely translated, and remained in print well into the nineteenth century. Here was a martyr for Freemasonry and its ‘inviolable Secrecy’.


Except that things did not quite go in the way Coustos said.


Over two centuries later, the Inquisition’s transcription of his interrogation surfaced from the Lisbon archives to reveal that he did give away the mysteries of Freemasonry that he had vowed to die to protect. Very sensibly, faced with the prospect of the torture chamber and the auto-da-fé, he told all. Indeed, he barely waited for the Inquisitors to open their mouths before answering all their questions.


Not that his confession saved him from being tortured. Portuguese Inquisitors rarely needed much of an excuse to break out the instruments of pain. They racked Coustos twice. For a little over fifteen minutes each time. Just to make sure. But he was never subjected to the strappado or the nameless torture with the chain wound round his torso.


Something else that Coustos neglected to tell his readers is that, had the Lisbon Inquisitors looked hard enough, they could have found published sources that would have taught them what they wanted to know: like Sam Prichard’s pamphlet Masonry Dissected of 1730. Exposés of Freemasonry are nearly as old as Freemasonry itself. Masonic secrets have never really been all that secret.


Coustos evidently found the temptation to pass himself off as a hero just too strong. So once back at liberty he doctored his story to perpetuate a beguiling myth: the idea that Freemasons are the bearers of some momentous or dangerous truth, to which only the chosen few can have access, and which they are bound by oath to safeguard at any cost.


Freemasonry’s ‘inviolable Secrecy’ is elusive and powerful. It is the engine of the fascination and suspicion that have always surrounded the Freemasons. It inspires loyalty and attracts trouble. Secrecy is a game, and both Coustos and the Inquisitors were caught up in it. Yet, as I think John Coustos appreciated, secrets are not as important to Freemasonry as stories about secrecy. Secrecy is the key to Masonic history in that, if we can grasp it, we can unlock a rich store of narratives about how the world we live in was made.


What Coustos actually confessed were the strange rituals at the heart of Masonic life, and the philosophy that is embedded in them. To understand the Freemasons, we need to appreciate those rituals and that philosophy–both of which are formally secret. However, there is a great deal more to Masonic history than rituals. Drawing on Coustos’s confession, in Chapter Two of this book I will rapidly equip readers with all the secrets about ritual they need to know. However, as the Coustos story shows, before we learn those core mysteries, it is important to have more preparation in what to expect from Masonic history, and from the secrecy that has such an important role in it.
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When John Coustos encountered the Portuguese Inquisition, the history of the Brotherhood that Masons sometimes call ‘the Craft’ was already in full flow. In Coustos’s day, Freemasonry’s mythology placed its origins with the builders of King Solomon’s Temple. Now, thanks to a deal of academic detective work, the beginning of its documented history has been located nearly a hundred and fifty years before Coustos. Chapter Three will describe its genesis.


Freemasonry was also, in some important respects, a novelty when Coustos was arrested. Amid a great deal of intrigue, in London in 1717, it adopted both a new organisational shape and a new rulebook. Soon afterwards, Freemasonry became a raging success, and spread round the world with astonishing rapidity. It is one of Britain’s most successful cultural exports, comparable in that respect to sports like tennis, soccer and golf. From London, John Coustos himself helped transplant it to France as well as Portugal. Chapter Four will bring my narrative back up to Coustos’s day by describing the London roots of what, for the rest of the book, becomes a global story.


In its essence, Freemasonry has not changed since Coustos’s time: it is a fellowship of men, and men alone, who are bound by oaths to a method of self-betterment. The method centres on rituals, performed in isolation from the outside world, in which symbols stand for moral qualities. The most important of those symbols derive from the work of stonemasons. Hence the name ‘Freemasons’; hence the square and compass, the apron and gloves, that we all associate with the Craft.


If that were the beginning and end of Masonry, its history would be dull. Secrecy is the catalyst that makes it eventful and compelling. For one thing, secrecy has an allure that has attracted many millions of men towards the Craft. Under interrogation in 1743, Coustos explained that secrecy was partly just bait for new recruits: ‘as Secrecy naturally excited Curiosity, this prompted great Numbers of Persons to enter into this Society’. The great and the good were among those Persons. All Freemasons are proud of the gallery of outstanding figures who have been their Brothers. Coustos declared himself ‘not a little honoured in belonging to a Society, which boasted several Christian Kings, Princes and Persons of the highest Quality among its Members’. Part of the attraction of being a Freemason is the cachet that comes with belonging to such an exclusive band. Secrecy guarantees that exclusivity: possession of the Masonic secrets, whatever they are, is what distinguishes a Craftsman from a Cowan (a non-Mason).


Since Coustos’s time, the list of famous Freemasons has grown longer and longer. The Craft likes to point to the makers of nations who have come from among its ranks: Giuseppe Garibaldi, Simón Bolívar, Motilal Nehru and George Washington, who was initiated six years after The Sufferings of John Coustos was published. Five Kings of England and, including Washington, no fewer than fourteen Presidents of the United States of America have been Masons. Freemasonry can boast a long list of writers, such as: Scotland’s national poet, Robert Burns; the author of Dangerous Liaisons (1782), Pierre Choderlos de Laclos; Sherlock Holmes’s creator, Arthur Conan Doyle; and the towering figure of German letters, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Numerous composers, including Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Joseph Haydn and Jean Sibelius, have been ‘on the Square’. There are sportsmen in the list, like golfer Arnold Palmer, Caribbean cricket giant Clive Lloyd, boxer Sugar Ray Robinson and basketball player Shaquille O’Neal. There are also many entertainers, ranging from Harry Houdini and Peter Sellers to Nat King Cole and Oliver Hardy. Mason entrepreneurs include such titans as Henry Ford of automobile fame, William Lever the detergent pioneer and mining magnate Cecil Rhodes. Freemasons have excelled at the most disparate spheres of achievement: Davy Crockett and Oscar Wilde; Walt Disney and Winston Churchill; Buzz Aldrin and ‘Buffalo Bill’ Cody; Paul Revere and Roy Rogers; Duke Ellington and the Duke of Wellington.


Today, there are 400,000 Masons in Britain, 1.1 million in the USA and around six million across the planet. In the past, their numbers have been much greater.


Such names, such numbers, testify to the magnetic power of secrecy, and to the Craft’s vast and enduring influence. Plenty of famous Masons will people the pages of this book. Their stories, and the individual style in which each has lived out his Masonry, are fascinating. But more fascinating still is the overarching narrative of Freemasonry itself–a way of binding males in fellowship that has been propelled across the globe and through hundreds of years of history by the force of its mystique.


Wherever the Craft was transplanted, its influence leaked into society. Just one example: the activities that go on in private, behind the doors of Lodges, have helped spread the values we associate with modern public life. Freemasons have long aspired to live by a code of religious and racial tolerance, democracy, cosmopolitanism and equality before the law.


However, the story I will tell in this book has much more to it than the kind of Enlightenment values I have just alluded to. There is plenty of dark to go with the light. Our modernity, which the Masons have helped shape, comprises things like imperialism and global war, the building and breaking of states and nations, dictatorship and religious fanaticism.


Which prompts me to say a word about the Inquisitors who tortured Coustos. Understanding how the Freemasons and their secrecy were perceived by their enemies helps us grasp just what made them such a novelty to most of the eighteenth-century world, what distinguishes them even today and what makes their history worth telling.


In 1738 Pope Clement XII, who is better known for building the Trevi Fountain, issued the Bull In eminenti apostolatus specula: it prohibited Freemasonry, excommunicated all members and charged the Inquisition with probing its inner workings. John Coustos was not the only victim of the inquiry.


The Pope and his Inquisitors had good and urgent reasons for their suspicions. Freemasonry was obviously religious, in some dark sense. It soon emerged that the Craft had its own name for the deity: the Great Architect of the Universe. Its members prayed, took religious oaths and performed rites. Yet they claimed that the Craft was not a religion. Freemasonry, the Masons said, did not try to arbitrate between visions of the divine; it held no particular theological line. Indeed, as Coustos protested to the Portuguese Inquisitors, ‘in [our] Fraternity, it is not permitted to speak of religious matters’: this prohibition was imposed to prevent conflict between Brothers, and to avoid attracting trouble. Hardly surprisingly, however, the freedom of conscience championed by the Craft gave off the sulphurous reek of heresy to a Church dedicated to guarding its monopoly on truth.


Freemasonry’s British origins also made it suspect. Coming from such a strange country, with its overmighty parliament, its elections and its daily newspapers, the Freemasons were bound to seem like an alien threat. Perhaps they were spies.


Or even a global network of subversives. Just as Freemasonry’s Britishness made it shady, so too did its internationalism. Masons were citizens of nowhere, and subjects of no one.


Freemasonry also attracted a freakishly diverse range of members: tradesmen, merchants, lawyers, actors, Jews, and even the odd African. A social menagerie. Nor was this the usual train of hangers-on, dependent on the patronage of a powerful lord. While many noblemen were involved, they did not always seem to be in command. In fact, it was not at all clear whether anyone was in command. To those who believed that society’s hierarchies were fixed by Almighty God, this was alarming.


Of course, the Masons always said that they were not political. But then no plotter with any sense would say anything else. In an era when absolute monarchy was the norm, few countries had anything like an open political life as we might know it. Bringing an association of men together for any reason constituted a potential threat to the established order. It mattered little to Freemasonry’s enemies that, like religion and for the same reasons, politics was prohibited as a topic of conversation within the Lodge.


So in the eyes of the Catholic Church, Freemasonry was manifestly dangerous. The Brotherhood’s furtive manner electrified those misgivings. John Coustos claimed that his Brotherhood had no clandestine agenda, and that instead, ‘Charity and Brotherly Love’ were ‘the Foundation and the Soul of this Society’. Masons still say very similar things. The Lisbon Inquisitors’ reply to Coustos feels just as contemporary: ‘if this Society of Free-Masons was so virtuous, there was no Occasion of their concealing, so very industriously, the Secrets of it’. Freemasons today bridle when they hear their Brotherhood referred to as a secret society. ‘We are not a secret society,’ they protest. ‘We are a society with secrets.’ It is hardly a conclusive retort. Once you say you have secrets, no amount of calibrated honesty and openness will put minds to rest: anyone with even a moderately suspicious attitude will assume you are still concealing something vital. So perhaps it is no surprise that the Vatican has never forsaken its original hostility to the Craft, and remains convinced that the Lodges are pernicious dens of atheism.


