
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    The Freemasons: The History of Freemasonry and the World's Most Famous Secret Society  
 
    By Charles River Editors   
 
    [image: Standard image of masonic square and compasses] 
 
    The Freemason Square and Compasses 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About Charles River Editors 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Charles River Editors is a boutique digital publishing company, specializing in bringing history back to life with educational and engaging books on a wide range of topics. Keep up to date with our new and free offerings with this 5 second sign up on our weekly mailing list, and visit Our Kindle Author Page to see other recently published Kindle titles. 
 
    We make these books for you and always want to know our readers’ opinions, so we encourage you to leave reviews and look forward to publishing new and exciting titles each week. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Introduction 
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    The Freemasons 
 
    For decades, parodies featuring ominous, mysterious cults have been a favorite gag in pop culture. These fraternal brothers are often depicted in some type of underground lair, dressed in extravagant ceremonial robes with their faces hidden in their hoods, seated around a long table brimming with Gothic chalices, skulls, and glittering dark treasure. Flicks on the more morbid side might even show choppy, flashing imagery of blood, torture, and sacrifices.  
 
    Like all art, creativity is sparked by a source of inspiration, and one of the most widely recognized muses of these kinds of scenes is none other than the Freemasons. This ancient society, descended from the ancient culture of stonemasonry, is said to possess the deepest, darkest, and most inexplicable truths of the universe. They are said to possess mystical powers like no other – maybe even magic. But does this stigma against the brotherhood have any merit, or are they simply just severely misunderstood? 
 
    As many are aware, Freemasons have been around for many centuries. The Renaissance, which came into full bloom between the 14th and 16th centuries, saw a burst in creativity and advancement in an array of art forms throughout Europe. Stonemason guilds rode the changing tides; no longer did incoming apprentices have to be restricted by trade. A great portion of these new apprentices were artists and free thinkers, but still vowed to adhere to traditional stone-cutter culture. This new breed of masons separated from the orthodox “operative” masonry, and began to foster what became known as “speculative” masonry.  
 
    Like most legends, the origins of Freemasonry are still disputed to this day. The earliest mention of the society traces back to The Halliwell Manuscript, or Regius Poem, which was supposedly authored sometime between the late 14th to the early 15th centuries. The manuscript, penned in exquisite Middle English and calligraphy, consisted of 64 pages and 794 lines of rhyme. It is considered the first of the time-honored Masonic manuscripts, and is generally accepted as the “truthful” history of the fraternity's beginnings. The poem in question begins with Euclid, a Greek mathematician from the 4th century BCE, remembered today as the “father of geometry.” The math whiz was said to have incorporated geometric sciences into a new field he dubbed “masonry.” With this new and refined brand of science, he traveled to Egypt, and imparted his wisdom to the children of Egyptian nobles.  
 
    Whatever the organization’s origins, the budding phenomenon would one day transform into the Society of Freemasonry, the bearers of divine secrets like no other, and one of the most fascinating and controversial brotherhoods in the history of mankind. The Freemasons: The History of Freemasonry and the World's Most Famous Secret Society examines the origins and history of the controversial brotherhood, its expansion across the globe, and some of the most mindboggling conspiracy theories that surround the society to this day. Along with pictures depicting important people, places, and events, you will learn about the Masons like never before. 
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 The Origins of Freemasonry 
 
    “The carpenter stretches a line; he marks it out with a pencil. He shapes it with planes and marks it with a compass. He shapes it into the figure of man, with the beauty of man, to dwell in a house.” – Isaiah 44:13 
 
    The unique and multifaceted craft of stonemasonry has been around since the early years of civilization, particularly the Neolithic Revolution of 10,000 BCE, when people learned to tame both animal and land. Following the revolutionary discovery of fire, these early humans began to create a collection of primitive building tools. Innovations in early construction came in time. Heating limestone in mortars with a mixture of water produced a white, corrosive element known as “quicklime.” A healthy blend of sand, cement, and crushed limestone created plaster, which was used to spread on walls, ceilings, and other surfaces for a smooth and sturdy finish. 
 
    Stonemasonry has gifted the world with all of its man-made wonders. Stonemasons, otherwise known as “stone-cutters,” helped design burial mounds, the traditional towering pyramids of Egypt, and the stupendous step pyramids used in Incan, Mayan, and other Mesoamerican communities. The thriving community of stone-cutters later played a hand in the construction of the first temples, cathedrals, and castles around the world, as well as the renowned landmarks of Cuzco's Ican Wall, Stonehenge, and the Easter Island Statues, among many others.    
 
    These stone-cutters were also pioneers in the field of calligraphy. They were the first to etch messages into stone, which served as the earliest medium of human communication. Egyptian stonemasons are said to have devised the language of hieroglyphics, a system of symbols scribbled across walls and stone tablets to convey messages to one other, as well as future descendants. As society further developed around the world, humans adopted the method of scribing on stone, immortalizing scripture and different works of literature. 
 
    Stonemasons belonged to guilds, which were essentially associations of like-minded craftsmen and merchants who practiced the same trade. The first guilds housed members of a singular town, but by the time of the Middle Ages, when the demand for quality stonemasons soared, the guilds expanded. More wealthy nobles and leaders from near and faraway lands began to summon these masons for assistance in a variety of construction projects. As a result, many described the stonemasons as outcasts of society, as they lived unstable, nomadic lifestyles, flitting from one place to another as they trailed after the scent of employment. 
 
    The stonemasons were split into 3 classes – the apprentices, the journeymen, and the master masons. Apprentices were novice and aspiring craftsmen, who served as indentured students and laborers to their masters in exchange for specialized one-on-one training. Journeymen were those who had already completed the required training, and as their name suggests, tagged along after their masters to assist on construction projects in distant cities. Master masons were the most prestigious class of the stonemasons, a title awarded to only the most learned and skilled of all the craftsmen in the guild. The masters had the final say, and held full authority over construction sites, as well as all the carpenters, builders, and craftsmen below him.    
 
    Stonemasons developed a variety of tools that helped them perfect the craft. The first stonemasons utilized other abrasive stones as carving tools. Later, the discovery of more metals gave way to the inventions of chisels, mallets, hammers, drills, and saws fashioned out of iron. One of the most commonly used stonemason tools was the punch hammer, which was a special hammer with a narrow, multipurpose head, making it easier to shape stone. Another cherished tool was the masonic square and compass, which was a drawing compass and a square angle merged together. After each project, a guild left a calling card of sorts, a distinctive symbol carved into the structure, as artists would their masterpieces.                                
 
    These medieval guilds soon developed communities, each harboring a “mystery” of their own. Masonic mysteries were organized schools of esoteric knowledge revolved around the methodology and concepts behind the construction of these majestic and intricately framed towers and structures. Not unlike the modern companies of Coca-Cola and Kentucky Fried Chicken, which are famous for their longtime commitment to drawing a veil over the secret ingredients in their recipes, the secrets of the stonemason trade were meant to live and die within the guild. Only the master masons held the coveted keys to this hidden knowledge.  
 
    From then on, the flourishing art of masonry made its way across the world. In the 10th century, the craze landed in England, which at the time, was piloted by King Athelstan, a monarch known for his love of architecture. The masons of the land flocked to the king for guidance on the trade. To appease his subjects, the king gathered all the dukes, earls, scholars, and noblemen of the land, and together, drew up a series of articles and points that would serve as a basis for masonic guidance, as well as a handbook for moral behavior and the business operations to be followed by master masons, journeymen, and apprentices alike. 
 
    As dictated by the articles, a master mason was genuine, steadfast, and knew how to exercise good judgment. By masonic law, they were required to pay their men equal and fair wages. All apprentices were to jump through the same hoops during the screening process, and bribes from those who wanted a shortcut into the guild were to be rejected without question. Master masons were to attend all scheduled meetings religiously, and could only be excused in the event of a health problem. They were to examine all projects thoroughly before accepting a project, and ensure proper use of the budget and resources. 
 
