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“American Freemasonry is everything one should expect from an author with Alain de Keghel’s impressive resume. The author is a committed and accomplished Freemason, scholar, historian, and career diplomat. The book reflects his years of travel, study, and extensive Masonic activity around the world. It should be read by every American Freemason who is willing to learn and think beyond what he is exposed to in everyday Masonic study. Mr. de Keghel presents an extensive history of our Craft on both sides of the ocean and philosophical divides, which is well worth the effort to read and ponder. It may be a very long time, if ever, that we may reconcile the differences outlined in the book. This should not prevent us but rather encourage us to better understand how our brothers from other Masonic traditions practice their Craft and how they perceive us. Reading this book should further promote interaction with all our brothers within the bounds of our obligations. Interaction is always a good thing, especially with a group with whom, despite our differences, we have so very much in common. I highly recommend this book to every inquiring Freemason.”

MARTIN L. KANTER, PAST MASTER AND PAST DISTRICT DEPUTY GRAND MASTER OF THE GRAND LODGE OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK
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By Margaret C. Jacob, Ph.D.

Perhaps it takes a Frenchman to explain American Freemasonry. Certainly Alain de Keghel knows the subject well, both its history and its contemporary situation. It helps that he has lived in the United States and has studied its general history. This book accepts the challenges posed by American Freemasonry, by its piety about God and country and its refusal to entertain foreign influences. The British origins are clearly important, and the association of the lodges with the American Revolution gives a respectability that few other forms of civil society can claim.

Yet even that association could not save the lodges from a virulent anti-Masonry faction that emerged in the 1820s as a result of the Morgan Affair. The account de Keghel gives of it is balanced and fair and rightly links the notion of there having been a Masonic conspiracy to a mind-set that reappeared after 1945 and is generally labeled as “McCarthyism,” named after the vociferous, Communist-hunting U.S. senator Joseph McCarthy.

This book is also about Freemasonry in Canada and contains a very helpful section on French American Masonic relations, which have often been tumultuous. Members on either side of the Atlantic will recognize many elements in these ruptures, among them the issue of God’s existence and the presence of many women in the French lodges. Perhaps hardest of all to understand is the split in American Freemasonry between lodges for blacks and those for whites. Anyone who has ever addressed lodges in the American South will have witnessed that sad reality. One of the earliest members of a Paris lodge is described in the letters as “a Negro trumpeter in the King’s Guard.” French Freemasonry has a great deal to be proud about in its history. As Freemasonry has reached the three-hundredth anniversary of the founding of the Grand Lodge of London in 1717, the American lodges have found a charitable and wise interpreter.

MARGARET C. JACOB, PH.D.

MARGARET C. JACOB, PH.D., is a professor of history at the University of California, Los Angeles. One of the world’s foremost Masonic scholars, she is considered a pioneer in the field of the history of civil society, with emphasis on Masonic history. Her work in the early development of Freemasonry documents connections between early European Freemasons and the Craft as we know it today. She is the author of The Radical Enlightenment: Pantheists, Freemasons, and Republicans; Living the Enlightenment: Freemasonry and Politics in Eighteenth-Century Europe; and The Origins of Freemasonry: Facts and Fictions.
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By Arturo de Hoyos, 33°

The history of Freemasonry in general and American Freemasonry in particular receives less attention than the practice of the rites, on which authors more often focus their studies. This should be seen as most likely responding to the primary interests of their readers. They are seeking first and foremost access to knowledge about the Masonic initiatory path. The rarest works are those seeking to shed light on and decipher the developments of the Masonic order from its beginnings, with an eye to their interaction with contemporary challenges. Both of these approaches are of equal importance to the grand archivist and grand historian of the Southern Jurisdiction. The articles published in the magazine Heredom attest to this reality.

Relatively few in number in comparison to the members of the lodges are those Freemasons who belong to the research societies, but far rarer are the French Freemasons who have been consistently involved over a long period of years with studies of this nature in the United States. The authentic knowledge that can be found in the depths of the archives is capable of providing a solid foundation for positions. The library of the Southern Jurisdiction of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite, housed in the House of the Temple in Washington, D.C., figures at the very forefront of the world’s collections of Masonic documents. It contains a wealth of information and documentation that begs to be used. It was at this already mythic site that the noted Masonic writer Albert Pike labored at the end of the nineteenth century. He has left us an invaluable legacy on which researchers are still tirelessly working. But there is also the legacy of Albert Mackey and many other major figures of our Masonic history.