Masonry’s enemies have often shared one particular style of thinking: the conspiracy theory, whose very invention we owe to the fear of Freemasonry. Since the early nineteenth century, Masonic conspiracies have never been out of fashion, and they range from the eerily plausible to the outlandish. The Masons poisoned Mozart. Jack the Ripper was a Mason, and Masons covered his tracks. Masons masterminded the French Revolution, the unification of Italy, the break-up of the Ottoman Empire and the Russian Revolution. The Internet pullulates with sites dedicated to the Illuminati, a branch of Freemasonry whose members, including Bono, Bill Gates and Jay Z, have signed an occult covenant that binds them to a nefarious plan to rule the world.


Some of these myths are harmless: they are rather like the ‘I-don’t-believe-it-but-it’s-true’ ghost stories that teenagers tell one another, to share a frisson. Some of them are very dangerous. Mussolini, Hitler and Franco suspected the Freemasons of conspiracy, and murdered thousands of them as a result. The Craft has always been viewed as a devious bourgeois caucus by communists and it is still banned in the People’s Republic of China. The Muslim world also has a strong tradition of anti-Masonic paranoia.


The oath of silence that Freemasons take during their initiation is all that is required to give the conspiratorial imagination free play. Freemasonry’s secrecy is like a well. The men who built it know how deep it is. The rest of us can only peer over the wall that surrounds it and wonder. While we gaze downwards at the water, speculating on what might lurk below, the black surface reflects back our anxieties. That, in essence, is why the Craft has generated misunderstanding, suspicion and hostility at every step. No history of Freemasonry is complete unless it also includes Freemasonry’s foes.
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Craftsmen are the inheritors of a venerable tradition. Ask any one of them, and he will tell you something about Masonic history. Many regard historical research as an integral part of deepening their understanding of Craft mysteries.


Yet, until recently, Freemasons insisted on treating their history as confidential–a matter for Masons alone. Cowans were refused access to the archives and libraries of Grand Lodges. Then, a generation ago, the wisest Brothers realised that Masonic history is too important to be the exclusive property of the initiated. Because Freemasonry has had a role in shaping our world, its history belongs to us all. These days, professional historians who are not Freemasons are a familiar sight in the archives of Grand Lodges. Their work, supplementing and challenging the efforts of the best Masonic historians, has mapped out an exciting and ever-growing field of investigation. One of the aims of this book is to bring some of that research to a much bigger audience.


Freemasons’ pride in their own history tends to produce many studies that are really identity narratives: their aim is less to discover the truth than to boost the Craft’s esprit de corps. The Sufferings of John Coustos for Free-Masonry is a model for many Masonic narratives in the way it paints a black-and-white picture that pits the Craft’s tradition of tolerance, wisdom and brotherly love against the angry, uncomprehending forces of anti-Masonry.


Freemasonry is supposed to be–and often is–about philanthropy, fellowship, ethics and spirituality. There is a rule in Masonry that Brothers are not allowed to join because they want to get a boost to their career chances or some other personal advantage. Such rules have their weight. It is too cynical to dismiss them as just a cover story for grubby aims. Any historian who cannot see the power of the nobler motive forces in the Craft is telling a very one-eyed tale.


However, for their part, Freemasons are too reserved about one undeniably important theme of their history: networking. Like the rest of the human race, Masons network. In the right circumstances, Lodges can be a great place to build a network, for all kinds of good and bad reasons. There is a word to be said in defence of the Masons here. In Britain, for example, male networks tend to unite people from a similar background: the right private school, or the right group of pub mates. Just like these other circles, Masonry tends to exclude women. But it is different in that it can cut across between the social classes–or at least a more representative sample of social classes. Masons will point out that the reason they wear gloves in their ceremonies is so that no Brother can tell the difference between the hands of a Duke and the hands of a dustman. That said, Lodges have sometimes become nests of nepotism and even shadowy plotting. Not all the conspiracy theories and suspicions of Masonic foul play are hooey. Moreover, the Masonic idea–a template for male fellowship forged by myth, ritual and secrecy–proved contagious from the outset, and impossible for the Masons to control: it has been adopted and adapted, used and abused, in innumerable different ways. Both the Sicilian mafia and the Ku Klux Klan share important strands of the Craft’s DNA.


One of my motivations for writing this book is to reflect many more varied textures of human experience than are included in Freemasonry’s identity narratives, or in the cynics’ obsession with mutual Masonic back-scratching. Rather than flatten out those textures by surveying the vast landscape of the Craft’s story from high above, I have chosen to dive down into times and places around the world that are particularly significant. The principle I follow is that Freemasonry has never been able to cloister itself away from society. Just as the Craft was forged in the peculiar circumstances of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Britain, so–while remaining recognisably itself–it has adapted to whichever circumstances it subsequently encountered. It is the interaction between Freemasonry and society that interests me. Masonry has helped make modern men, in all their idealism and clubbiness. As for women, I will have more to say about them later. (The same goes for the people the Inquisitors labelled ‘sodomites’.)
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Our curiosity persists. What goes on in the Lodge meetings? What exactly do you have to hide? When it comes to Freemasonry, most of us have something in common with the Lisbon Inquisitors. Give or take an obsession with sodomy, their questions remain our questions. The Internet has now made the Masons’ secrets less secret than ever. Nevertheless, we non-Masons never seem to learn. There is always one more TV documentary in the pipeline, promising unprecedented access to the inner sanctum. The Masonic exposé genre never seems to die.


Freemasonry’s secrecy is richer than anything that can be laid bare by any exposé. It is more complicated, more subtle and, I happen to think, much more enjoyable to investigate. It has many strands, and is so entwined with myths and misconceptions that they have become part of its very fabric. But at its heart, as John Coustos confessed, lies a sacred drama that begins at the door of a temple, set outside time and space…
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Nowhere: The Strange Death of Hiram Abiff


A man in an apron wielding a drawn sword makes you surrender your money, keys, phone–all the metalwork that anchors your person to the world outside. He blindfolds you. You feel your right sleeve being rolled up, and the left leg of your trousers, so as to expose the knee. Your arm is taken from the left sleeve of your shirt, thus leaving your breast naked. A slipknot loop of rope is placed over your head.


You step forward. Your life as a Freemason has begun.
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What follows is a sketch of what an aspiring Mason is put through once he has been prepared in this way to cross the threshold of a Lodge for the first time. The ceremonies I describe here are very close to what John Coustos underwent in the Rainbow Coffee House in Fleet Street. Successive rites mark a man’s initiation, and his passage from one status within the Craft to the next. These marks of status are called Degrees. Secrets are central to the drama of Masonic Degree rituals.


The Lisbon Inquisitors called the rituals ‘ridiculous’. Over the centuries, many satirists have agreed. So, while it would be very easy to laugh at Masonic ritual, it would not be at all original. The more I have learned about Freemasonry, the more uncomfortable some of the laughter makes me, because it quashes our desire to hear Masons’ stories by stopping us seeing how like us they are.


When we laugh at the rituals of others, we forget how much of our own lives is invisibly ritualised. Habits like beating our palms together to show appreciation, or clasping hands when we meet, or saying ‘cheers’ when we raise a drink. However materialistic or computerised we may get, however confidently we may believe in Natural Selection and the Big Bang, we are never going to shake off our need for the structuring influence of ritual. Births, marriages and deaths: none of us feels properly hatched, matched or dispatched without some ceremonials.


The average Mason understands, better than most of us, the magic in a well-performed rite. Initiation rituals tell us, more suggestively than any other experience, that we have become someone new. Familiar rituals unite people because they are a shared experience, within a shared frame of reference. Yet ceremonies also have a tendency to make us suspicious of those who ritualise in different ways. Although I am not at all religious, I grew up in a culture of Anglicanism. So when faced with the Muslim Hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca), or a Jewish Brit Milah (circumcision rite), or a Hindu Vedic sacrifice, people like me tend initially to find them bizarre. Anyone new to Masonic ritual, and the terminology it uses, is almost certain to find it all opaque, at the very least. Luckily, while Freemasons have to spend inordinate amounts of time memorising all the speeches and movements in what they call their ‘workings’, we only have to know a little bit about them to enjoy Masonic history.
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Once the blindfolded candidate has entered the Lodge, he is asked to kneel for a prayer. He is then led three times round the room before being presented to the senior officers of the Lodge, who certify that he is at least twenty-one years old, ‘of good report’ and ‘free-born’.


At the prompting of the Master of the Lodge, the candidate then makes a series of pledges, notably that he believes in a god of some description, and that his desire to become a Mason is not motivated by ‘mercenary or other unworthy motives’.


Then comes the walk. The candidate takes three steps forward, each one bigger than the last, with his heel coming to meet his instep at a right angle so that the feet form a square (that is, the right-angled tool). Immediately after the walk the candidate has to make another square with his legs, by kneeling before an altar on his bare left knee, and planting his right foot forward. He is then asked to place his hand on his choice of a Bible, a Qur’an, or whichever ‘Volume of Sacred Law’ he chooses. At which point he swears never to write down the Masonic secrets he is about to learn. The penalties to be inflicted should he betray the Masons’ secrets are blood-curdling: ‘under no less a penalty… than that of having my throat cut across, my tongue torn out by the root, and my body buried in the sand of the sea at low water mark, a cable’s length from the shore, where the tide regularly ebbs and flows twice in twenty-four hours’. Once he has mouthed these words, and sealed his pledge by kissing the Volume of Sacred Law, he has become a ‘newly obligated’ Mason. Accordingly, his blindfold is whipped off. He is then told that there are three great ‘emblematical lights’ in Freemasonry. The first lies open on the altar in front of him, and is shared with the major world religions: the Volume of Sacred Law, which is a guide to faith. The second and third are the insignia of Freemasonry, displayed on buildings, aprons and lapel pins across the world: the Square, which stands for rectitude; and the Compass, an image of self-control.
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At this point the initiated Brother is helped back to his feet and invited to stand at the right-hand side of the Master, whence he can return the solemnly benevolent gaze of the Brothers seated round the edge of the room. He can also contemplate the rectangular interior of the Lodge, with its famous chessboard floor. In Coustos’s day, the chessboard pattern was usually drawn in chalk–just as he told the Inquisitors.