    Apprentices could only be admitted if they could spare the 7 required years dedicated to the training of the craft. Most apprentices were young, robust, and in great physical shape, as it was believed that the sickly and disabled would only slow down their progress. In the same vein, those who failed to perform up to masonic standards were booted out and replaced immediately. Most importantly, apprentices were required to hold rap sheets as clean as their bills of health. Thieves, rapists, and murderers had no place in the society. 
 
    A strict code of mutual respect and discipline was emphasized for daily operations. Master masons were prohibited from unscrupulously hijacking the projects of other masters. These greedy masters who disobeyed would be made to cough up a ₤10 fine (roughly $10,600 USD today). Masons avoided derogatory criticism, and provided only constructive advice to brothers they did not agree with, an issue which would then be resolved in a peaceful and civil manner. Master masons were responsible for upholding a sense of unity, integrity, and professionalism within their guilds.  
 
    The earliest members were devout, God-fearing disciples who vowed to love and respect their masters and fellow brothers at all costs. All members swore never to breathe a word about the guild's teachings. They were to do no harm to anyone around them, from the seemingly victim-less act of seducing a fellow brother's wife, to egregious physical violence or bodily harm. The society was to maintain a disciplined, but harmonious atmosphere within their guild, fueled by brotherly love and the desire to advance the craft. Meetings were to be held regularly under the approval of the reigning monarch – ideally, once a year, and at the very least, once every 3 years.               
 
    The origin poem also made one of the first references to the Sancti Quatuor Coronati, or in English, the “Four Crowned Martyrs.” This was a name given to two separate but equally courageous groups of Christians, all sculptors, engravers, and craftsmen by trade. The emperor ordered each group to create a showcase of paintings, murals, sculptures, and other idols in his name, meaning all images of Christ would be stripped from homes across the land and replaced with the ungodly image of the emperor. Each and every one of those who had been called upon refused, and so, each and every one of them were sent to their grisly deaths. 
 
    In 1861, Matthew Cooke published another version of the Freemasonry origin tale. This time, instead of scrolls, the work was printed on vellum, a special parchment made from calfskin. The emergence of this new literature would reanimate the Freemasonry intrigue in Britain. Cooke's manuscript established a quick overview of the 7 Liberal Sciences. First, there was “grammar,” the primary building block of all sciences, providing structure to reading and writing. Next came “rhetoric,” which trained one to speak with diction and eloquence. Third was “dialectic,” otherwise referred to as “logic,” which gave one the ability to distinguish between truth and falsehoods. The fourth was “arithmetic,” which was the general structure for the science of numbers. Fifth was “geometry,” the art of measuring and weighing, a crucial element in the building of all things. Then, came “music,” and lastly, “astronomy.”   
 
    The next half of the manuscript detailed another take on the birth of Freemasonry. The document claimed that the geniuses behind the great science were the children of Lamech, a 6th generation descendant of Cain, best known for the account in the Bible about killing his brother. Jabal, Lamech's eldest son, was credited with discovering geometry and masonry. He, who was among the most reputable carpenters of his time, exhibited his exceptional skills by constructing hundreds of houses for the village. He soon climbed the ranks and earned himself the title of master mason, serving directly under Cain himself. The pair was said to have built Enoch, located just east of Eden, which was also the first ever city in the world.    
 
    Jubal, Lamech's second son, discovered music, and developed the first instruments, including the kinnor, an ancient harp, and the uggab, a wooden flute. Tubal-cain, half-brother of Jabal and Jubal, stumbled upon the art of metallurgy, the science of metals, and was allegedly the world's first blacksmith. One of Lamech's daughters, Naamah, founded the art of weaving, laying down the foundations for the art of clothes-making.                
 
    These skillful siblings shared a prophesy of the inevitable world's end, believing that it would one day be swallowed by either fire, water, or some other natural disaster. They decided to leave their wisdom in the hands of the future generations, and memorialized their sacred knowledge of the 7 sciences on a pair of stone pillars, one designed to be unsinkable, and the other, flame-retardant. Centuries after the devastating flood that saw the rise of another biblical bigwig, Noah, the pillars, as predicted, floated to the surface. One of these pillars was unearthed by Hermes, an esteemed philosopher and founder of Hermeticism. The other was plucked out of the water by Pythagoras, another who would become a distinguished name in the world of mathematics. 
 
    These 7 sciences were eventually handed down to Nimrod, the head architect of the Tower of Babel. Later, the knowledge made its way into the hands of Abraham, who would one day become one of the beloved patriarchs of Judaism. From Abraham, this river of knowledge coursed towards Euclid, the Egyptians, and the Israelites, and the rest was history. 
 
    Interestingly enough, the most popular of the origin tales comes from speculation and tradition rather than evidence, yet it is embraced by many modern Freemasons all the same. This story goes back even further back in time, at least a full millennium before Christ was allegedly born. King Solomon of Israel planned to construct a spectacular place of worship in Jerusalem, but to achieve this ambitious project, he had to turn to Hiram, the King of Tyre, for help. On top of a list of materials Solomon lacked, he requested a gifted craftsman. This craftsman, Solomon wrote, would be a man “cunning [enough] to work in gold, and in silver, and in brass, and in iron, and in purple, and in crimson, and in blue.”  
 
    After some thought, the King of Tyre accepted Solomon's payment of corn, wine, and oil. In return, he sent Solomon stacks of cedar trees freshly chopped down from Lebanese forests, along with his most treasured craftsman. This was Hiram Abiff, the son of a deceased brassworker and a “widow from the tribe of Naphtali.” Abiff stepped up to the challenge, exuding confidence and an unstoppable drive. He soon proved his aptitude in masonry, and was later promoted to Master Mason under Solomon, tasked with the enterprising construction of the now-fabled Temple of Solomon. More than 85,000 men were rounded up to carry out the project under Abiff's command, one that would take a total of 7 years to complete. Those who poured in all 7 years of their life, from start to finish, would be crowned Master Masons by the end of the project.  
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    Wolfgang Sauber’s picture of a stained glass depiction of Hiram Abiff 
 
    The Temple of Solomon would be the grandest and most sacred of all the temples, for it would become home to the original tablets of the “Ten Commandments.” The blueprints for the highly advanced layout and design were said to have been handed down to Solomon by the one and only Almighty. As expected, this valuable knowledge was shrouded in secrecy, privy to only one other soul – Abiff.  
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    An artistic rendering of the Temple of Solomon 
 
    Throughout construction, Abiff and his men began to develop a clandestine culture. A secret password was created, disclosed only to the graduating apprentices and journeymen as a badge of accomplishment. To greet one another, Abiff and his workers developed the earliest versions of secret handshakes and signals.  
 
    Nearing the end of construction, 3 of Hiram's disciples began to squirm with impatience. The restless apprentices suspected that the whole thing had been nothing but an elaborate scam for free labor, concocted by Abiff. Frustrated by their own conclusions, the men approached Hiram and began to pester him about the secret code word, or at the very least, a glimpse of the divine knowledge the Master Mason claimed to possess.  
 
    Irked but undaunted, Hiram brushed them off, and reminded them to be patient. This only intensified the men's misguided assumptions. They began to latch on to the idea that the password was the only thing standing in between them and the guild's hidden knowledge, a treasury of wisdom they believed would grant them supernatural powers.  
 
    Alas, they could wait no more. They studied Abiff's schedule to a tee. The master mason had a habit of leaving the site at noon every day to pray. With this in mind, the trio strategically posted themselves throughout the temple, lurking behind each of the 3 exits.  Abiff attempted to duck out of the east door, but was promptly ambushed. The first of the rogue masons badgered Abiff about the password, but the calm master barely batted an eye, and refused. As soon as Abiff spun around on his heel, the infuriated mason snatched up a jagged stone next to him, and slashed the master across the throat.  
 
    Clutching his throat, Abiff managed to break free, and staggered towards the south door, where the second man lay in wait. Once more, Abiff rebuffed the second mason's request. As Abiff whirled away from him, the mason wielded a masonic square over his head and bashed the master across the head.  
 