Alain de Keghel has been a lifetime member of the Scottish Rite Research Society of the Southern Jurisdiction since the 1990s. He did not content himself with the title alone but instead used this membership to cultivate sustained, friendly, fraternal, and studious relations with the large family of American researchers. People will remember that it was he who, in 1999, carried out research with Pierre Mollier, the director of the Library and Archives of the Grand Orient of France, and myself on behalf of the French Masonic magazine Renaissance traditionnelle by consulting documents of the highest importance at the site of our library of the Southern Jurisdiction. The results were seen in the April 2000 issue, no. 122, of this magazine. The article focused on the beginnings of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite in France. It was structured around the discovery of an exceptional document: the first book of the architecture of the original French Supreme Council, from 1804 to 1812.

Nor was it any accident that Alain de Keghel took part in the commemoration festivities of the bicentennial of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite in Charleston, South Carolina, in September 2001, as his involvement far surpassed any particularisms. We are familiar with his Masonic eclecticism, his participation in the American society of the Philalethes, as well as in that of the research lodge Quatuor Coronati no. 8 (Bayreuth, Germany), and in the famous first International Conference on the History of Freemasonry, held in Edinburgh in 2007. These conferences have been highly successful, and one was even held in Alexandria, Virginia. The 2015 conference was held at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris.

This openness to the diversity of our Order is also the fruit of Alain de Keghel’s long experience as a Mason, which has been quite varied, geographically speaking, and even includes Japan, where the author served as a career diplomat. In addition to fifty years steeped in the ideals of the pastor James Anderson’s tradition, he has acquired an exceptional range of knowledge, which he is sharing with us today. It is most definitely the case here for the United States, where, during the time he was posted here as a diplomat, he forged fraternal relationships to which he remains ever faithful.

This book devoted here to the challenge of American Freemasonry will assuredly hold the attention of both American and French readers. It retraces the lines that are essential for a good understanding of the American Masonic era. The precocious and close ties between French and American Freemasons are put into perspective and offer us a golden opportunity to recall the wealth of our shared legacy, particularly the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite, which is naturally Franco-American, strictly speaking. Avoiding all clichés, the author offers a path that permits us to move closer to the actual realities. He even goes so far as to indulge—perhaps this is a professional quirk—in a speculative and prospective study that offers evidence of a protracted observation of the American Masonic and sociopolitical stage.

The reader will also note the author’s stab at an outline for the future of new and exogenous French experiences in North America. Although this aspect remains a marginal one in comparison with the essential examination of the American Masonic entity, it is not lacking in interest. In fact, it offers evidence of the enduring nature of the effort put forth by French and American Freemasons in the quest of a shared fraternity, although we are also all well aware of its limits. History teaches how these paths are sowed with pitfalls. Indeed, here is where we find the weight of history, that of cultural differences as well as those of religion and tradition. The major figures that he invokes will stick in the mind, however: the Marquis de Lafayette and his close friends George Washington and Benjamin Franklin. Franklin was the elder of the Lodge of the Nine Sisters (les Neufs Soeurs) in Paris and a friend of Voltaire. But we also have Alexandre François Auguste de Grasse-Tilly, who played a major role in the spread of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite through Europe upon his return from America.

However, we all know that institutional Masonic relations obey rules that do not always encourage relationships. France, the sole European power to have never been engaged in armed conflict against the United States, is also the power that came to the aid of the American revolutionaries, albeit not always as a forgiving partner. France does figure, however, among the ranks of loyal allies, and, during this current period of centennial commemoration of the First World War, this Franco-American fraternity has been warmly celebrated in Normandy. Alexis de Tocqueville was among the first to take it upon himself to explain America to France. This is exactly what Alain de Keghel is doing today to make the reality of American Freemasonry better known.

In our now globalized world, the stakes are necessarily different from those in play at the birth of the Masonic order, which will soon celebrate its three-hundredth birthday. By giving his book the title American Freemasonry: Its Revolutionary History and Challenging Future, Alain de Keghel has chosen an approach that draws from the wellsprings of our history, which he marches forth with the intention of projecting it into the future, where new stakes will be in play. His cautious but insightful judgments are not without value for an American researcher, who will most likely see it as a mirror carried by an initiate offering this reflection.