The furnishings of the Lodge prick the initiate’s curiosity. For example, the two free-standing pillars with globes on top, both roughly shoulder height. There are also, around the altar where the Volume of Sacred Law lies open, three candles supported on miniature columns. Each column has a different design. One is topped by the elaborately carved foliage of the Corinthian order of architecture. The other two are an Ionic and a Doric column. Needless to say, this all carries Masonic symbolism. But at this stage, the Master restricts himself to explaining what the candles mean (the ‘lesser lights’, as they are termed in Masonic parlance): they stand for the three guides that will accompany the initiate in his Masonic life: the sun, the moon and the Master of the Lodge. This is because, as Coustos divulged, ‘as the Sun gives light to the day, and the Moon to the night, so must the Master rule and direct his officers and apprentices’.
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The Master continues the lesson. Freemasonry has several Degrees, of which this one, known as the Entered Apprentice Degree, is only the first. So the newly initiated Brother can expect to go through further ceremonies. For now, he is allowed to learn the secret Sign, Token and Word, as Masons call them.


The Sign, a reminder of the penalties that face anyone who betrays Masonic mysteries, is (as Coustos confessed) ‘the putting of the right hand in front of the throat in the manner of seeking to cut it’.


The Token, which Masons also call their Grip, is known to the rest of us as the Masonic handshake. Its purpose, according to Coustos, is for a Mason ‘to be recognised in any part of the World by the other Brethren, and to be able to warn himself against those who are not’. The Master demonstrates the grip by placing his thumb on the first knuckle-joint of the initiate’s index finger.
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The Word, finally, is BOAZ, which is the name of one of the two pillars at the entrance to Solomon’s Temple, as described in the Book of Kings. Freemasonry draws many of its symbols from Solomon’s Temple and its builders. This Word is so secret that Masons are only ever allowed to spell it out to one another, and never to pronounce it whole. Coustos, of course, told his captors all about it. BOAZ too has a symbolic meaning: it stands for strength.


The new Mason then has to do another round of presentations to the officers of the Lodge, each time exchanging with them the Sign, the Token and the Word. All of which entitles him to be presented with a Masonic sheepskin apron.


Once he has promised to make a contribution to the welfare of distressed Masons and their families, the initiate could be forgiven for thinking that the procedure is nearly at an end. But he still has to learn about the symbolic tools appropriate to the Entered Apprentice Degree: they are a 24-inch gauge (or ruler), a gavel (or mallet) and a chisel, and they metaphorically remind a Mason about the importance of using his time well, working hard and persevering. He also has to learn more symbols and abstract nouns. There is lots about Truth, Honour and Virtue. And Prudence, Temperance and Fortitude. Benevolence. Charity. As well as Fidelity, Obedience and–of course–Secrecy. He is also told some more rules, such as the duty not to ‘subvert the peace and good order of society’.


Then, finally, comes a long rite that marks the closing of the Lodge, which involves more signs, prayers, knocks, solemn utterances and dignified movements. At which point, after a good hour of ceremonials, the Brethren go off for a celebratory meal.


While the newly initiated Brother is eating and drinking his fill, he may ask himself what all the fuss was about. The grave undertakings and ghastly warnings were supposed to grant him a place in a band of Brothers chosen to stand guard over life-changing secrets. He has joined the band, but where are the secrets? All he has learned are secrets about secrets. He knows the sign, the handshake, the password and so on. Yet all it points to is the proposition that he needs to try to be a decent fellow.


Perhaps, he reflects, he has to wait for the next Degrees for enlightenment to arrive. Yet, when they come around some time later, the initiation ceremonies that mark his admission to the Second and Third Degrees of Freemasonry–known as the Fellow Craft and Master Mason Degrees–consist of more of the same, with tweaks.


In the Second (or Fellow Craft) Degree ceremony, the candidate is prepared by having his right knee and right breast bared–the opposite of the First Degree. The second grip or Masonic handshake involves pressing with the thumb on the knuckle of the middle finger rather than the index. The moral messages are just as simple as in the First Degree, albeit slightly different: the candidate is told that, as well as being a decent fellow, he ought to try to find out about the world. The initiate takes the oath on pain of having his breast torn open and his heart plucked out and eaten by vultures. The Word is JACHIN–the name of the other pillar of Solomon’s Temple.
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A candidate for the Third (Master Mason) Degree is readied by having his shirt completely removed, and both knees bared. The Master Mason handshake involves a Spock-like parting of the fingers between the middle and ring. The penalty for oath-breaking involves being cut in two and having your bowels burned to ashes, which are then scattered over the face of the earth. The Word is MAHABONE; its meaning is uncertain, but some say it means ‘The Lodge door is open’ in some unspecified language.
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The Master Mason Degree ceremony is the most important of the three, the climax of the process of becoming a Freemason. It is much longer than the previous two, and its thematic subject matter is death. However, it does seem rather a lot of fun. The Brethren get to perform a miniature play, re-enacting the murder of Hiram Abiff, the architect of Solomon’s Temple. The story goes that, when he refused to give up the secrets of a master mason, Hiram was killed with a series of blows to the head. The candidate plays the part of Hiram: he is shouted at, gently roughed up, and then ‘buried’ in a canvas body bag, which is carried in procession around the Lodge. In the end, Hiram Abiff is resurrected by the magic of the Master Mason handshake, and a special life-giving Masonic hug.
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A candidate for the Master Mason Degree is ritually roughed up in an attempt to force him to divulge Masonic secrets.


Secrecy is triple-locked into the Degrees that mark a man’s admission into a Masonic Lodge: the existence of the rituals is secret; several terrifying oaths of secrecy are taken during them; and the secrets themselves are concealed behind symbols. The ceremony of the Master Mason Degree culminates when the deepest and most terrible mystery is laid bare. And the ultimate secret of Freemasonry is… that death is a serious business, and it puts a perspective on things.


That really is all there is to it. For all the layers and folds of mystery, Freemasonry’s promise to reveal hidden verities turns out to be the wrapping for a few home truths. The Craft, as the ritual for the Second Degree explains, is nothing more or less than ‘a peculiar system of morality, veiled in allegory, and illustrated by symbols’.


Whatever talk you may have heard about Thirty-third Degree Masons and the like, there are no higher Degrees in Masonry than Master Mason, the Third Degree. But over time, enthusiastic Brothers have developed lots of what they call ‘side Degrees’, of which the Scottish Rite, with its thirty extra Degrees, is the most Byzantine. The point to remember for now is that these side Degrees are just extra variations that branch off from the three core Degrees that I have just described. When I asked one Mason why he had so enthusiastically embarked on joining lots of side Degrees, he simply said, ‘it’s addictive’. There is no great novelty in any of them: they are all based on the same mixture of allegory, run-of-the-mill moral rules and a ceremonial sense of togetherness. But there is enormous scope for imaginative use of symbols and splendid costumes.


Just as we should not dismiss how captivating Craft ceremonies can be, so we should not regard the morals and philosophy that Masons express through their rituals as just trite. The meanings behind all the symbolism may seem singularly unimpressive: be a good person, try to be well informed, embrace religious tolerance. But then, compared to the dangerously ludicrous notions peddled by many an orthodox religion–burn witches, kill infidels, stigmatise sinners–the nostrums that Freemasons are called to obey are heart-warming.


Freemasons will stress that their Brotherhood is not a religion. Others might counter that if it has ceremonies and symbols like a religion, and covers the same moral and spiritual territory as a religion, then it is splitting hairs to claim that it isn’t a religion. Perhaps it will suffice to describe Freemasonry as a kind of second-order religion: it grants freedom of conscience, allowing the individual male to make his own decisions on intricacies of theology, while at the same time providing a framework for living together in a spiritually constructive peace. It might be easy to laugh at it, but it is harder to knock. Many Masons do a great deal for charity too.


When John Coustos confessed all this to the Portuguese Inquisition, they repeatedly affirmed that they found him ‘worthy of credit’. Worthy of credit, that is, until it came to his answer to the question of what the point of all the rituals was. Here is what the Inquisitors noted down:




[Coustos] said: that the only purpose [the rituals] have is to maintain the secrecy which all the members are to keep.


Asked: if the only motive to which the said Rules and other ceremonies are destined is for the enforcing of secrecy, as he says, what is therefore the end and final purpose aimed at by this secrecy in view of the heavy and unusual penalties they undertake […]?


[Coustos] said: that the final purpose of such procedure was such secrecy.





The purpose of Masonic secrecy is secrecy. The elaborate cult of secrecy within Freemasonry is a ritual fiction. All the terrifying penalties for oath-breaking are just theatre–never to be implemented. Unsurprisingly, the Inquisitors found this part of Coustos’s confession ‘abbreviated, evasive and deceitful’. That is why they tortured him: because the truth about Masonry was so completely underwhelming.


Even though Coustos was not the hero he claimed to be, it is to his eternal credit that he did not make something up to meet the Inquisitors’ expectations. He could easily have invented some ghastly sacrilege that would have made the torturers feel they had not been wasting their time. When an Italian Freemason, Tommaso Crudeli, was arrested by the Inquisition in Florence at around the same time, the case against him was based on an insider’s claims that recruits were masturbated by a senior Brother, and then made to sign a blood-curdling oath in their own semen: they supposedly undertook to commit any crime–with the sole exception of sodomy. Thus, in a way, Coustos was a martyr: to anticlimax. Yet ever since then, Masons like him, and enemies of Masonry like the Inquisitors, have surrendered to the urge to see much more in Masonic secrecy than is really there. That is the irony threading through many of the stories that follow. In the end, while Masonic secrecy has very little to it in the pure sense, it is also all the many things that, throughout history and across the world, both the Brothers and their enemies have made of it.
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Edinburgh: The Art of Memorie


G is for…


The most significant symbols that Masons use in their rituals–the aprons and columns, the squares and trowels–derive from the work of stonemasons. Freemasons believe that, as well as having a moral meaning, these things also tell a story about how Masonry originated from the lives of medieval craftsmen. The story expounded in countless guides to Masonry is that the Brotherhood grew out of medieval stonemasons’ guilds. The name ‘the Craft’ encapsulates this belief: ‘craft’ is a synonym for ‘guild’. Freemasons find the notion that they are the direct descendants of medieval stonemasons appealing: it links them back to the builders of the great cathedrals like Salisbury, Lincoln and York Minster; it is very ‘merrie England’.