    A disoriented Abiff skidded over the pool of his own blood and crawled towards the west door. Yet again, Abiff, just a hair's away from death, refused to divulge the password. The last of the masons flew into another fit of rage, and delivered the final, fatal blow with the blunt end of a stone chalice. Abiff crumpled to the floor. As the master bled out, he gurgled, “Who will help the widow's son?”  
 
    Years later, Abiff's final words became the Freemasons' “universal cry for help.”  From that point forward, Hiram Abiff was embraced as the epitome of the first “free mason,” a builder who embraced the freedom of all things – speech, religion, character, and so forth. In the name of Abiff, a Freemason was a builder and a freed man, unfettered by slavery or civic obligations. And like Abiff, a Freemason must be prepared to stave off a threesome of foes – ignorance, fanaticism, and despotism.  
 
    Another theory links the Freemasons' origins to a completely different legendary society. In 1120, Christian knights seized the city of Jerusalem, kicking off the first of the Crusades. Pilgrimage routes taken by those from neighboring cities became rife with robbers, murderers, and other miscreants. A group of 9 knights banded together to combat the growing dilemma. Bound by monastic vows, they traveled to the Holy Land, where they began to defend the innocent pilgrimage-seekers. The delighted king rewarded them with their own place on Temple Mount. They soon found a name for themselves – the Knights Templar. 
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    Seal of the Knights Templar 
 
    This headquarters was known as the “Al-aqsa Mosque,” which was built atop the ruins of the Temple of Solomon. Rumors circulated of the knights digging out the rubble and clearing away the dirt underground in hopes of finding a lost bounty known as “Solomon's Gold.” Not only did the knights succeed in finding Solomon's valuables after 9 long years, they were also said to have located the mythical Holy Grail, as well as sacred parchments written by the authors of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The parchment was the most prized of all the bounty, as it contained instructions that unlocked a direct channel of communication between God and man. 
 
    The knights, now armed with unimaginable treasures, returned to Europe and united with the Catholic Church, where they became one of the most powerful classes in all of Medieval Europe. Much of their profits were allotted to charity. The knights employed a team of stonemasons to build a chain of monasteries, chambers, and places of worship all throughout the continent, including the striking, dome-shaped Temple Church in London. They are also said to have revolutionized the banking industry, minting coins and developing the first security systems. The stonemasons became apprentices to the knights, who in due time, were gifted with the secrets in the scrolls. These ancient rituals would later become embedded in Freemasonry culture.  
 
    People began to grow cynical about the society of knights, who constantly held confidential meetings and elaborate rituals away from the public eye. It would not take long before the practices of the Knights Templar were rendered “un-Christian” by those around them. One Friday the 13th in 1307, under order of the French king, soldiers barged into Templar headquarters, cuffing the knights and seizing their fortunes and property. The disgraced knights were charged with blasphemy, heresy, and the illegal worship of satanic figures.  
 
    In 1312, the society was formally banned by the pope. What was left of the now aimless knights who were able to escape execution, disappeared into Scotland, and scattered around Europe. Others, some say, remained in England, resurrecting the order with a new name about a century or two later: Freemasons. 
 
    Modern historians have recently found new evidence to link the Freemasons to the Knights Templar through the specific geometrical carvings found on the walls of the Scottish Rosslyn Chapel. The quaint, white-stone chapel, a favorite setting for thriller writers throughout the ages, was tucked away behind a curtain of lofty trees and greenery in the countryside. Its designer was William Sinclair, an earl and a descendant of Norman knights. This very chapel, some historians claim, was one of the places where the new Templar-turned-Freemasons found refuge. 
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    Anne Burgess’ picture of the chapel 
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    Jeremy A.’s picture of the interior of the chapel 
 
    The Sinclair family was said to have deep ties with European Freemasons. They were hereditary Grand Masters of Freemasonry in Scotland, a title bestowed upon them in the early 17th century. Some insist that this title had been given to them at a much earlier date. Having established that, this claim has yet to be proven, as the original blueprints for the construction of the Rosslyn Chapel have been erased by a terrible fire. 
 
   
  
 

 Schaw, Scotland, and Suppression 
 
    “Ideals are like stars. You will not succeed in touching them with your hands, but, like the seafaring man, you choose them as your guides, and following them, you will reach your destiny.” – Carl Schurz 
 
    The demand for masonry would reach another peak in the 15th century. Given the growing population of Freemasons, internal disputes and dissension was on the rise, leading to butting heads and breakaway factions. A number of these splintered cliques were considered so unruly and unmanageable that local authorities began to issue laws that limited their activities in hopes of curbing their growth.   
 
    Still, the mason market only burgeoned with time. By 1475, the masons in the city of Edinburgh, Scotland were presented with the “Seal of Cause,” a historic charter granted to them by the authorities. This charter unified the masons, carpenters, and coopers (cask and barrel makers) into a single, “incorporated” community. The new body, known as an “English trade guild,” was yoked together by a new set of rules and regulations issued by the government. For the first time, the Freemasons became an officially recognized trade, joining the ranks of multiple other incorporated trades such as the Baxters, the bread-makers and bakers; the Hammermen, the metal craftsmen and metallurgy specialists; and the Wabsters, the weavers and needle-pushers of the town. 
 
    The masons in Edinburgh unfolded a more complex system called “lodges,” which were fundamentally guilds that were segregated into multiple classes, with those at the crown presiding over the levels below them. After years of pushing for the establishment of masonic lodges, authorities finally caved in in 1491. In the years that followed, the Freemasonry movement continued to fan out across Europe, and more lodges cropped up across the continent. By 1535, the Freemason sensation had gone as far as France. There were at least two confirmed Scottish masonic lodges in the cities of Lyon and Paris.  
 
    The Freemason growth spurt came to an abrupt halt around the beginning of the Protestant Reformation in the early 16th century. The political, religious, and cultural upheaval had been triggered by accusations and grievances against the crooked Catholic Church. The Church was both maligned and publicly censured for simony, which were under-the-table fees pocketed by Catholic authorities for entry into or an upgrade in the religious government. Worse yet were the sale of indulgences, fees one could pay in return for a ticket to Heaven.   
 
    The Protestant movement was particularly prevalent in northern and central Europe, where rebels such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, and King Henry VIII of England took a firm stance against the Catholics, in hopes of redistributing power to those that had formed their own genre of the Christian faith. While he wasn’t the theologian among them, and his grievance against the Vatican was rooted in secular concerns about succession, Henry VIII attempted to uproot the foundations and rub out all traces of Catholicism in England, including calling for the destruction of all monasteries across the state during the mid-1530s. The monasteries had unwittingly become the target of the paranoid king's wrath, as it was asserted the monks were still in bed with the papacy. The timing was rather convenient, as by this stage, the handsome inheritance he had been willed by his father was teetering on its last leg. Thomas Cromwell, the king's Chief Minister, only worsened the monarch's paranoia by claiming that the profits from the monasteries were being funneled back into the Vatican at the end of each year. 
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    Luther 
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    Calvin 
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    Henry VIII 
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    Cromwell 
 
    While the event is now referred to as the “Dissolution of the Monasteries,” a wide range of religious institutions were demolished, including abbeys, nunneries, cathedrals, chapels, and other places of Catholic worship. Cromwell, who was placed in charge of the nation's religious operations, had ordered an extensive crackdown on these institutions; his men tore down their doors and strutted into these places, flaunting royal warrants and gleaming weapons tucked into their belts. They combed through every corner for any signs of disobedience against the reformed Church of England. Many suspected that the reports produced by these raids, which were headed by two of Cromwell's right hand men, had been doctored to generate false results that they hoped would satisfy their superior's nearly impossible quota. 
 
    The cries of injustice from the dwindling Catholic public went ignored. In March 1536, Parliament showed its hand, issuing a contentious act that called for the shutdown and property confiscation of all monasteries and Catholic establishments with annual incomes of less than ₤200 ($46,108 USD), effective immediately. Over 300 of these humble Catholic institutions met the criteria, and the majority of them were dismantled. 67 of the damned establishments would be pardoned by the king, but they were required to pay hefty taxes to keep their doors open, which on average amounted to about an entire year's worth of income.  
 