ARTURO DE HOYOS, 33°

ARTURO DE HOYOS is the grand archivist and grand historian (director of the museum and library) of the Southern Jurisdiction of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite in the United States.



PREFACE

Interpreting American Freemasonry throughout Time

It is certainly no accident that my choice of a title for this book contains a reference to Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber’s renowned American Challenge. This was not only because our paths crossed at the beginning of the 1990s and Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber then wished to show a sign of his esteem to me. No, what fundamentally inspired this choice was the vision of someone who during the WWII postwar period devoted himself to a complete examination of what he had observed of the United States in order to put the pieces of a very complex puzzle together and shout, “There is still time to take action!”

His motivation was certainly not philosophical in nature. He sought to sensitize Europe and France to the huge stakes raised by the ever-louder assertion of what Hubert Védrine would later call “the American hyperpower.” On this subject, Andreas Önnerfors writes, “We are not facing a classic political imperialism, a will to conquer, but the more mechanical presence of an overflow of power due to the difference of the ‘pressure’ between North America and the rest of the world, Europe included. This high-powered nature of America is felt but poorly understood. It has been the subject almost everywhere of significant documentation. But as its most novel character is acceleration, what is known becomes quickly outdated.”1

My concerns and observations are restricted here to the Masonic order in its American, global, and geopolitical dimension. But this book naturally has the ambition to call for a realization of what is happening and for preparations to be made; French and European Freemasons cannot allow themselves to remain indifferent spectators. This too is the assembling of a puzzle that is more complex than it may appear.

The fact is that the Freemasonry of North America is different in many respects from that of the continental grand lodges. It is equally dissimilar to the obediences of Great Britain. This domain is fairly misunderstood by those outside of North America, after all, with the exception of a certain number of French Freemasons who spend time there as members of the sole grand lodge in France, the Grande Loge Nationale Française (GLNF), which enjoys regular recognition from its counterpart on the other side of the Atlantic. This organization lost its privilege of international recognition quite recently, following a split and the crises it experienced in 2013 after its grand master was dismissed because of his questioned management.

Here we will have the opportunity to devote ourselves to the developments that are essential for grasping the criteria of regularity and “recognition,” as stated and defined by the United Grand Lodge of England—and consequently applied within the boundaries of the American grand lodges. The fact remains, however, that because of such doctrinaire arrangements, the brothers of the GLNF are practically the sole group to have access to American Masonic temples. Others, who live in the United States, have also sometimes had the opportunity to discover this extremely rare Masonic world that gives chance human encounters full opportunity to flourish. But this is only one of the many aspects of American Freemasonry, which possesses many facets that are equally unknown. It is therefore important to dissect them in order to present them to individuals outside this world, while not overlooking the evolutions of a Masonic entity that experienced the undulations of a society known for its plasticity.

It is through a deliberately open approach, which has been cleared of clichés to the greatest extent possible, that I have chosen to tackle these numerous aspects of a subject that is so little understood and sometimes described in very broad lines with little attention to subtleties. It is fairly common knowledge that in the United States, as elsewhere, Masonry is founded on a tradition that will soon be three hundred years old. The grand lodges govern a certain number of arrangements that apply to their jurisdictional boundaries and therefore to the lodges of the symbolic grades. The high councils of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite do as much for the lodges of the high grades. These two spheres, which complement each other, exhibit unique features that distinguish one from the other.

But the Anglo-Saxon connections hardly exclude the special features of the Americans, and this gives us a field of observation to study while unwinding the storyline like a documentary. The American Masonic order is complex and sometimes difficult to define for those who grew up in a European social and cultural environment and who have only lightly brushed the actual realities during far too brief journeys to these distant shores.

We shall additionally see that American Freemasons also claim, rightfully, traditional roots that they share with their “separated brothers” of the Old World. French Freemasonry, like that of London, looks like a strand of Ariadne’s thread here. So there should not be any problem accepting the composite historical line of descent that connects them while wisely keeping a distance from the doctrine. However, one essential factor will be that of their sensibilities concerning identity and their reference points, which have become quite different over the course of what will soon be three centuries of existence for the Order.

A study of American Freemasonry will therefore not entirely escape from an approach that partially falls into the categories of sociology and ethnology. The acceleration of history in a world marked by the shifting of demographic, economic, and political centers of gravity and diplomatic priorities also makes it essential that we take into account the major tendencies of the evolution of American society.