Yet, when it comes to trying to demonstrate how guilds developed into Masonic Lodges, Masonic historians have faced insurmountable difficulties, because medieval stonemasons were particularly bad at forming guilds. In fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England, pretty much every respectable trade in every town had a guild of its own. Butchers had a guild. Bakers had a guild. Candlestick makers had a guild. Every curious trade from days gone by had a well-established guild: cordwainers and lorimers, fellmongers and tawyers… Every trade, that is, except stonemasons.


The reason was that there was not enough work. Most buildings in medieval England were not made of stone, but of wattle and daub, which was an ignoble combination of twigs, straw, clay and dung. There was not remotely as much demand for the services of masons as there was for, say, carpenters and thatchers. As a result, in most places, there were not enough masons to make a decent game of dice, let alone a guild. On those occasions when stonemasons were organised in guilds, they were usually mixed in with other men from the building trade, especially wrights (i.e. joiners).


Stonemasons led a wandering life, drawn hither and thither across the land, and congregating in those rare places and times when there was a stone bridge or house to be built. In many cases, there was a fine line between a stonemason and a common labourer. When it came to big projects–a castle, an abbey, a cathedral–stonemasons were recruited in large numbers from far afield. Quite often recruitment was compulsory–empressment, it was called. They were commanded by a master mason, who was contracted to the king or bishop. These élite master masons were also peripatetic, but individually very powerful. So it often proved impossible for a conventional guild to represent both them and the mass of the labour force.


The stubborn fact is that, of all the many artisans of the English Middle Ages, the stonemasons were the least likely to have their trade organisation survive over the centuries and transform itself into a fraternity like the Freemasons. Over the generations, Masonic historians failed to demonstrate a link between what they call operative stonemasons–men with chisels and plumb-lines, muscles and calluses–and today’s speculative Freemasons–men whose tools have a philosophical meaning rather than a practical use.


If the guilds of the Middle Ages are not the link between operative masonry and speculative Freemasonry, what is? We can only inch closer to an answer when we look, not at the reality of the working lives of medieval stonemasons, but at their culture and stories, elements of which were later integrated into Freemasonry.


The collective life of all medieval trades was rich in regulation, ritual and myth. There were rites of passage to undergo. There were solemn and frightening oaths, so as to protect trade secrets and reinforce solidarity. There were laws and passwords to memorise, some of them intended to smoke out imposters who might present themselves at the city gates looking for work. There were celebratory holy-day feasts. There were fables too: the cordwainers, who made luxury footwear, believed that, after his martyrdom, their patron St Hugh had his bones transformed into shoemakers’ tools.


Stonemasons across Britain made up for the weakness of their guild organisation by having an especially rich store of rules, symbols and myths. Known as the ‘Old Charges’, this masons’ lore was memorised and handed down by word of mouth. Human memory being the fallible thing that it is, the content of the Old Charges varied widely, as bits were added and subtracted, garbled and forgotten. Now and again, a version of the Old Charges would be written down. The first written text to have survived this haphazard process is in verse, making its 826 lines rather easier to memorise; it is famous to Freemasons the world over as the Regius Poem. Its provenance and date are uncertain: probably Shropshire, maybe 1430.


The regulations the Old Charges enumerate are standard stuff for medieval artisans. They range from general advice on good manners (don’t swear in church, don’t blow your nose on your napkin) to rules specifically aimed at regulating the working lives of masons. Thus a master has to pay his men fairly, and safeguard the quality of the work. But what is really distinctive about the stonemasons’ Old Charges, and what sets us on the trail of what would become Freemasonry, is stonemasons’ mythology–a story of how stonemasonry was born at the very dawn of time, and how it was handed down by great masons through the ages.


The story’s dramatis personae are plucked from a lucky dip of sources: ancient Greek intellectuals rub shoulders with some of the big beards from Genesis and the Book of Kings. There are a few personalities who really count here because they would later be integrated into the legends of Freemasonry. One is Hermes Trismegistus, a learned man who, after Noah’s Flood, rediscovered the geometrical rules of masonry, which pre-Flood masons had thoughtfully chiselled into two stone pillars. Euclid, the Greek mathematician, is the next great mason in line, because he taught the ancient Egyptians all they knew about stonework: hence the pyramids. Then comes Solomon, who employed forty thousand stonemasons to build his Temple, that great summation of masonic skill and learning. His chief mason was from Tyre; he would be given the name Hiram Abiff in later versions of the tale–the same Hiram Abiff destined to have a starring role in the Freemasons’ Third Degree ritual.


There is grandeur in the stonemasons’ mythology: a motley group of tradesmen was giving itself a lineage as ancient and mighty as any royal dynasty. They had very serious intellectual pretensions too. The Old Charges associate the stonemasons’ craft with the science of geometry: that is why the ancient Greek mathematician Euclid, known as the ‘father of geometry’, was important. Masons thought masonry and geometry amounted to the same thing; and geometry was a very serious pursuit. Along with grammar and logic, rhetoric and arithmetic, music and astronomy, geometry went to form the core curriculum of medieval universities. Indeed, the Old Charges argued that geometry-masonry was the most prestigious of all the fields of human knowledge. Freemasons still revere geometry as a metaphor for the fundamental order of the universe. The capital G that often appears with the square and compass as Masonic insignia stands for both Geometry and God.


All this considered, we are still a long way from making a real historical connection between the Old Charges and Freemasonry. (This is as far as Masonic historians got in trying to link medieval English stoneworkers and today’s Freemasons.)


After centuries of mystification (for which eighteenth-century Masons are the main culprits, as we shall see), a convincing account of Freemasonry’s origins has only emerged in recent years: the breakthrough came with academic research published in 1988. What we now appreciate is that the roots of Freemasonry are not medieval. Rather they lie in the time when the medieval world was being torn apart and modernity being born. Moreover, the Craft’s creation was sparked, not in the medieval England of guilds and Gothic cathedrals, but in the Renaissance court of Scotland’s capital, Edinburgh.


Scotland’s Solomon


The Reformation split Europe asunder. Until 1517, the Holy Roman Church had been the only pathway to God, and the only guarantor of the authority of kings. Rome sat firmly at the centre of Christendom. Across the continent, the great Gothic cathedrals, in all their soaring permanence, proclaimed a heaven-inspired order in human affairs.


Then came Luther’s attack, and the birth of Protestantism. Christendom was irreparably fissured. Monarchs broke with Rome. An era of religious war began. A hunger for new ideas, and for the printed paper that communicated them, raged across the continent. In half of Europe, hitherto unquestioned aspects of the faith, like the doctrine of Purgatory and the veneration of relics and icons, were now seen as the work of the Antichrist.


In Scotland, the Reformation hit late and hard. From 1560, religious buildings felt the full impact of the new zeal. Scots Protestants were notable for the fury with which they smashed the devil’s idolatrous statues, stained-glass windows and stone ornaments. The Cathedral of St Andrews, which was the largest ecclesiastical building in the country, the exquisite result of a century and a half of devout labour, was vandalised and abandoned. In Edinburgh, a mob looted and wrecked Holyrood Abbey, the burial place of kings. The faithful of the new Protestant kirk believed that God liked his places of worship to be brutally austere–a mere rectangular box with walls of rubble would suffice. Thus Scottish stonemasons had more reason than most to be dismayed by the Reformation. No more cathedrals, monasteries or elaborate churches to build and maintain. The loss of a client like the Church was a calamity.


To make matters worse, the collapse of the Crown’s authority put a halt to major royal building projects. King James VI of Scotland was in every sense a child of the Reformation, and had a tumultuous upbringing even by the standards of the age. His mother was Mary Queen of Scots, a Catholic, who was forced into exile when she married the man who probably orchestrated the gunpowder assassination plot that ended in the death of James’s father. Six years of civil war ensued, and the thirteen-month-old James was kidnapped and hastily crowned at a parish church in Stirling. The boy-king was brought up a Protestant by bullying tutors who told him his mother was a witch. Meanwhile, rapacious court factions fought it out around him. With their feuding and raiding, Scots noblemen behaved like blue-blooded bandits.


James was still only nineteen when, in 1585, he shook off the last of his aristocratic co-rulers and took the reins of government himself. Patiently and cleverly, over the coming decade and a half, he tamed the religious extremists and practised a measure of toleration. He won the support of the nobility, so that aristocratic violence went into decline. Wisely, he lodged only a formal protest when Elizabeth I of England had his mother beheaded in 1587. With every year that passed, it became more likely that James would succeed the childless Elizabeth I and unite the crowns of Scotland and England.


Apart from his political successes, James was also an intellectual: a poet and theologian, and the author of works on the theory and practice of kingship. Daemonologie, a book on witchcraft he wrote in 1597, would become Shakespeare’s main source for the witches in Macbeth (1606). The scholar-king James revived the Scottish court, and further opened it to the influence of the European Renaissance. Noblemen travelled to France and Italy, and returned with an interest in the full range of international intellectual fashions: everything from poetic theory, medicine and military technology, to alchemy, astrology and magic.
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Suspected witches brought before King James VI of Scotland (1566–1625). From James’s own study, Daemonologie.








James built an administration, loyal only to him, from among the ranks of the gentry and intellectuals. One of those new men was William Schaw, who was a well-travelled and cultivated minor nobleman. Schaw was appointed to the post of Maister o’ Wark (Master of Works). His job entailed responsibility for the construction, repair and maintenance of all the King of Scotland’s buildings. He was also in charge of arranging royal ceremonials.


Like other northern European intellectuals, Schaw was fascinated with the way the Renaissance was returning to classical examples for inspiration. The key text for him was De architectura, written in the first century BCE by Vitruvius, a military engineer and builder who served under Julius Caesar. Vitruvius argued that the men who designed buildings needed to be intellectuals and not just builders. Under his influence, the prestige of the old master builders waned, and a new hero emerged on Renaissance Europe’s cultural landscape: the architect. William Schaw would become the first man in Scotland ever to be referred to as an architect.