    A little over a decade later, authorities began to look in the direction of the Freemasons. The masons, after all, had relied on Catholic-funded projects for the majority of their income. They should have taken a debilitating hit from the expulsion of their longtime employers, but managed to stay afloat. 
 
    In 1548, a year after King Henry VIII’s death, the Bill of Conspiracies of Victuallers and Craftsmen was passed. This decree called for the suspension of all craft guilds and declared their monopolies void. Fortunately for the craftsmen, this ban was repealed only a year later, as the absence of the masonic industry had sunk the market. From that point forward, and into the next century, English authorities, along with nobles and other affluent individuals, revived the tradition of hiring masons for challenging construction projects. Though their freedom to trade had been reinstated, religious masonic celebrations, such as Saint's Day Parades, were still outlawed. 
 
    Scottish masonic lodges were managed by a pair of officials selected by the monarch, a Warden General and the Principal Master of Work to the Scottish Crown. The latter was the more prominent position, given to an official responsible for all repairs, construction, and related matters of the royal palaces and properties.  
 
    When the 16th century drew to a close, a man by the name of William Schaw bore both titles. William, born in 1550 in Broich, now Arngomery in the county of Stirlingshire, Scotland, is hailed today as one of the founders of modern Freemasonry. The Schaw family had always been well-acquainted with the Scottish crown, for they served as caretakers of the royal wine cellar for generations. In 1580, the Schaw name was soiled when William's father, John, was charged with the murder of a neighboring nobleman's servant. John later skipped out on his court date, which resulted in the seizure of the Schaw estate until the issue was eventually resolved. 
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    Schaw 
 
    Young William managed to untangle himself from his father's scandal, determined to pave a career path of his own. First, he became a page at the court of Edinburgh, and after, a timekeeper to the entourage of Esmé Stuart, the Duke of Lennox. The Anglican-raised William later signed an oath that pledged allegiance to the Church of England, cementing his bond with the crown. The next year, in April of 1581, 31-year-old William was honored for his patriotism, and presented with lands in Kippen, a village in western Stirlingshire.  
 
    On December 21, 1583, King James VI of Scotland (the future King James I of England) appointed William as the Chief Master of Works of Scotland, a title secured by an upfront payment of his ₤166 ($38,270 USD) salary the month prior. William's first official task was to reorganize the masonic lodges. Slapping on his thinking cap, he went to work at once. In 1598, in the midst of a meeting with the masonic masters of Southeastern Scotland, William unveiled his first rendition of “Schaw's Statutes.” 
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    King James VI 
 
    The first statutes outlined new titles, such as wardens and deacons, and mapped out a more centralized governing body. Duties were explained and doled out to those on every level. Furthermore, the statutes listed penalties for those whose work failed to meet proper standards, as well as those guilty of practicing unsafe working habits. William urged the masons to stay “true to one another and live charitably together as becometh sworn brethren and companions of the Craft.” 
 
    A revised version of the statutes was issued a year later. The domestic bickering of power status within the swelling lodges led to the establishment of the Edinburgh chapter as the “first and principal lodge,” with the lodge in Kilwinning coming in second. Most notable of all, the modified statutes were the first document to make a reference to the “esoteric knowledge” stowed away in the heart of Freemasonry. Finally, lodges were now required to keep detailed records, otherwise known as “meeting minutes,” and convene regularly for annual conferences. 
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    A picture of Schaw’s signature on the Second Statutes 
 
    Between the late 16th and 17th centuries, more artists, scholars, and other speculative Freemasons teemed into the society. Men from all over were snagged in the web of the craft's mystique, relentlessly curious about the complicated designs and structures these stone-cutters produced. The Age of Reason, otherwise known as the European Enlightenment of the 18th century, would also prompt a spike in Freemasonry membership. Of course, not everyone was pleased about the growing roster. While the enlightenment embraced revolutionary ideas that closely resembled Freemason ideals, the lodges had been stigmatized as secret societies. Dissenters who broke free from religious persecution were also said to have fled to these lodges.  
 
    In late June of 1717, the first grand lodge – a governing body of a fraternal organization or guild of a particular region – was created in England. The Premier Grand Lodge of England, now shortened to simply the “Grand Lodge of England,” continues to be the oldest masonic lodge in existence. In 1720, another grand lodge was established in Ireland. Starting the year after, all grand lodges could only be recognized through government-approved warrants. 
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    A 19th century depiction of the interior of the Grand Lodge 
 
    In 1723, a Presbyterian clergyman, Father James Anderson, published The Constitutions of the Free-Masons. This document was a complete, step-by-step standard of operations for the Premier Grand Lodge of England, as well as all the lodges in London and Westminster under its jurisdiction. The constitution, which had been inspired by the compilations of old masonic manuscripts, otherwise known as “Gothic Constitutions,” was the first to recount the legend of Hiram Abiff. It also included a more elaborate diagram of the Freemasonry levels.   
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    The title page of Anderson’s Constitutions 
 
    In November of 1735, the Scottish lodges convened to discuss the assembly of their own grand lodge. The 33 representatives present elected William Sinclair of Rosslyn as the first Grand Master Mason, and formally established a grand lodge in 1736. The headquarters for these new lodges, along with all other future bases, would share a layout with the Temple of Solomon.  
 
    As the trend of grand lodges began to catch on, the number of masonic lodges around the continent grew accordingly. By 1725, the annual meeting minutes showed that the movement had spread down south, reporting at least 10 masonic lodges in Salford of Great Manchester in Northwest England, as well as South Wales. Shortly after the installation of the Scottish Grand Lodge, however, the skies above the masons began to darken. 
 
    A group of wardens and master masons of an Irish lodge had been stopped short at the doors of the national grand lodge, as the warrants they had produced were declared invalid. The furious masons nurtured a new grudge against the grand lodges, and breakups within the guilds doubled. Fearing retaliation, as well as the infiltration of outsiders, grand lodges across the continent tightened their security measures, instituting new sets of handshakes and more complicated passwords. All these new changes only brought about more disagreement among the leaders of the grand lodges, deepening the divide within the society.   
 
    Regardless of the growing schisms, the lodges experienced steady expansion. In the early 18th century, the Freemasons reached another milestone with its first international charter, sanctioning a lodge in Aleppo, Syria. Around this time, a considerable number of Freemasons belonged to armies dispatched overseas. These Freemasons were granted “traveling charters,” which allowed them to extend the branches of the movement in the foreign nations where they served. 
 
   
  
 

 The Core of the Craft 
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    An 18th century French depiction of a Masonic initiation  
 
    “Masonry is one of the most sublime and perfect institutions that ever was formed for the advancement of happiness, and the general good of mankind, creating, in all its varieties, universal benevolence and brotherly love.” – Prince Augustus Frederick, Duke of Sussex 
 
    Taking a page from traditional masonry, the Scottish Freemasons had 3 “Blue Lodge” degrees.  
 
    The first of these degrees was the “Entered Apprentice,” which symbolized the rebirth of the candidate. The apprentice was swathed in pitch-black, and must be guided through the labyrinth of darkness by his mentor in order to reach the light, or sacred “knowledge” at the end of the tunnel. These newbies would have only known what was publicly disclosed about Freemasonry history. An orientation was thus provided by a Junior Warden, which gave them a general insight of the true history and symbolism behind the Temple of Solomon. 
 
    The “Fellowcraft Degree” came next. At this stage, the former apprentices would have already completed the preliminary lectures and training. Under the tutelage of a Senior Warden, they delved deeper into the society's history, and were educated about the day-to-day lives and struggles of biblical and medieval craftsmen. By the end of this juncture, lectures would have covered the completion of Solomon's Temple.   
 
    The last degree was the “Master Mason.” Masters were well-versed with the teachings of his former degrees. Their new lessons focused on the epic tale of Hiram Abiff, and how he sacrificed himself for the society. They would also have been given the full scope of the philosophy behind the Freemasonry movement. Typically speaking, the rank of Master Mason was the most paramount of all the degrees. That said, in kindred spirit to collegiate master's degrees, a master could choose to take on extra training. Those looking to quench an unsatisfied thirst for knowledge could turn to the 2 branches of Master Masonry – the Scottish and York Rites. 
 