The decline of American Freemasonry, while real to a certain extent, also deserves an analysis to assess the true scope of this decline without falling into the pathos of its decadence or panegyrics concerning its renaissance. The shape taken by the impact of American developments on the Order as a whole is also one of the questions that necessarily arise. But this line of questioning remains pertinent, whether what is being examined is its influence in American civil society or its weight on the profane international stage.

Lastly, this study—which is too succinct to lay claim to being exhaustive—would have contained a significant gap if I had not attempted an evaluation of the impact that the establishment of liberal obediences and jurisdictions (with the lodges of the Grand Orient de France [GODF; Grand Orient of France] in the forefront) in the United States did or could have; some of these obediences and jurisdictions include black and/or female members. All share the commonality of not belonging to the institutional American Masonic system, strictly speaking, and living on its margins—which does not, however, forbid contacts of a limited nature, limits that are quickly reached.

It is therefore necessary to include here an overview of the establishment of exogenous Masonic entities in America while also braving an essential incursion into neighboring Quebec, as the bonds of proximity between the two countries are so strong. On the other hand, falling within the jurisdiction of another tropism, Freemasonry in Mexico is not discussed here despite its inclusion, along with that of the United States and Canada, in the nebula of the permanent Conference of the Grand Lodges of North America.

This book, which is essentially based on information gathered during recent studies, has no other objective than to offer the reader a general overview accompanied by suggestions for future study. This should entice the more curious to expand their knowledge by consulting the many texts and documents listed in the bibliography. This includes old documents that are taken as authoritative and, more importantly, more recent texts. It offers reading and consultation suggestions by going to the most pertinent sources.

This book lastly includes a color insert that eloquently illustrates the course taken by the Masonic order in the United States as well as the Franco-American historical connections symbolized by emblematic figures such as Benjamin Franklin, Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, the marquis de Lafayette, and Alexandre François Auguste de Grasse-Tilly.

I would like to thank the many American Freemasons who opened their archives to me and provided me with the documents that are essential to accurately grasp the evolution of the Order and its various components in the United States.

I would like to particularly thank the grand archivist and grand historian of the Supreme Council of the Southern Jurisdiction at the House of the Temple in Washington, D.C., Arturo de Hoyos, who wrote one of the forewords for this book. He clearly sought to facilitate my consultations on-site with no other consideration than that of historical research and a feeling of fraternity that was never found wanting.

May S. Brent Morris, former editor of the excellent publication Heredom, also find here an expression of my gratitude; Morris, like myself, is also a lifetime member of the Scottish Rite Research Society.

I finally come to my longtime friend John L. Cooper III, grand master of the Grand Lodge of California and current president of the Conference of the Grand Masters of North America, who took upon himself the responsibility to write the afterword of this book. How could I ever forget the fortunate joint initiative that allowed us to organize a seminar together in 2003, in Sacramento, California, when he was secretary general of his obedience, a seminar during which the grand master of the GODF, Alain Bauer, was invited to speak—an extremely rare event.

Bauer caused a sensation, notably during his famous exchanges with Tom Jackson, then president of the Commission on Information for Recognition of the Conference of Grand Masters. Bauer engaged with Jackson in humorous, retrospective hypothetical speculations on the famous rules of recognition, which take up considerable space in the Grand Orient. Some might say “this was no big deal,” but it was definitely one of the most charming pages of our recent history of external relations.

This was another exceptional moment of a too-rare and fruitful complicity between a grand commander and grand master: not competing but engaged together in a confident and completely uninhibited approach with an eye toward what is best for the standing of the obedience and its values. And this inside a zone that had remained unexplored, sealed off, and dreaded until then as an unknown. Here reference does not require reverence. Therefore it was a realpolitik, essentially constructed on an international network of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite, which has already been labeled by some as the “new doctrine of joint external policy.”

The GODF continues to draw dividends from this, but upon closer examination it can be seen that this benefit is also shared by our California brethren. This groundbreaking exercise of dialogue was repeated in Los Angeles in 2005 and again in San Francisco in 2009. By accepting the task of writing the afterword, John L. Cooper III has clearly confirmed that his exceptional spirit of fraternal openness knows no bounds. I would like to thank him most particularly.

I would also like to extend my gratitude to René Le Moal, director of the collection of Éditions Dervy—in which this book first appeared—and a tireless adviser, gratitude equaled only by his unbroken granite-like support, which had been previously demonstrated by the publication of an earlier essay for Éditions Vega in 2009.