In February 1594, the court rejoiced at the news that a royal heir had been born in Stirling Castle. King James was determined to turn the baby boy’s baptism into a show of sophistication and piety. For this purpose, he ordered the rapid construction of a new chapel at the castle. Schaw was responsible for the design, and top stonemasons were drawn in from across the country to work on the project. With its Florentine-style arched windows, the Chapel Royal at Stirling is the earliest Renaissance building of its kind in Britain. Like the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican, built in the 1470s, the Chapel Royal’s dimensions and design were modelled on the Temple of Solomon as described in the Book of Kings. One English emissary at the Scottish court referred to it as ‘the great temple of Solomon’. As the Old Testament incarnation of regal wisdom, King Solomon made a flattering alter ego for a scholar-monarch like James, and Scottish court poets did not hesitate to draw the comparison. Several royal processions also saw James VI being likened to Solomon.


Four years later, Schaw sat down in Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh to begin confidential negotiations on behalf of his Solomon. Across the table from him was a group of master masons, some of whom had been involved in the construction of the Chapel Royal in Stirling. This meeting would inject some of the most exciting ideas circulating in the Renaissance culture of James VI’s court into the medieval lore of working stonemasons as embodied in the Old Charges. The result would be Freemasonry.


Just as in England, Scottish stonemasons lacked organisational strength: their guilds included wrights as well. They had been further weakened by the Reformation. But once King James VI was firmly in charge, there was an upswing in the number of prestige building projects. The climate was right for a revival in the stonemasons’ fortunes. Here and there in the years leading up to the meeting with Schaw, masons began to form local mason-only groups separate from, and unknown to, the guilds. They called these groups Lodges–the name being borrowed from the temporary shacks set up at building sites. For the first time, ‘Lodge’ was ceasing to be the name of a shack, and starting to be the name of an organisation.


The meeting with the Maister o’ Wark in 1598 had an ambitious agenda. Schaw saw the nascent masons’ organisations as a chance to bring an important train of followers into the royal fold. He wanted to set himself up as a nationwide patron, a ‘General Warden’, of the stonemasons. In the process, the stonemasons’ Lodges would become part of a permanent national structure, holding regular meetings and keeping written records. This was a system that would exist in parallel to the town guilds at local level, but which would, in contrast to the guilds, be exclusively for stonemasons, and linked directly to the king.


Schaw’s Lodges were secret, hidden from the eyes of the guilds and local authorities. Although the minutes of Lodge meetings were to be written down, they were to be concealed from outsiders; and even then, only the practical affairs of the building trade were to be recorded. But there was much, much more to Schaw’s Lodges than practicalities. As one document from a seventeenth-century Scottish Lodge put it, there were ‘secrets which must never be written’. But we can identify clues to those unwritten secrets–and the first of them is to be found in the agreement drawn up between Schaw and the stonemasons.


As a habitué of court life, Schaw understood how important flattery was. So he cosseted the stonemasons’ collective pride by convening the meeting for 27 December, St John the Evangelist’s day, a feast that the stonemasons, for reasons unknown, regarded as their trade’s own holy day. (St John the Evangelist’s day is still sacred to Freemasons, as is St John the Baptist’s day in June.) Schaw also quoted the Old Charges at length in the agreement he drew up: his promise to the stonemasons was that the new Lodge system would allow them to enforce those long-cherished rules. Schaw could also reassure the stonemasons that a king who styled himself as Scotland’s Solomon could only be sympathetic to their needs.


It was a powerful pitch. But Schaw went even further, drawing on Renaissance culture to find things that appealed to the stonemasons. He stipulated that all masons and apprentices should be subjected to a ‘tryall of the art of memorie and science thairof’ (a trial of the art and science of memory). Here was Schaw’s most innovative move. Being a stonemason certainly entailed memorising a great deal, not least the Old Charges. Schaw now told the masons gathered about him that they were not just remembering, but practising the Art and Science of Memory.


It takes a little detour into the outer edges of Renaissance thought to understand the lavish scale of Schaw’s flattery here. The Art of Memory was one of European culture’s favourite borrowings from the classical past. The ancient Roman orator Cicero was the Art’s most famous exponent, using it in every speech he ever made. King James VI is known to have taken lessons in it from one of his court poets. The trick is to picture yourself walking a set route through a large building. Each room represents a paragraph of your speech. Each feature in the room (like a column, an altar, a pattern of tiles in the floor) represents a particular point you want to make. Experienced practitioners of the Art of Memory could store and recall every word of a long discourse.


During the Renaissance, a few philosophers came to associate the Art of Memory with the search for wisdom. The idea was that God himself practised the Art of Memory, encoding the ultimate secrets of the universe in the world he created.


The small scholarly élite who practised the Art of Memory were the theoretical physicists of their day. The prospect they opened up was exhilarating, but potentially dangerous. Could mankind handle the enormity of what, at any moment, they might reveal? What if the newly rediscovered truth contradicted the Bible? For these reasons, some Renaissance intellectuals pursued their research in exclusive academies and secret societies. They hid their findings from profane eyes by using yet more codes and symbols. In their search for occult knowledge, the men in such groups were particularly drawn to a series of writings attributed to the semi-mythical ancient wise man Hermes Trismegistus. Indeed, because of him, they were often called Hermeticists. Britain’s leading Hermeticist, the enigmatic Alexander Dicsone, was a regular presence at the Scottish court in the 1590s; James VI used him frequently as an emissary and propagandist.


Schaw was effectively telling the Scots stonemasons that they too were Hermeticists. Though they had not realised it, they were right at the forefront of humanity’s most exalted philosophical endeavour. Just as Vitruvius had recommended in De architectura, they were intellectuals as well as builders. Hermeticism chimed powerfully with many of the bits and pieces of folklore that were already there in the stonemasons’ Old Charges. Geometry. Arcane wisdom handed down since time immemorial. Hermes Trismegistus: the same wise man who, according to the Old Charges, had found masonic wisdom engraved on a pillar after the Flood. Secret societies devoted to the pursuit of occult truth. Great buildings as stores of sacred knowledge. The Art of Memory. And then, of course, symbols, symbols everywhere. The energy released by this confluence of the oral, craft culture of the medieval stonemasons, and the scholarly, Hermetic strand of Renaissance court culture was electrifying. The possibilities it opened up were endless. One consequence was that the stonemasons’ Lodge was soon transformed from just an organisation to a place that was as much imaginary as real, where masons could exercise the Art of Memory together. The truths memorialised in the Lodge’s allegorical layout and furnishings–columns, a patterned floor, and so on–helped convert the performance of craftsmen’s rituals into something altogether momentous, and indeed almost magical. The Masonic Lodges of today are theatres where the Art of Memory is performed.


Under Schaw’s influence, the Lodges remained full of operative stonemasons, but they also became speculative in the sense that they engaged in rituals with a philosophical aim–to use the terms employed by Masonic historians.


Schaw’s negotiations with the stonemasons never reached a satisfactory conclusion. He drew up Statutes for the Lodges, but died in 1602. The new office of Warden General, as he envisaged it, did not outlive him. Thereafter, political change put paid to any stable deal between the stonemasons and the centre of power in Edinburgh. In 1603, Elizabeth I died. James VI of Scotland became James I of England, and the two crowns were united.


Nevertheless, Schaw’s network of territorially based Lodges did survive and spread. By 1710, there were around thirty of them across Scotland. There is no English Masonic Lodge that can boast a documented date of birth earlier than 1716. Yet 80 per cent of the Scottish Lodges we know about from Schaw’s time still exist today. Kilwinning, Edinburgh, Stirling: these are the oldest Masonic Lodges in the world, and have now been around for more than four centuries. Scottish Masons are very proud of this continuity over time.


In retrospect, we can see that through Schaw, the Renaissance court culture of James VI’s day triggered a chain reaction within the stonemasons’ Lodges. Over the coming decades, the kudos Schaw bestowed slowly began to draw in gentlemen.


Money was one important reason for this broadening of membership. If the new joiners were gentlemen rather than workers by hand, their generous contributions to the Lodge’s shared feast or funeral fund would be very much welcome. They might bring the odd building commission too.


The ferocious religious and political tensions unleashed by the Reformation also played a part in making the Lodges attractive to outsiders. The stonemasons of Scotland were united by their trade, and not by their faith; there were both Protestants and Catholics among them. The Reformation had taught them to put career before credo. Schaw himself was a Catholic who had learned the discretion and deference needed to survive and prosper at a Protestant court. The Lodge was a haven, and it still is today. If Freemasonry has helped make the modern world, it is in part because it offers a refuge from the turmoil outside.


William Schaw’s meeting with the stonemasons back in 1598 had created a system of Lodges, each based in a particular territory. Within them, the members enacted secret rituals based on the Art of Memory, and cultivated a mixture of medieval artisan lore and some pickings from Renaissance scholarship. They practised mutual assistance, brotherhood and a non-denominational form of piety. But the members of those Lodges were not quite Freemasons in the form we understand it: first, because they would not have recognised the label ‘Freemason’, which was almost unknown in Scotland; second, because their organisation was not centralised; and third, because the Lodges were still tied closely to the needs of the working stonemasons.


The transformation of the Schaw Lodges on the Scottish model into modern Freemasonry would begin as they spread southwards into England, where they became known collectively as the Acception.



Free and Accepted Masons


Freemasons often refer to themselves more formally as ‘Free and Accepted Masons’. Few of them realise what the ‘Accepted’ part of the title actually refers to. Yet of the two adjectives ‘Free’ and ‘Accepted’, it is the second that is far more helpful in tracing the English stages in the early development of the Craft.


‘Freemason’ originally meant a mason who worked in ‘free stone’, which was a fine-grained sandstone or limestone. Free-stone masons or free-masons were the craftsmen who cut the stone to shape, as opposed to the less skilled setters, who merely put the dressed blocks into a wall. Over time, ‘free mason’ came to mean any superior craftsman working in stone. People kept using the word in this same way even after Freemasonry as we know it had emerged–a terminological slippage that creates great difficulties for historians.