    The first subbranch, which is composed of the first 14 of the Scottish Rites, was the “Lodge of Perfection.” Classes found in this subbranch included “Master Traveler,” “Intendant of the Building,” “Grand Master Architect,” and “Grand Elect Mason.” These degrees were designed to enhance a master's senses of duty, loyalty, honesty, and secrecy. The curriculum also covered neighborly values and self-preservation skills, such as the squashing of selfish and unclean thoughts, as well as the ability to be fair and impartial in judgment. Furthermore, a master learned how to utilize the skill set and resources he had accumulated throughout his training to bolster his relationship with God, and how to persevere in the face of adversity. 
 
    The second subbranch was named the “council of Princes of Jerusalem,” which consisted of only 2 degrees – the “Knight of the East,” and the “Prince of Jerusalem.” Not unlike the previous degrees, masters were given a more thorough understanding of what it took to be committed to the cause. The third subbranch was the “Chapter of the Rose Croix,” which also housed 2 degrees – the “Knight of the East and West,” and the “Knight of the Rose Croix.” These lessons pivoted to the religious side, indoctrinating the masters in the importance of one's allegiance to God, a relationship one should hold above all else. Masters were also taught to reopen their hearts as a temple to God, but to make room for the acceptance of their brothers' varied beliefs.  
 
    The final bracket was known as the “Consistory,” which contained the last 14 degrees of the Scottish Rites. These titles included “Grand Pontiff,” “Chief of the Tabernacle,” “Prince of Mercy,” and the “Grand Inspector.” Veteran masters were given a series of tests that challenged their devotion to the cause, as well as the strength of their individual spirituality and character.  
 
    At the crest of the levels was the “Sublime Prince of the Royal Secret.” In this final stage, spirituality would have overpowered the mortal human inside of the master. They now possessed the ability to suppress all impure appetites and emotions with ease, and were filled with an illuminated sense of moral and reason.  
 
    The York Rite Degrees was a second set of supplementary degrees made available to master masons who sought an even deeper channel of knowledge. The first of these subbranches was the “Royal Arch,” which included 4 degrees – the “Mark,” “Past,” and “Most Excellent” Masters, as well as the “Royal Arch.” The values of charity, workmanship, and benevolence were further instilled into the masters. They also received a refresher course on the history of Solomon's Temple. 
 
    The following subbranch of the “Cryptic Rite” encompasses 4 other degrees – the “Royal,” “Select,” “Super-Excellent,” and “Thrice Illustrious” Masters. Here, masters were given an even more comprehensive look on the temple's history, tackling events before and after the temple's construction, and well into the expulsion of the Hebrews. The last batch of these subbranches was called the “Chivalric Masonry,” which comprised of the final 3 York degrees – the “Illustrious Order of the Red Cross,” the “Order of Malta,” and the “Order of the Temple.” While these names seem to salute other mystical brotherhoods, concrete evidence pertaining to any connection between the Freemasons and the Rosicrucians, or any other fraternal brotherhood, has never been confirmed.  
 
    There were 5 basic qualifications for Freemason candidates. To begin with, the society only accepted strong, “unmutilated,” free men. Only candidates with squeaky clean records, stellar recommendations, and an upstanding reputation in society were seriously considered. Apart from a few modern lodges that have recently included women, such as the Order of the Eastern Star, traditional lodges were composed of a purely male body. 
 
    Secondly, one had to believe in a supreme being, as well as life after death. The identity of the supreme being was unspecified for a reason; the Freemasons' ready acceptance of Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and other non-Christian religions has incited many a backlash over the years. Needless to say, atheists and pagans were turned away. 
 
    Thirdly, candidates were required to be of stable financial standing, with the full and unaided ability to support themselves and their families. The requirement had been set in place to weed out any of those hoping to leech off the society for financial support. It also stressed the value of placing one's god and family above the brotherhood.   
 
    Next, all candidates were required to be of legal age. This was a number that differed from lodge to lodge, but overall, the average age of admittance was 21. Lastly, only candidates who had signed up on their “own free will and accord” were admitted. Unlike most brotherhoods, the Freemasons did not actively seek out its members, and in line with their devotion to secrecy, never promoted or advertised themselves. They relied on word of mouth, evidently a powerful enough strategy, as it managed to maintain a steady growth rate for centuries. 
 
    What truly goes on behind the masonic rituals and initiation ceremonies has not been revealed to the public, but over the years, several confirmed brothers have stepped forward to shed some light with a condensed overview on the process. 
 
    Aspiring candidates filled out petitions that were sent to a lodge, which informed the society of the candidate's interest. The lodge then did some research on the candidate's background, before a board meeting was held to discuss and vote on the acceptance of the potential Freemason. Once the candidate was voted through, they became an “Entered Apprentice,” and began their journey to attaining the glorious glow of the “full Masonic light.” 
 
    When a Freemason was promoted to the next degree, they were rewarded with graduation ceremonies fitted with a recurring theme. Brothers were blindfolded with a “masonic hoodwink” before entering the Chamber of Reflection. They were then guided through a ritualistic reenactment of Hiram Abiff's death at the temple, before ultimately receiving a token that symbolized the “Masonic light.”  
 
    Once they were presented with the light, the hoodwink was removed. The brother was then made to kneel before an altar to take an oath. With a book of their preferred scripture in hand, they made a vow to adhere to all the rules, and uphold the society's secrecy for eternity. Now that the brother was sworn to silence, masonic symbols, signals, handshakes, and other secret etiquette were revealed to him.   
 
    As previously mentioned, the rules of the society had been shaped by the Gothic Constitutions and the so-called “Old Charges,” which were manuscripts produced during the transition of operative to speculative Freemasonry. A list of rules and regulations were compressed into 25 “landmarks” by Dr. Albert Mackey, a medical expert and author from the 19th century. Mackey began with general lodge management. All lodges were to be divided into 3 degrees, and each lodge governed by a Grand Master. A Principal Master and 2 Wardens were appointed to supervise and manage all annual lodge conferences. No weapons of any kind were permitted within lodge or conference premises. Outsiders and unauthorized visitors who failed to pass an exam provided by authorities were swiftly shooed. As always, lodges were prohibited from interfering with the affairs of other lodges. 
 
    [image: Photograph of older man] 
 
    Mackey 
 
    A “Book of Law” was to be placed in every lodge for easy reference, and as a protective measure for the liberties of all Freemasons. The rights of individual Freemasons were reaffirmed. They were entitled to representation in all meetings, as well as the right to visit and partner with members of other lodges. On top of it all, all brothers of every ranking were required to exhibit the values of understanding, tolerance, and justice not only to one another, but to those outside the society.    
 
    The principal purpose of the Freemasons was to “make better men out of good men.” They worked to mold an individual's character by broadening their moral and spiritual perspectives. At the same time, they hoped to educate one another about individual responsibility and ethics, and how to weave these elements into their lives. In addition to an unbreakable moral code, Freemasons hoped to open their followers' eyes to the necessity of charity and social responsibility, as well as the power to hold neutral and nonpartisan views when it came to religion, politics, and other moot matters. 
 
    As the culture of Freemasonry evolved, so did the society's customs and decorum. Any mentions of religion, politics, or any other personal subjects in lodge meetings were banned, nor could these elements be used as a factor in any decision making. Sitting in the East, without invitation, was a sign of disrespect, as these seats were reserved for the highest ranking masters of the lodge. Freemasons were not to speak or interrupt with topics that had not been approved prior to the conferences. Those in attendance were required to sport full regalia, which included a black suit, gloves, gauntlet-cuffs, lapel pins, and an embroidered apron, which was a tribute to their stonemason ancestors. 
 