My ultimate sign of gratitude is reserved for Erika Peschard-Erlih, the ever-attentive reader who aided me in avoiding the reefs with which all authors are familiar.

Finally, a tiny wink to history: it was on the shores of Lake Leman, at Coppet Castle, made famous by Madame de Staël (née Anne Louise Germaine Necker), that the final touches were put on this book, which looks at the facets of a world that is no longer only dominated by America but also characterized more by the growing interdependence of all societies. Freemasonry cannot escape this evolution either.

PARIS, JUNE 2014 ALAIN DE KEGHEL
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Freemasonry in Pioneer America

 


The First Lodges and Their Context

To consider the advent of the Masonic order and its genesis at the very beginning of the history of the United States—from the first half of the eighteenth century—is to plunge into the complex maze of a new space containing notions that are hard for twenty-first-century Europeans and Americans to grasp. This current century is dominated by the fruits of a rich intellectual and philosophical proliferation that has developed since that time. The French and American Revolutions passed through this way, but so did many philosophers and thinkers whose works remained theoretical.

So it is quite important to be firmly situated in the historical perspective of thought and also to transpose into it the religious and philosophical perspectives of the initial century of the Enlightenment in the Old World and not lose sight of the restrictions that prevailed in many lands (where religious practice was not truly free if it was considered to be a deviation from the dominant religion—that of the sovereign). It was often freedom to practice their faith, not the search for material well-being, that motivated the first emigrants who settled in New England.

For an accurate understanding and appreciation of the context, it is therefore crucial to revisit the history of ideas. Bernard Le Bouvier de Fontenelle writes, “We are illuminated by the lights of the true religion and, in my belief, by several rays of the true philosophy.”1

In a commentary on this subject, Jacques Roger notes that “this is how very different values of the same image stood out at the beginning of the sixteenth century. In the singular, light [lumière] was an emanation of the absolute; in the plural, the Enlightenment’s discoveries [Lumières] are primarily the slow acquisitions of humanity over the course of its history.”2

It is essential for a good reading of what occurred in America at its beginnings as well as what has persisted in American mind-sets, to be fully aware of this.

Freedom of conscience and the free exercise of beliefs and religions are two consubstantial references for the immigration that founded America. It is, moreover, the first amendment of the Constitution of the United States that provides the most perfect example of this. Ratified in 1791, in a corpus of ten amendments known as the Bill of Rights, it forbids the United States Congress from adopting any laws that restrict the freedom of religion and expression, freedom of the press, and the right to peaceably assemble. While this amendment only refers to the federal government, it is legally accepted that it also applies to the state legislatures of the union. Its principles also come equally into play in the decisions made by the executive and judiciary branches.

As an expansion on the previous observations, it could also be helpful to recall here all the symbolism connected to the famous ship the Mayflower, which made land on the East Coast of America on November 26, 1620. It had weighed anchor on September 6 in Plymouth, England, to sail to America with one hundred or so passengers onboard (about whom it is a good idea to recall that some thirty-six of them were very pious English Protestants who had been expelled from England by King James I). Poorly prepared to settle in an inhospitable environment and arriving when autumn was almost over, they could not devote themselves to the agrarian labor essential for their survival, and half of them succumbed to disease. It was thanks to the help of the Patuxet Indians that the survivors learned how to grow corn as well as how to hunt and fish, the activities that allowed them to establish the first bases of colonization. In thanks to God and the Patuxet Indians, the colonialists decided to have a feast together at the time that the Indians already celebrated the end of the harvest; this new holiday they christened Thanksgiving. It was an act of spontaneous syncretism by the Protestant Pilgrims; President Lincoln would declare this tradition a national holiday in 1863.

It would be more than one hundred years after the arrival of the Mayflower on American soil before traces of actually structured and documented Masonic activity would appear. As many authors before me have observed, even in England, Freemasonry was at this time still in its archaic, primitive state.

A certain number of lodges, often quite far from one another, were then active in the New World. They soon saw the necessity of attaining obediential cohesion by placing themselves under the authority of a provincial grand master. This grand master would, ideally, be named by the grand master of the Grand Lodge of England, with jurisdiction over the states of New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. The responsibilities of this position would fall to a soldier, Colonel Daniel Coxe.