In England, it is only when the historical documents start mentioning ‘Accepted Masons’, or a secret organisation known as the Acception, that we can identify the immediate predecessors of today’s Brethren, because of the strong similarities between their rituals and those practised both by the Schaw Lodges and by modern Craftsmen. As the Acception spread, more evidence of the ‘secrets which must never be written’ leaked out. It was Accepted Masons of England who, over time, would make the name of Freemasons their own.


The appalling events during the reign of King James’s son, Charles I, were crucial to the spread of the Schaw Lodges into England. The Civil Wars were triggered in Scotland in 1638 by a dispute over a prayer book, and only reached a definitive end in 1651. The whole of the British Isles was pitched into the very pit of hell. An estimated 800,000 were killed out of a total of 7.5 million inhabitants. Perhaps 40 per cent of the pre-war population of Ireland died. All this made the stonemasons’ version of the Hermetic quest for enlightenment through symbols even more of a spiritual shelter.


Elias Ashmole, who was originally from Staffordshire in the West Midlands, became an Accepted Mason in October 1646–the diary entry recounting his initiation is one of the earliest references to such a ceremony in England. Both the place of the initiation, and what Ashmole was doing at the time, are significant: he was initiated in Warrington, Lancashire, near where he was staying with his in-laws in order to recuperate from the ordeal of serving in the defeated Royalist army. For much of the Civil War, Lancashire was occupied by a Scots army. That army is thought to have been one of the main conduits for spreading the beliefs and practices of the Scottish Lodges. (The records of the Schaw Lodge in Edinburgh indicate that in May 1641, masons serving with the Scots army in northern England initiated other Civil War officers.)


Ashmole’s military role made him a particularly good candidate: he was an artillery officer. Knowing their Vitruvius as they did, the Lodge members would have recalled that the revered author of De architectura had himself been a heavy weapons specialist in Julius Caesar’s legions, constructing and operating all manner of missile-throwing engines. Artillerymen, with their understanding of trajectories and other aspects of the great science of geometry, were pretty much honorary stonemasons.


Ashmole developed into a man of wide and (to our eyes) very peculiar interests. He was an antiquarian who studied, catalogued and collected everything from ancient coins to unusual zoological specimens; he is best known today because his artefacts formed the basis of Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum. He was passionately devoted to the study of heraldry, and his insights as an astrologer were valued by King Charles II. He researched magical sigils and alchemy, and thought that he was endowed with intellectual powers deriving from the movements of the planet Mercury.


These were just the kind of esoteric pursuits that drew gentlemen towards the Lodges. One example was Ashmole’s interest in Rosicrucianism, which was part of a fashion for secret societies and occult wisdom. In the mid-1610s, European culture had been transfixed by reports from Germany that a mysterious and sacred brotherhood, centuries old, had been discovered. Known as the Order of the Rose Cross, or the Rosicrucian Order, it owed its name to its founder, a mystic and doctor called Christian Rosenkreuz, who had learned great secrets during his travels to the Orient. Rosicrucian texts expounded a new mélange of Hermeticism and Christianity, and proclaimed the imminent dawning of a new spiritual age.
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Elias Ashmole (1617-1692).








Alas, like its founder, the Rosicrucian Order did not exist: it was an allegory, and possibly even an outright hoax. But that did not stop people wanting to join it, or being galvanised by its ideas. Some of the gentlemen drawn to the Lodges in Scotland and England may have thought they were joining the Rosicrucian Order, or something like it. And even if they did not, the Rosicrucian myth helped them add more layers of symbolism to Masonry. For example, the ritual of Hiram Abiff’s death and resurrection is thought to derive from Rosicrucian necromancy.


Ashmole remained a member of the Acception throughout his life. He attended a meeting of Accepted Masons in London in 1682. His diary tells us that ‘I was the Senior Fellow among them (it being 35 yeares since I was admitted)’, and that afterwards, ‘We all dyned at the halfe Moone Taverne in Cheapeside, at a Noble Dinner prepaired at the charge of the New-accepted Masons.’


The most detailed account of the Acception’s workings, one that bears marked similarities to the rituals of Freemasonry, comes from the county of Ashmole’s birth, Staffordshire. In 1686 Robert Plot, Professor of Chemistry at Oxford University, published an account of the county that devotes several pages to the Accepted Masons. Professor Plot was not a member himself. However, as well as being an Oxford don, Plot was also the keeper of the university’s newly established Ashmolean Museum, so Ashmole may well have been his inside source.


Plot was deeply suspicious of the Brothers’ secretiveness, and concluded that they were liable to commit ‘mischeif’ [sic]. Nevertheless, he had heard enough about them to offer important evidence. Accepted Masons were initiated ‘at a meeting (or Lodg as they term it in some places) which must consist at lest of 5 or 6 of the Ancients of the Order, whom the candidats present with gloves…’ The initiation ritual, he explained, ‘cheifly consists in the communication of certain secret signes whereby they are known to one another all over the Nation’. There were two routes to joining the Acception: either you could be a stonemason; or you could be a non-mason of high standing who was ‘adopted’ or ‘accepted’–hence the name Acception.


Apart from the Civil War, other social changes were increasing the appeal of the Lodges across Britain. The Renaissance had begun in Italy in the fifteenth century as a drive to rediscover classical learning. By the middle of the seventeenth century, the ancients had been surpassed. Could Aristotle disseminate his findings in printed books? Did the Phoenicians discover the Americas? Could Caesar’s legions deploy cannon? A host of useful novelties, from microscopes to pocket watches, from musket cartridges to air pumps, not only beat anything that the classical world had to offer, but also exalted the skills and knowledge of technical folk. A newly discovered fondness for technology was narrowing the gap between the life of the mind and a hands-on engagement with the world. It no longer seemed distasteful that an intellectually inclined gentleman might have a thing to learn from a craftsman. The idea that Almighty God might be thought of as the Great Architect of the Universe was no longer a demeaning analogy.


As more gentlemen were recruited to the Schaw Lodges and the Acception towards the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth, more information about their rituals and beliefs surfaced. The Lodges themselves kept more records, and they even wrote down the ‘secrets which must never be written’ to provide handy guides for gentlemen joiners. Both the Schaw Lodges and the Accepted Masons had the same mixed bag of oaths, secret signs and myths that bears all kinds of similarities to the Masonic ritualising described by John Coustos to the Lisbon Inquisition in 1743, and carried out in today’s Masonic Lodges. Being initiated involved taking a vow of secrecy on pain of ‘being buried within the flood-Mark, where no man shall know’. There were signs to learn, including a throat-cutting gesture, and a handshake: ‘som secret signe delivered from hand to hand’. Masons absorbed a mythical story of the organisation’s origins in Solomon’s Temple; they learned the code-words, BOAZ and JACHIN (the names of the two pillars at the entrance to the Temple).


Thus far, Freemasonry had evolved slowly. At around the year 1700, a century after William Schaw’s catalytic meeting with the Scots master masons, it was widespread, but remained uncentralised, and was still connected to the working lives of stonemasons. Outside Scotland, there were important concentrations of Accepted Masonry in areas like Staffordshire and Cheshire, and in cities like York and London.


It would take more than the passage of time to work the final emergence of Freemasonry. First of all, it would take the regenerative catastrophe that famously began on 2 September 1666 with a spark at Thomas Farriner’s bakery on Pudding Lane in London. A Great Fire consumed the City of London in five days. The reconstruction would last fifty years, and require the skills of England’s greatest workers in stone.
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London: At the Sign of the Goose and Gridiron


Topping out


On 26 October 1708, a small party of men reached the uppermost planks of the scaffolding that cradled St Paul’s Cathedral’s cupola, which was newly clad in the finest Derbyshire lead. As they recovered their breath, they had every reason to relish the view.


Far out beyond the cathedral’s twin west towers, Windsor Castle stood proud of the landscape. To the north, the men could gaze on the wooded hills of Hampstead and Highgate. Looking east, as far as the sea, they could follow the meandering of the Thames, its waters crowded with ships and barges bringing the wealth of Boston, Barbados and Bengal. Although, at this height, the surrounding streets were enveloped in quiet, London’s characteristic sooty reek still filled the nostrils. Indeed, once the open countryside ended and buildings began–at Piccadilly in the west and at White Chapel in the east–a good part of the view was masked by coal smoke. Nevertheless, among the slanting plumes, church spires and towers revealed themselves. The men knew them like they knew the faces of their children. St Bride’s in Fleet Street, with its slender stack of pagodas. The cylindrical steeple of St Michael, Crooked Lane, with its elegantly curved and arched buttresses. There was no mistaking St Benet’s in Paul’s Wharf, its red brick tower cornered in stone and capped by a neat dome and lantern. Each church was new, each unique, and each a noble testament to the glory of God, to the skills of the men gathered high on the scaffolding, and to the years they had spent resurrecting London after the inferno that consumed it in 1666.
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St Paul’s Cathedral and the Wren churches seen from the south at the time modern Freemasonry was born.








Sir Christopher Wren was the directing intelligence of that resurrection: the chief architect of the cathedral, as of the fifty-one new churches that graced the city. Wren was at St Paul’s that day. However, burdened by his seventy-six years, he had not attempted the ascent. Instead he waited below while the group led by his son performed the topping-out ceremony: the brief but solemn moment when the last stone was placed in the lantern that crowned the cathedral dome.


Setting the finishing stone brought a justifiable sense of closure. It was not just that Sir Christopher Wren had become the first architect in history to oversee the entire process of constructing a cathedral from beginning to end. Several families, including Wren’s own, were integral to the story of the new St Paul’s. When the foundation stone had been laid in June 1675, Wren’s son Christopher was only four months old. Thirty-three years later, the baby had become his father’s right-hand man, worthy of the honour of leading the topping-out ceremony. Also present at the laying of the first stone in 1675 had been Wren’s most trusted master mason, Thomas Strong. After Strong’s death, his younger brother Edward smoothly replaced him, and now took part in the topping-out ceremony. Alongside Edward Strong was his own son, also called Edward, who was a bosom friend of Christopher Wren junior. Edward Strong junior had constructed the great lantern that they were now completing.