    Dozens of emblems have surfaced over the years, which were designed to represent different Freemason factions. As a whole, the Society of Freemasonry is recognized through a special logo – a masonic square and compass with a bolded “G” in its center. The square is said to be a reminder to “square” one's actions through virtue, whereas the compass urged one to “circumscribe” one's passions. Most Freemasons agree that the mysterious “G” stands for “God.” Others have also suggested “Gnostic” or “Geometry,” as these are all basic components of the Freemason lifestyle.   
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    A picture of the logo on Mackey’s grave 
 
    The assortment of masonic symbolism has duly multiplied over time. One of the most popular symbols from the diverse range is the “Eye of Providence,” or “All-Seeing Eye.” This image, which was borrowed from other ancient cultures, is found in almost every lodge around the world today. The unblinking eye alludes to an unnamed supreme being watching over the society, and as Mackey stated, is a “symbol of swiftness, the arm of strength, and the hand of fidelity.” 
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    An early Masonic version of the Eye of Providence 
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    The Eye of Providence on the reverse of the Great Seal of the United States 
 
    Yet another commonly spotted symbol is the “Level and the Plumb.” This building tool, which was used to measure the levelness of flat, horizontal surfaces, was a reminder that humans lived on the “level of time.” This is also seen as symbol of balance and equality, and is further backed by the Freemason mantra, “We all meet on the level.”                
 
   
  
 

 Bulls, Intervention, and the American Project 
 
    “Freemasonry is an institution calculated to benefit mankind.” – Andrew Jackson 
 
    Towards the mid-18th century, the Roman Catholic Church declared all secret societies evil. For the Freemasons, more trouble brewed in the horizon when new investigations renewed across Europe by the Inquisition – a clampdown against heresy by the Catholic Church – set its sights on the society. In 1736, a masonic lodge in the city of Florence, Italy, was scoured from top to bottom, and aAuthorities discovered that the lodge had been established by an English-born Freemason by the name of Charles Sackville, the 2nd Duke of Dorset. Sackville had been recruiting Italians and other Englishmen based in Italy. Charles Radclyffe, the 5th Earl of Derwentwater, was appointed the Grand Master of the French Freemasons on the 26th of December later that year.  
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    Sackville 
 
    Things only took a turn for the worse. The Scottish-born author, Andrew Michael Ramsay, had been selected to write and deliver a speech on the day of Radclyffe's election. In March of 1737, Ramsay mailed a revised copy to Cardinal André-Hercule de Fleury, who also served as the Chief Minister to King Louis XV of France. In his letter, Ramsay had attached a request for the formal approval of the French masonic lodges. Rather than grant his blessings, the cardinal, who did not care for the contents of the speech, flared up, and wrote the Freemasons off as “traitors” to the Catholic Church. Not long after, he outlawed the French chapter of the society. These tensions, coupled with the ongoing investigations in Italy, only escalated. 
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    André-Hercule de Fleury 
 
    The next year, on the 28th of April, Pope Clement XII released the first of the masonic papal bans, which he called “In emeinenti apostolatus.” Should the brotherhoods dare to take on any more ungodly oaths, they would be subject to “grave penalties.” The pope further asserted that “to join these associations [was] precisely synonymous with incurring the taint of evil and infamy.” If the Freemasons were truly not involved in any wrongdoing, they would not be so keen on hiding their practices from the public.               The pope concluded, “The secret societies called the Freemasons are depraved and perverted. They pose a great danger to the souls of the faith. Therefore...we command most strictly that no Catholic shall dare to enter, propagate, or support these Freemasons under pain of excommunication.”  
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    Pope Clement XII 
 
    Several reiterations of these bans would be issued in the decades that followed. The society had gained such notoriety that they were said to have been condemned by at least 11 popes. Throughout Europe, phobia and propaganda against secret societies forged on, lasting well into the end of the century. Back in Britain, Parliament, too, were becoming increasingly dubious about the prospering matrix of secret societies in their midst. This fear became especially amplified in the late 1790s, with the threats of a French invasion constantly looming overhead.  
 
    In spring of 1799, Henry Thornton, a Parliament member based in Southwark, a district in Central London, still freshly stunned by a certain piece of news, put pen to paper. This confidential letter was addressed to William Wickham, the Undersecretary of the Home Office, a department that oversaw immigration, counter-terrorism, and other related matters. Thornton claimed that a liquor-maker, known only as “Benwell,” had approached him for advice about one of his employees, who had been invited to join a secret club in Wandsworth. The skeptical employee had declined the offer, as membership could only be finalized through the acceptance of an ominous oath. What was more, it seemed too good to be true, as he would supposedly earn a shilling (roughly $37.50 USD today) for his mere presence at a meeting, and an extra 2 shillings and 6 pence ($93.50 USD) for every new recruit he reeled in. Wickham, riveted by the pay-for-stay scheme, ordered Benwell to persuade his employee to petition for a membership, so he could gather intel that would beef up their case against these wretched organizations.   
 
    Stories such as these were hardly a rarity back in the day, which only prolonged the panic against secret societies. Later that year, Parliament issued the “Unlawful Societies Act of 1799,” which banned all secret societies that required its members to take oaths. Though the act had been issued with mostly the Jacobites and other Catholic fraternities in mind, the Freemasons also felt the burn. It was only after vigorous debate, strengthened by the collaborative efforts of rival lodges against the House of Commons, that the bill was amended to exclude the Freemasons. Some believe that a considerable number of monarchists and Parliament members belonged to masonic and grand lodges, which helped tilt the ruling in their favor. 
 
    Even with the exemption, the Freemasons were now obligated to abide by a new set of regulations. The names and addresses of all members and visitors in attendance during masonic conferences were now to be recorded by a Junior Warden, and later submitted to the Clerk of Peace on a yearly basis. This law would be enforced for centuries to come, until it was repealed much later by Parliament in 1967. 
 
    Meanwhile, in the United States, the movement gained a momentum unheard of in masonic history. In 1730, the Grand Lodge of England issued warrants that sanctioned the establishments of Provincial Grand Lodges in the new colonies of North America. The Provincial Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania, which was said to have been created in 1731, claims to be the oldest masonic lodge in the United States, a claim that is refuted by the Grand Lodges of Massachusetts and Virginia, which were erected shortly after. Between the years of 1733 and 1737, the Grand Lodge of England issued more warrants that allowed Freemason flags to be planted in New York and South Carolina. 
 
    A number of founding fathers and celebrated heroes of the United States were said to have been Freemasons. Among the most widely recognized of these names was none other than Benjamin Franklin. The Bostonian prodigy, born in 1706, soon caught the eyes of those around him, mesmerized by his exceptional intelligence and promise. Franklin was a serial inventor, author, philosopher, politician, and a veritable jack-of-all-trades, but he, too, was a venerated brother of the craft. 
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    Franklin 
 
    Exactly when Franklin joined the Freemasons is still up for debate, but many believe it was around February of 1731 that he enlisted in the St. John's Lodge of Philadelphia. The next year, 26-year-old Franklin was promoted to Junior Grand Warden of the Provincial Grand Lodge in Pennsylvania, and was elevated to Grand Master in 1734. That same year, Grand Master Franklin reissued the 1723 Anderson's Constitutions, making history as the first masonic publication in the United States. In 1752, Franklin headed a committee that aimed to build the first physical base of the Freemasons in the United States. 
 
    Franklin was also applauded for his diplomatic skills, which came in handy when he was sent to aid his fellow colonists overseas. He acted as a representative for the Philadelphia lodge, scrupulously attending a chain of meetings in Europe, and was even chosen as the Grand Provincial Master for a conference for the Grand Lodge of England in November of 1760. In 1778, Franklin was sent to Paris, where he would negotiate French entry into the American Revolution. During his stay, he was also was tasked with sponsoring one of the Enlightenment’s legends, Voltaire, in his candidacy for a seat in the Lodge of Nine Sisters. Franklin continued to maintain affiliations with the Nine Sisters. 
 
    It would not be long before American Freemasons found themselves embroiled in the rumors blazoned by the public. Many found it difficult to ignore the fact that the Freemasons shared a vision that was uncannily similar to the fledgling nation's ideals of democracy and the reorganization of social relationships. Ergo, many began to suspect that the Freemasons were the puppeteers of the American Revolution. 
 