The first supporting documents date only from July 30, 1733. These are the annals of the Grand Lodge Saint John of the Orient, in Philadelphia, recording the appointment of Henry Price by the Duke of Montagu, grand master of England, to the duties of the provincial grand master of North America. Merely one year later, Benjamin Franklin published the first American version of Pastor James Anderson’s The Constitutions of the Free-Masons, which was also the first Masonic work to be published in the American colonies (see plate 1 for an image of its title page). Shortly thereafter, Franklin would be given the responsibilities of provincial grand master for Pennsylvania.

During the months immediately following his appointment, Franklin shared with the grand master of London the wishes of the Freemasons of his jurisdiction to elect a provincial grand master and his advisers, in the expectation that an autonomous grand master would be established for America. This move was very likely ahead of its time, but it heralded the affirmation of the American brothers’ desire for emancipation that was already making itself heard in Europe. Yet it would not be until 1778, two years after the Declaration of Independence was signed on July 4, 1776, in Philadelphia, that the official separation with the Grand Lodge of England would take place.

In fact, obediential territorial authority was no longer exercised in Boston by the Grand Lodge of England alone, which therefore found itself in a position of “concurrence.” Another lodge, the Lodge of Saint Andrew, which derived its authority from the Grand Lodge of Scotland, was established in 1752. It asserted its autonomy by authoritatively adopting the title of Independent Grand Lodge of Massachusetts. The loyalist Grand Lodge Saint John saw a gradual decline starting from this time that eventually induced it to bow to reality and accept a merger with the Grand Lodge of Massachusetts.

Crisscrossed by opposing currents—loyalists against the patriotic supporters of the American Revolution—and heir as well to the famous quarrels concerning rites between Ancients and Moderns, this first American obedience, strictly speaking, experienced the vicissitudes of the troubled times through which society as a whole was crossing. This was how, in 1784, the members of the Lodge of Saint Andrew, when called on to choose, decided to distinguish themselves from the conservative current of the Moderns. It is no accident that the Lodge of Saint Andrew recognized the first black lodge, which was created by the preacher and emancipated slave Prince Hall. (See color plate 2 for an image of Hall and his wife.) Hall had been initiated in 1775 by an Irish military lodge. In 1871 (after the Civil War) the Lodge of Saint Andrew vainly attempted to create another black lodge, the Thistle Lodge.

It can be seen that Freemasonry and the emerging American society were closely intertwined. Nevertheless, the War for Independence, as well as the later Civil War, revealed opposing currents that crossed through the lodges at the very time they were expanding rapidly. Also during this time, the itinerant military lodges played a role that should not be overlooked in the spread of Freemasonry. The arrival of British regiments on the East Coast of America after 1775 coincided with the flood of new lodges in the wake of the armies. With the organization of patriotic lodges triggered by the opening of the War for Independence, Freemasons also found themselves in the position of missionaries of the Order, but each on his own side and therefore at odds with the principle of the center of union formulated by Anderson. The most famous military lodge, without question, was that bearing the distinctively evocative sign of the American Union.

While this political and revolutionary context coincided with powerful tempests, it did not form any real hindrance to the effective establishment of Freemasonry or the activities of its lodges, which were visibly multiplying quite rapidly. This was also the case in the new territories opened by the Westward expansion, which too was accompanied by a noteworthy expansion of the Masonic presence.




Freemasonry, Founding “Establishment” and Power

The list of great American figures who were Freemasons at the very beginning of the United States is long—so long that a veritable cult of the founding fathers and their heritage is still practiced by the American grand lodges. The lodges were profoundly marked by the seal of patriotism, a worship of the flag, and the pledge of allegiance to the nation, as much as—but perhaps a little more intensely—than the civil society that was seeking to cohere around the key symbols of a new identity.

Of course, George Washington enjoys a preeminent position that none would dream of disputing in this pantheon of prestigious ancestors. There is a wealth of literature and illustrations that depicts him in Masonic settings exercising his Masonic duties (see color plate 3 for one such image). The George Washington Masonic National Memorial of Alexandria, Virginia, near the gates of the federal capital, undeniably offers the most eloquent evidence of the veneration bestowed on him by American Freemasons. Built on a hilltop between 1910 and 1922, it is easily recognizable as an explicitly Masonic edifice. A monumental square and compass (some seventy feet long) were added to the front lawn to celebrate, where all could see, the brother and first leader of the American nation on the occasion of the two-hundredth anniversary of his death, June 26, 1999.