Yet it was more than family, friendship and a generation of shared endeavour that united the men on the scaffolding above the dome that day. A Wren family memoir recorded the moment for posterity, and made it clear that the little group performing the topping out were Brothers: ‘The highest or last Stone on the Top of the Lantern was laid by the Hands of the Surveyor’s Son, Christopher Wren, deputed by his Father, in the Presence of that excellent Artificer Mr. Strong, his Son, and other Free and Accepted Masons, chiefly employed in the Execution of the Work.’ Free and Accepted Masons. The Strongs were members of the Acception. When Edward Strong senior died in 1724, a weekly newspaper referred to him as ‘one of the ancientest Masons and FREEMASONS in England’. The following year, Strong’s son Edward junior was listed as belonging to a Masonic Lodge that met in Greenwich.


Christopher Wren, both father and son, were also Accepted Masons. Sir Christopher was ‘adopted a brother’ of the Acception on 18 May 1691, at ‘a great Convention at St Paul’s of the Fraternity of Accepted Masons’. When Wren died, several newspaper tributes would refer to him as a Freemason, which–given that the great man was definitely not a stonemason–can only mean that he was a member of the Acception. Christopher Wren junior was certainly a member: he would serve as Master of his Masonic Lodge in 1729.


We know of other Accepted Masons involved in the rebuilding of London. Thomas Wise (1618–85) was a master mason who took on contracts for some of the early work on St Paul’s Cathedral; he is known to have presided over a meeting of the Acception in 1682. John Thompson (?–1700) was an Accepted Mason who was the contractor for a number of Wren’s City of London churches, including St Vedast’s, St Mary-le-Bow and All Hallows in Lombard Street.


As architects, the Wrens had an obvious affinity with the master builders who formed the backbone of the Acception. Apart from the Wrens, there were other leading figures in public life with no links to the construction industry who were accepted. In 1708, the year of the topping-out ceremony at St Paul’s, one documenter of London life called the Acception a ‘Fraternity of many of the Nobility and Gentry’.


The Acception in London had begun life as part of the Company of Masons: there are sparse references to it in the Company archives dating back to 1630. The London Company of Masons was one of the very few stonemasons’ guilds, founded in the mid-fourteenth century and granted the right to wear livery in 1481. But unlike the guilds of other trades, it was a club exclusively for the élite of the construction business, with just their favourite artisans. Membership of the London Acception was by invitation only. Joining was also expensive–fees were twice the already costly dues for joining the London Company within which it grew. The Acception has been described by one of the most important historians of early Freemasonry as ‘an exclusive cell within the London Company’. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, it became an independent body.


Accepted Masons in London were an élite within the élite, therefore–and the Strongs very much belonged in that category. Edward senior inherited quarries in two counties from his stonemason father. On top of their income from the family quarries, the Strongs earned substantial fees for taking on major contracts for building parts of St Paul’s Cathedral and Wren’s churches, organising the large teams of stoneworkers that were needed for the job. They undertook many other prestigious projects too–including the Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich, and Blenheim Palace, the Oxfordshire seat of the Churchill family. The Strongs had very deep pockets: because the government was not very good at paying its contractors promptly, they often had to advance huge sums in wages and materials. At one point they even loaned the government money to help keep the work on St Paul’s going. Edward Strong senior also got involved in property speculation on the side; and he would bequeath a number of country houses to his son at his death. The Strongs, in short, are nothing like the humble medieval artisans of Masonic legend. They, and other members of the Acception, became enormously wealthy on the public money that flowed into rebuilding England’s capital after the Great Fire.


The topping-out ceremony at St Paul’s signalled the beginning of the end of the reconstruction of London–and of the funds. Much of the money came from a tax on coal, which was the very fuel whose smoke masked the view from the dome of St Paul’s. The last of the three government levies on coal expired in September 1716, and the reconstruction budget ran out early the following year. London’s resurrection was complete.


The London Acception was certainly exclusive and prestigious, but it was relatively unknown. The end of London’s rebuilding precipitated events that would turn it into the most famous secret society in the world.


As well as being a genius, Sir Christopher Wren was by all accounts a very nice man. Mild of temperament, he was loyal to his friends, dedicated to his job and utterly untainted by corruption–which in eighteenth-century England was little short of saintly. There would be a good case for portraying him as the embodiment of the ideals of Freemasonry. But he was elderly, his task was finished and he was now a tempting political target. In April 1718, he was sacked as Royal Surveyor, a post that he retained in a largely honorary capacity in recognition of his life’s work. He was substituted by a political placeman who proceeded to launch vindictive mismanagement charges against him.


Wren’s problem was not just that the coal tax had run out: even more seriously, he found himself on the wrong side of the major political cleavage of the age. British history in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries pivoted on the questions of religion and the relationship between parliament and the monarchy, as was clear from the so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–9. James II, of the Stuart dynasty, produced a male Catholic heir by his Catholic wife; he also dreamed of emulating the absolutism of Catholic Europe, in which the king was invested with unconditional authority directly by God. So, in the Glorious Revolution, those for whom Catholicism and absolutism were abhorrent replaced James with his Protestant daughter Mary, and her Protestant Dutch husband William. The kings and queens who ruled from then on did so on condition that they needed the approval of the Lords and the Commons to make law. Yet even after the Glorious Revolution, the same religious and political issues rumbled on, taking the form of the struggle between Tories and Whigs.


Tories were partisans of monarchical power and the Anglican Church. At its edges, Toryism blurred into pro-Catholicism and Jacobitism, which was the programme to bring a Catholic male descendant of James II, deposed in the Glorious Revolution, back to the throne. The decades after the Glorious Revolution were punctuated by a series of Jacobite uprisings.


Whigs, by contrast, were partisans of a monarchy that ruled subject to parliament’s approval, and of a measure of religious toleration within an Anglican state presided over by a Protestant monarch.


In 1714, the struggle between the two parties reached a critical stage when Queen Anne died without an heir. Anne was a member of the Stuart dynasty, a conservative Anglican in religion, and Tory in her political sympathies. The only plausible Protestant successor was George, the Prince-Elector of Hanover in Germany, who was a Lutheran, and very much a Whig. When the Prince-Elector took the throne as George I, thereby founding the Hanover dynasty, the Whigs embarked on a flagrant power-grab. They expelled Tories from every possible position of influence in the civil service, the professions, the armed forces, the universities and the Church. Sir Christopher Wren was attacked because he was a prominent Tory: his family’s loyalty to the Stuart dynasty dated back to his father’s service to Charles I before the Civil Wars. The placeman who took his position was a Whig. The charges against Wren were thrown out a year later, and his replacement dismissed for incompetence and corruption. But the great architect’s vulnerability was clear.


This dramatic change in the balance of power between Tories and Whigs, along with the end to London’s reconstruction, severed the Tory patronage networks that had helped the contractors of the London Acception grow so rich over the past half-century. It was time for the Whigs to take control, and transform the Acception into a patronage network of their own.


Dr Desaguliers


The Goose and Gridiron ale house stood in St Paul’s Churchyard, a street running along the south side of the great cathedral, whose taverns and booksellers had been a hub of London’s cultural life since long before the Great Fire. The Goose and Gridiron had a specific resonance for Free and Accepted Masons. Absolute documentary proof is wanting, but it is likely that it was the very place where Sir Christopher Wren was ‘accepted’ in 1691.


On St John the Baptist’s day, 24 June 1717, men from four different Masonic Lodges assembled at the Goose and Gridiron. Each of the Lodges took its name from the tavern where it met: the Crown in Parker’s Lane, near Drury Lane; the Apple Tree in Charles Street, Covent Garden; the Rummer and Grapes in Channel Row, Westminster; and the Goose and Gridiron itself.


The main business of the meeting was to elect an otherwise undistinguished gentleman bookseller called Anthony Sayer to a new post within the Craft: Grand Master. The consequences of the meeting would be immense. A Grand Lodge emerged, claiming the authority to decide and enforce the rules of the entire Brotherhood. Modern Freemasonry dates its beginnings from that day in 1717: in 2017, the three-hundredth anniversary was celebrated by Brothers across the world.


The famous meeting in the Goose and Gridiron was a turning-point in the history of the Craft. Which is why it is so perplexing that we know so little about it. No material traces are left: the Goose and Gridiron and the other three pubs where the founding Lodges met have long since been demolished. More curiously, the Freemasons, who are normally punctilious documenters of their own activities, have no contemporary records of the meeting. As we shall see, there are reasons to suspect a cover-up. The years between 1717 and 1723 were the most important in the whole history of Freemasonry, and yet they are also the most enigmatic: they deserve to be placed under the historical microscope.


The birth of what would become the Grand Lodge took place just as the money to rebuild the City of London ran out, and just as the new Whig regime was establishing itself. The men who created the Grand Lodge were ambitious, formidable networkers, and all Whigs. There is much to be learned from a pen portrait of the most important of them, the real orchestrator of the Goose and Gridiron meeting: Dr John Theophilus Desaguliers.


Dr Desaguliers was a crucial figure in shaping the history, ritual and values of the Craft in ways that still endure. Apart from being one of the main creators of the Grand Lodge, he introduced educational lectures in Lodge meetings, and helped establish the Grand Lodge charity. On his travels, he would also help spread the Craft to Europe.


Like a good number of early Masons, including John Coustos, Desaguliers was from a family of French Protestant refugees–his father was a Huguenot. Like many Huguenots, indeed like many immigrants, Desaguliers was ambitious, hardworking and eager to fit in. Despite the hardship of his early surroundings, he went to Oxford University and embarked on an ecclesiastical career. But religion seems to have been a means to an end for Desaguliers, who became notorious for his tedious sermons.


His real interests lay in his flourishing career as a scientist, public lecturer and showman. As a student at Oxford, he had fallen under the spell of Sir Isaac Newton, and he developed a zeal for demonstrating Newton’s theories in striking experiments. In Enlightenment England, especially London, there was an audience prepared to pay well for such entertainment. Thanks to Newton, without disbursing the usual membership fee, Dr Desaguliers was invited to join the Royal Society, where commoners and aristocrats mixed in the shared pursuit of scientific knowledge and the prestige that went with it. Desaguliers was even paid to curate experiments. He would become Newton’s principal demonstrator, and the leading public lecturer in a very competitive field. In 1717, the year of the Goose and Gridiron meeting, the ‘ingenious Mr Desaguliers’ was invited to demonstrate his experiments before King George. It was to be the first of several such royal engagements, which earned him significant financial rewards. Desaguliers also set out his stall as an engineering consultant, and addressed practical challenges such as brewing beer, draining coalmines, orchestrating firework displays and mending the smoking chimneys in the House of Commons.