    For starters, many of the leaders in the Revolution, including Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, Samuel Adams, and Alexander Hamilton, were said to have been Freemasons at one point in time. With the alleged influence of these lionized figures, the number of Freemasons in the nation saw an exponential increase. By 1779, there were an estimated 21 lodges in Massachusetts alone. In the next 2 decades, that number nearly tripled. 
 
    With that in mind, modern historians have been quick to poke holes in these claims. For one, there has been no proof to suggest that Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, James Madison, Richard Henry Lee, or Hamilton – all whose names were highlighted – were Freemasons. Instead, historians insist that those propagating these rumors were “grossly exaggerating” the influence of the Freemasons in the Revolution. Moreover, of the 56 who signed the Declaration of Independence, only 8 or 9 have been verified as Freemasons, another figure that has been dangerously distorted over the years. 
 
    About a century later, another gripping theory was presented by author Joseph Fort Newton. Newton proposed that it had been the Freemasons who had orchestrated the Boston Tea Party. According to his theory, the majority of the boat-raiders were from a Freemason faction known as the “Caucus Pro Bono Publico,” and they were believed to have done their plotting in the Green Dragon Tavern. On December 16, 1773, these Freemason rebels, accompanied by Samuel Adams and the Sons of Liberty, with many disguised as Mohawk Indians, stole away into the night. They crept into a Boston vessel, seized it, and hurled 342 chests of tea over the railings. Among the rebels on board were Paul Revere, who later became the Grand Master of the Provincial Lodge in Massachusetts, as well as Thomas Crafts, John Hancock, and Joseph Warren, all confirmed Freemasons.  
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    Revere 
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    Hancock 
 
    Notwithstanding the busy rumor mills, the number of Freemasons in America continued to experience a healthy growth rate. In the late 18th century, the nation saw a surge in independent lodges. Green lodges realized that the proper paperwork for authorization would be too costly and time-consuming to obtain, as the nearest grand lodge was back in the motherland. Undeterred, these start-up lodges pressed ahead on their own, and only petitioned for authorization when they were certain their community would survive for at least a decade. 
 
    October 13, 1792 marked yet another pivotal moment in Freemasonry history. On that day, George Washington, the first President of the United States, aided by Joseph Clark, the Grand Master of a lodge based in Maryland, gathered to lay the first cornerstone of the United States Capitol in a masonic ceremony. A trio of Worshipful Masters also attended, bearing offerings of corn, wine, and oil, inspired by the gifts of King Solomon. Towards the end of the ceremony, Washington scooped up shovel after shovel of dirt with a masonic trowel, and the symbolic diamond tile was set into the earth. Washington's apron and sash can still be found in the Masonic Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania. His trowel would later be used in the cornerstone ceremonies of other historic buildings, including the Washington Monument and the Herbert Hoover Building. 
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    An 1870 print depicting Washington as the Master of his Lodge 
 
    By the dawn of the 19th century, there were an estimated 16,000 Freemasons in America. By 1822, that number had rocketed to 80,000. To put this in perspective, this was approximately 5% of all eligible bachelors in the United States. 
 
   
  
 

 The Anti-Masons  
 
    “What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.” – Albert Pike 
 
    It seemed as if the Freemasonry movement in America had reached its pinnacle, but all that hard work would soon start to unravel.  
 
    William Morgan was born in 1774 in the charming town of Culpeper, Virginia. He see-sawed between the line of pauperism and the lower middle class all his life, initially working as a plebeian mason and bricklayer before going on to opening his own small business in Richmond. All throughout his life, Morgan's credibility had always been questioned by his peers. Morgan had once boasted to his family and friends that he had served as a captain in the War of 1812. While most around him readily commended him for his service, modern historians are still unsure; several soldiers by the name of “William Morgan” had indeed been registered in the roster, but none of them had come close to holding a position of captaincy. Many still doubt that Morgan had even served in the war at all. 
 
    In 1819, a 45-year-old Morgan grew smitten with a stunning 16-year-old beauty named Lucinda Pendleton. The pair tied the knot that same year. 2 years later, the newlyweds packed up their belongings and hiked up north to Canada, where they settled. There, Morgan managed his own brewery until a freak fire erupted, devouring everything in its path.  
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    Morgan 
 
    Crushed, Morgan made the slow trek back to the United States. This time, he settled in New York, first camping out in Rochester, and later, in Batavia. The embittered Morgan sunk to the bottom of the barrel once again, and was forced to return to his career as a low-earning mason. Lost and disheartened, Morgan resorted to binge drinking and reckless gambling, but things were only about to get really ugly. 
 
    Back in Canada, Morgan had incessantly bragged about being a Master Mason to anyone who would humor him. This was where Morgan's mismatching tales blurred the lines between truth and fiction yet again. Though there have been records of Morgan's visits to Freemason chapters in Virginia, whether or not he had actually been initiated remains unconfirmed. 
 
    What has been confirmed was that Morgan was later denied entry into the Batavia chapter. Some members of the Batavia lodge cited a general dislike of Morgan's character as a reason for the rare rejection, while others expressed reservations about his true roots. Even with his spotty past, Morgan was accepted into the neighboring lodge of Le Roy's Western Star Chapter #33, where he was presented with a Royal Arch degree. Unsurprisingly, whether or not Morgan had actually completed the 6 previous degrees is still open for debate. 
 
    In 1826, Morgan attempted to set up a masonic chapter in Batavia, but he was denied this right. In response, the livid Morgan took to the streets and announced the upcoming release of his new book, Illustrations of Masonry, an all-embracing exposé that promised to deliver the dirty details of the secret rituals and esoteric knowledge of the society. To sweeten the pot, Morgan claimed that David Miller, a publisher for a local newspaper, had provided him with an attractive advance up front. 
 
    Just a few days after the big announcement, Morgan was arrested and thrown behind bars for defaulting on a debt that amounted to a measly ₤2.60 (approximately $459 USD today). For weeks, the Freemasons were said to have gone to every length to change his mind. They made multiple attempts to reason with him, and had even gone so far as to allegedly torching the local printing press, all to no avail. 
 
    Then, the fateful day arrived. In the wee hours of the night, a group of assailants slithered into the jailhouse with deafening stealth. A snoozing Morgan was jolted awake as his assailants dragged him out of his cell and chucked him into a carriage. When the horse galloped down the streets and out of sight, a witness was said to have heard Morgan's cries shattering the silence – “Murder, murder!” Some say that Morgan had simply been exiled to Canada, whereas others assumed the worst. Whatever the case, Morgan was never seen again.    
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    A depiction of Morgan’s assassination 
 
    The unsettling events continued. Witnesses were swiftly vanishing, suffering eerily similar fates. No one was talking. Eventually, a foursome of local Freemasons were rounded up and charged with Morgan's kidnapping and murder. Even the name of DeWitt Clinton, an American senator and the 6th governor of New York, had surfaced in the confusing stew of allegations. In due course, the court, which could find no real evidence to link the alleged perpetrators to the crime, had no choice but to release them. 
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    Clinton 
 
    The public, in particular New York and surrounding states, turned on the Freemasons, and residents began a series of vicious protests against the society. The outrage resulted in a mass exit, which saw members pulling out in droves. Half the lodges were shut down in Maryland. Things fared no better in New York. In 1827, 227 lodges were listed under the jurisdiction of the Grand Lodge of New York. In a span of 8 years, that number plummeted to 41.               
 
    Thurlow Weed, an avid critic of Andrew Jackson and the Freemasons, formed the Anti-Masonic Party soon after. The party gained the public support of numerous influential politicians, including William H. Seward, and President John Adams himself. The president was so opposed to the Freemasons that he later published a book, Letters on the Masonic Institution, in which he boldly proclaimed, “I do conscientiously and sincerely believe that the Order of Freemasonry...is one of the greatest moral and political evils under which the Union is now laboring...”               
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    Weed 
 
    In 1832, the Anti-Masonic Party played a controversial role in choosing William Hirt, a suspected Freemason who had defended the brotherhood on many occasions, as their party's presidential candidate. Come Election Day, the party received only 7 electoral votes, and by 1835, the Anti-Masonic party had dissolved in every other state apart from Pennsylvania. 
 