This memorial serves simultaneously as a showcase, a Masonic museum, an information center, and an archive. It also houses a large, active temple as well as the Masonic relics of Washington and Lafayette, another emblematic figure who is closely associated with this site. It is a building constructed on the model of the Alexandrian lighthouse, a symbol of the “times immemorial” from which the Masonic imagination draws its sustenance. It is impossible for visitors arriving at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport not to see it. In a land of hyperboles, it is gladly introduced as “the most imposing Masonic building in the world.”

The Bible on which Washington swore the oath during his inauguration as the first president of the United States on April 30, 1789, is a “Volume of the Sacred Law” that remains a highly esteemed object. Printed in London in 1765, this Bible is housed and displayed in the gallery of St. John’s Lodge no. 1 at the Federal Hall National Memorial in New York. It’s a veritable icon, and its high symbolic value remains so great even today that President Bill Clinton, like his successors George W. Bush and Barack Obama—none of whom are Freemasons—asked for and were granted its use when they took the oath of office. In the domain of iconography, the paintings and engravings depicting Brother George Washington in Masonic dress and setting the first stone of the Capitol—headquarters of Congress in Washington, D.C.—are legion.

Benjamin Franklin also appears among the number of particularly revered American Freemasons. The Benjamin Franklin National Memorial and the monument called the Signer in Philadelphia, where the independence of the United States was proclaimed on July 4, 1776, pays homage to the signers of the American Constitution. Their names and portraits are displayed, along with an indication that one-third of them were Freemasons. This is telling of how deep the origins of the United States were stamped by the seal of the Enlightenment and Masonic philosophy.

What we should see here is the extension of the extraordinary intellectual and scientific influence of the figures who were educated and trained in the tradition of excellence of London’s Royal Society. But the part played by the French in American independence, at the forefront of which was the young general and brother Lafayette, was not of lesser standing. In this regard, the joint membership of Lafayette and Washington in the Masonic order was not without importance, as can be shown by the results of research. The Masonic museums of Alexandria and Philadelphia display Masonic aprons whose cartouches indicate that they belonged to Washington. One apron is even said to have been embroidered by Madame Lafayette herself. It is also said, however, that she assigned the task to nuns who piously crafted it. As is the case with many relics, the individuals capable of vouching for their authenticity must be quite knowledgeable as it seems there are many similar aprons elsewhere.

Today, despite what I just wrote about Lafayette, America’s collective memory seems to have somewhat forgotten the major role played by the young French general in winning the independence of the United States; the young man took as his motto “For freedom to live, it will always require men to rise up and shake off indifference and resignation.” Yet the fact remains that Lafayette is still a strong symbol of Franco-American ties. An exact replica of his ship, the Hermione, was built in Rochefort, France, and was sailed from France to the United States in 2015.

The construction of the replica of the Hermione, the frigate Lafayette took in 1780 to come to America and join the colonial insurgents fighting for their independence, was undertaken in July 1997 by the Association Hermione-Lafayette in Rochefort to pay an authentic homage to Lafayette. This splendid and ambitious move seeks to preserve and bring to life the memory of a great adventure of solidarity between men; an adventure that fully conforms to the Masonic ideal. The Rochefort association, with legitimate pride, underscores this today, saying, “Rebuilding the Hermione is rebuilding an element of our maritime heritage. It is committing a large construction site to the betterment of the economy and culture of an entire region, because we need memory to build the future. Rochefort, a new city of the seventeenth century, owes its birth to Colbert’s decision to establish a new arsenal for the kingdom of France on the banks of the Charente for the purpose of building, arming, supplying, and repairing a war fleet capable of withstanding enemy attacks.”

Today, Rochefort is inventing itself a new future but is doing so by relying on its unique heritage. This heritage consists of the former Royal Rope Walks, restored after twenty years of effort and the jewel of the former arsenal, and the various dry docks, the oldest of which goes back to the eighteenth century. While the building of a replica of an eighteenth-century vessel fits into this reconquering of an identity, it also aims at providing France with evidence of its naval history as well as serving as a symbol of Franco-American fraternity through a ship that has attached its name to that of a man, Lafayette, a symbol of French support for the American revolutionaries. It is therefore also a duty of remembrance that involves the Freemasons of the GODF by not forgetting that Brother Lafayette was also a member of the Rochefort lodge.
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