The multi-talented John Desaguliers would not have achieved half as much without one talent in particular: a gift for making influential Whig friends. In 1716 he became chaplain to James Brydges, soon to become 1st Duke of Chandos, a Whig grandee whose patronage would be crucial in his rise. His network of contacts quickly spread deep into the community of scientists and their aristocratic patrons. One indicator is the list of godparents he managed to secure for his children in the 1720s. Apart from Sir Isaac Newton, they included the Marquis of Carnarvon, who was the eldest surviving son of the Duke of Chandos, and the Earl of Macclesfield–a fabulously wealthy Whig courtier and Lord Chancellor who would later be prosecuted for taking enormous bribes. It was mightily impressive for the son of a refugee like Desaguliers to have such traction in high places.
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John Theophilus Desaguliers (1683–1744). The inscription contains a boast about his connection to the Duke of Chandos.


Desaguliers lived by networking and self-promotion. Freemasonry was all part of this personal strategy. In a society where power and wealth were still overwhelmingly concentrated in the hands of the landed and titled, those who wanted to better themselves had little choice but to make influential friends. So we should not imagine that Desaguliers’ hungry networking made him, and many other Masons like him, any less sincere in espousing Masonic values. Indeed, he took Masonry with gouty seriousness, using his power in the Grand Lodge to eliminate the knockabout comedy that had crept in to the way some Lodges performed their rituals: one manuscript from the 1690s talks about the way candidates for membership would be frightened with ‘1000 ridicolous postures and grimmaces’. After Desaguliers, Masonic workings would become much more solemn.


Nor should it strike us as strange that a man of science like Dr Desaguliers was drawn to a Brotherhood so wedded to pre-scientific beliefs as the Freemasons. Certainly, he performed famous experiments to prove the inanity of myths like the perpetual-motion machine. Yet he lived in an age where the boundaries between science and superstition were still far from clearly demarcated. Sir Isaac Newton himself believed in the alchemical search for the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life; the great man was no Accepted Mason, but he pored over the design of Solomon’s Temple in the search for ancient truths.


For Desaguliers, Freemasonry was all of a piece with his personal ambition, his politics and his intellectual passions. He was nothing like the power-hungry placemen who represented the worst face of the Whig regime. His Freemasonry breathed the most rarefied vapours of Whig philosophy: he even wrote a poem that merged the Newtonian system, Masonic symbols and the Hanoverian monarchy into a single vision of universal harmony. But Desaguliers’ politics were nonetheless crucial in the formation of the Grand Lodge. Allied with him behind the scenes in the creation of the Grand Lodge, and in the subsequent rapid expansion of Masonry, were some influential Whig networks concentrated in two places in particular. The first was among the natural philosophers of the Royal Society. All of the Secretaries of the Royal Society from 1714 to 1747 were Freemasons. The second Whig Masonic network dominated the magistrates’ bench. The magistracy was responsible for London’s law and order as well as a range of other duties, such as licensing taverns. As the historian responsible for the best research into early Masonic networks puts it, ‘many London Freemasons represented precisely the type of men the Whig government would have favoured on the bench as conformist and conventional upholders of the status quo’. In Whig London, in return for political loyalty, Freemasonry offered access to prestige and influence that had little to do with the construction industry. The Whig takeover finally broke the link between ‘operatives’ and ‘speculatives’, that is between workers in stone and Freemasons.


Whig power is stamped all over Freemasonry as it emerged after the fateful meeting in the Goose and Gridiron in 1717. But the subsequent history of the Craft would also be shaped by a crisis that nearly brought the regime down. The political season that permitted the Whig power-grab following the accession of George I turned out to be short. In 1720, the South Sea Bubble calamitously exposed the state’s weakness. Whole swathes of the élite, both Whig and Tory, were implicated in the fraud and corruption that fuelled the boom in the stock price of the South Sea Company, and most made huge losses when the bubble burst. Suddenly, protecting the establishment from the fallout overrode all other political priorities. Sir Robert Walpole emerged with a plan to screen off the worst effects of the scandal at the head of a more conciliatory form of Whiggism. Walpole would also command a system of patronage and corruption on an unheard-of scale. Now generally referred to as the first ever British Prime Minister, he would remain in charge for more than two decades.


One sign of how close the Craft was to these developments is that, although the date of his initiation is uncertain, Walpole had become a Freemason by 1731 at the latest. Among Free and Accepted Masons, as in British politics generally, there was a panicked outbreak of hatchet-burying in the aftermath of the South Sea Bubble. The Whigs remained in charge, but their arrogance was now subdued. Freemasonry sought internal peace at all costs, and needed to bind itself tightly to the Whig regime. Drawing on his contacts, in 1721 Desaguliers recruited the Duke of Montagu, a Whig insider and member of the Royal Society, as Freemasonry’s first blue-blooded Grand Master.


On the prompting of Desaguliers, the Duke of Montagu then ordered a Masonic rulebook to be written so as to cement the authority of the Whig Grand Lodge. The rulebook would also comprise the first official history of Freemasonry–one designed to bury anything politically controversial about how the Grand Lodge had come into being, including whatever really happened at the Goose and Gridiron.


Harmony and history


By far the most important book in the history of the Craft is The Constitutions of the Freemasons. Containing the History, Charges, Regulations &c. of that Most Ancient and Right Worshipful Fraternity. First published in 1723, it was issued again in a revised edition in 1738 when Freemasonry, and the Grand Lodge’s pre-eminent place within it, were well established.


At the book’s core are the ‘Charges of a Free-Mason’: the rulebook that makes Masonry what it is. The Constitutions contain new laws about the conduct of Lodge business that are obviously meant to help establish the Grand Lodge’s dominance: anyone founding an unauthorised Lodge will be considered a ‘rebel’, for example. There are also the more traditional ground rules often referred to by Masons as their Landmarks. We know many of the other Landmarks already, having encountered them in John Coustos’s confession, and in the precepts that are still explained during initiation rituals today. Masons must be respectful to the powers that be, and keep the Brotherhood’s secrets. Craftsmen are all equal: ‘brethren upon the same level’. Between them, religious and ethnic tolerance must reign: ‘we are of all Nations, Tongues, Kindreds and Languages’. They are not to be ‘stupid atheists’ or divided by their religious faith, since they are all to believe in the ‘Great Architect of the Universe’. Religion is not to be a topic of discussion in the Lodge. Women are not allowed, and neither are ‘bondmen’–so strictly no slaves. (This is a prohibition that would cause a good deal of trouble as the story of Masonry unfolded.) Most importantly, and somewhat hypocritically given how the Grand Lodge emerged, Masons were ordered to be single-mindedly averse to all factionalism: ‘resolv’d against all Politicks’.


In addition to Landmarks, the Constitutions also contain a history of Freemasonry that is mostly fantastical–as fantastical as the medieval stonemasons’ Old Charges, which are one of its main sources. The book’s title page states that it was published in Anno Domini 1723, or the Year of Masonry 5723. Masons were so confident of their place in the eternal order that they thought themselves custodians of a wisdom that dated back to the start of the world in 4000 BCE. Thus Masonic history starts with the first man: Adam must have had ‘Masonry written on his heart’ because he taught his son Cain, who built a city–and therefore was a Mason. Adam’s direct male descendant Noah was also a Mason because, although his ark was made of wood rather than stone, it ‘was certainly fabricated by Geometry, and according to the rules of Masonry.’ The Israelites, who learned the Craft during their captivity in Egypt, ‘were a whole Kingdom of Masons, well instructed, under the Conduct of their GRAND MASTER MOSES, who often marshall’d them into a regular and general Lodge, while in the wilderness’. And so breezily on. There is nothing at all unusual in this style of history-writing in the early eighteenth century. The anachronistic gimmick is simple: anyone in history who built anything vaguely memorable was, by that very fact, a Freemason. The Emperor Augustus, for example, was ‘rationally believ’d’ to be ‘the Grand-Master of the Lodge at Rome’. Naturally enough, this invented Masonic tradition found its high point in the building of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem, and has carried on virtually unbroken until the present day.


The ‘history’ set out in the Constitutions is little more than a procession of Masons that oozes Brotherly Peace and Harmony. Only a few passages betray its partisan Whig intent: notably the ones where the Tory Sir Christopher Wren is given a hard time.


The original 1723 edition of the Constitutions does mention Wren a couple of times. But given that early Freemasons were so proud of Britain’s neoclassical architecture and its place in the Masonic tradition, and given that Wren was a neoclassical architect who utterly dominated the British architectural scene, those mentions are pointedly short and grudging. The Constitutions do not even do Wren the minimum honour of referring to him as a Freemason: the Whig Craft clearly did not want to claim him as one of its own.


The 1738 edition of the Constitutions is more forthcoming about Wren, but also more damning. Admittedly, Wren is now granted his due place in the pantheon of great builders. He is also acknowledged as a Freemason, and referred to as the Deputy Grand Master of Freemasonry in 1666, and Grand Master a few years later. (The dates and titles may well be meaningless, given that the Constitutions called everyone from Augustus to King Charles I a Grand Master.) But when it came to the foundation of the Grand Lodge in 1717, the Constitutions of 1738 tell us several times that the London Lodges were driven to take the initiative at the Goose and Gridiron because they felt ‘neglected’ by Wren. It is also claimed that Wren abandoned the duties of Grand Master from the moment in 1708 when his son set the last stone in the lantern of St Paul’s Cathedral.


In the world of Masonic Peace and Harmony set out by the Constitutions, neglect is about the most severe criticism that can be directed at a Brother. No allowances are made for Wren’s age and frailty: he was nearly eighty-five years old when the Goose and Gridiron meeting happened, and he passed away in the year the Constitutions were first published. The Grand Lodge was securely established by the time the second edition of the Constitutions appeared, and Wren had been dead for fifteen years, yet still his Tory affiliation led to his being traduced.
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