    By the late 1850s, the Freemason movement once again led the pack. When the American Civil War started in the 1860s, the number of American Freemasons had shot up from 66,000 to 200,000 among the 5,000 lodges spread out across the land. During the war, stories of the society's brotherly love began to make its rounds. These brave Freemason soldiers were said to have tended to the POWs and wounded warriors of rival troops who belonged to the same fraternity. 
 
    Soon after the Civil War drew to an end, the Freemasons, along with other brotherhoods, entered the “Golden Age of Fraternalism.” The revival of the movement was made possible by Albert Pike, a mountain of a man weighing 300 pounds and standing at well over 6 feet tall, bearing a long and luscious beard as white as snow. Pike called for the fraternity to repair their fractured image in the public eye by shifting their focus to philanthropy. This worked like a charm. In 1872, Pike published Morals and Dogma, with literature that contained a retelling of Freemason history, as well as the esoteric knowledge hidden within the society. 33 new initiations, complete with procedures, were introduced, inspired by a blend of astronomy, ancient religious truths, and traditional masonic mythology. Pike would eventually become a figure around which future conspiracies and complaints centered, with many insisting that his works contain underlying elements of racism and prejudice. 
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 Schisms, Schemes, and Modern Freemasons 
 
    “Be sure your wisest words are those you do not say.” – Robert W. Service 
 
    The Freemasonry movement would eventually spread across the globe, but its impact on France would remain one of its greatest triumphs. In the beginning of the 19th century, there were an estimated 10,000 Freemasons in France. By the end of the century, that number had doubled, and by 1936, that number had risen to a whopping 60,000. 
 
    Initially, the society had appealed to free-thinking men who found themselves allured by the mystic side of the Freemasons. Many enjoyed socializing with their like-minded peers in flamboyant get-ups, and found engaging in these elaborate rituals most thrilling. In the years that followed, as the Freemason culture developed in France, the society became a central hub for French politics and business. 
 
    Gradually, the French Freemasons drifted from the society's primary ideology of social equality and ethical living. More politicians entered the society with other civil servants in tow in the hopes of garnering a wider platform and a better chance at clinching an election or promotion. Inn keepers and hotel managers also made up a large portion of the pie, seeking to enlarge their client bases. Other businessmen exploited the chance to network with their peers and stake out new business opportunities. Another additional advantage was the 10% discount each Freemason received for every purchase or transaction with a fellow brother. 
 
    In a case of déjà vu, the French public began to grow suspicious about the Freemasons. When they could not find answers, they began making their own. They accused the Freemasons of running the government behind the scenes and for spewing propaganda that glorified anti-religion and other materialistic views.  
 
    Be that as it may, modern historians also insist that these facts have been embellished. While the French Freemasons had indeed been supportive of certain anti-religious views, these ideas have long existed before their arrival. These strained relations came to a head in the early 20th century. 
 
    In 1904, a radical party headed by War Minister Emile Combes came to a backstage agreement with the Grand Orient de France Lodge. As a constituent of their deal, the Freemasons were tasked with spying on a number of army officers, honing in on their religious and political views. These spies would then whip up a smear campaign against the Catholics. This plot was eventually foiled, leading to the dismissal of Combes in 1905, and the ultimate dissolution of the party. This disgraceful event is now known as the “Affaire Des Fiches.” 
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    Combes 
 
    In time, the French Freemasons found a new foe in the English chapter. The seed of distrust was said to have been planted during an assembly of the Grand Orient de France in 1877, where it was decided by vote that it was time to tweak the antiquated constitution. The document originally read, “Its principles are the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, and human solidarity.” Now, it read, “Its principles are absolute liberty of conscience and human solidarity.” The United Grand Lodge of England was appalled by the news. They swiftly issued a response, sternly stating that they could not, in good conscience, recognize brotherhoods that denied the existence of the “Great Architect of the Universe,” namely, God or any other supreme being.  
 
    The volatile tensions only soured from there. The French did not appreciate the English chapter's fraternization with the crown and the Protestant Church. On the other end of the spectrum, the English were incensed by their French brothers' gall to tarnish one of the society's most fundamental principles – an unswerving belief in the Almighty. Despite the English chapter's vocal stance on the subject, their affiliation with the Grand Orient of Belgium, who had also elected to strike the need of a supreme being in its constitution, remained untouched. Naturally, this only further strained the relationship between the brotherhoods. 
 
    None of those rumors could compare to those that emerged in the 1890s. In 1885, a French writer, Marie Joseph Jogand-Pagès (pen name Léo Taxil), converted to the Catholic faith. This was especially shocking, because for decades, his controversial anti-Catholic views had been his bread and butter. Without so much as a much-needed break, Taxil's itching fingers soon found their way around another pen. This time, he had a new nemesis in mind – the Freemasons. Throughout the 1890s, Taxil churned out volumes of pamphlets and books, broadcasting the evil and top-secret rituals of the brotherhood. These claims grew in absurdity with each publication, which centered on accusations of the society's alleged devotion to Satan, and other creepy, cult-like behaviors, complete with eyewitness statements. One of Taxil's publications, Devil in the Nineteenth Century, was said to have been written by a woman named Diane Vaughan who purportedly took part in the satanic rituals. Her several encounters with demons of the underworld were reminiscent of drug-induced psychedelic trips, including an episode of a demon tickling the keys of a crocodile-shaped piano.  
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    Taxil 
 
    Taxil's books became instant bestsellers, accumulating an almost purely Catholic fan base. As Vaughan went on to release a few more publications, her fans begged her to make a public appearance. In April of 1897, Taxil decided to give the people what they wanted, and arranged a press conference. The crowd waited with bated breath, only for Taxil to announce that it had been him alone who had written the books. Even more staggering, he calmly revealed that not a word he had written about the Freemasons was true, and he proceeded to thank the Catholic newspapers for allowing him to run his bizarre tales. Lastly, he admitted that Vaughan had been no more than a secretary of his who had been more than eager to allow him to use her name for the long con.  
 
    The Freemasons continue to be a hot topic for conspiracy theorists today. Apart from the usual conjectures involving alleged warmongers hell-bent on world domination or reptilians in human skin suits, the Freemasons have been the focus of reams of theories, from the wild and comical to the downright horrifying.  
 
    One of the more lighthearted stories revolves around the Latrobe Brewing Company, based in Pennsylvania. The label of one of the company's most popular beers, the “Rolling Rock,” contains a number “33” at the end of one of its passages. Many jumped the gun at once and insisted that the “33” was a reference to the 33rd Degree of the Scottish Rites. This rumor would only be cleared up in 1986, when a journalist discovered that the “33” simply indicated the number of words in the sentence and was merely a misprint.  
 
    Some conspiracy theorists claim to have come across some startling revelations about the layout of Washington D.C.. The masonic square and compass is said to be clearly visible from an aerial view. The capital sits at the top of the compass. One axis connects the capital to the White House, and the other to Jefferson Memorial. Finally, the Lincoln Memorial is linked to both the White House and Jefferson Memorial, forming the square and completing the picture. As plausible as this theory might sound, it has since been debunked by numerous historians. According to the bubble-bursters, these connections and patterns are inevitable when it comes to cities designed in a grid system, and are far from unique. 
 
    A few of these Freemason-inspired conspiracies come with a morbid twist. One of the most widespread of these theories suggests that Albert Pike, whose works have been criticized as white supremacist propaganda, had founded the notorious Ku Klux Klan. While theories of the like have been disproven time and time again, they can still be found on several websites.  
 
    Another conspiracy theorist, Billy Morgan, takes it even further; he claims to know the deepest and dirtiest of the Freemason secrets – ritual sodomy. This, Morgan insists, is a mind control tactic, predominantly performed on children between the ages of 2 and 4. The process is said to induce memory blackouts and a psychological journey that opens up one's “third eye to Luciferian illumination.” Awfulness aside, modern historians are in agreement that these claims are absolutely fictitious and defamatory, spawned by the figments of exceptionally warped imaginations. 
 
    Today, Freemasons, along with the hundreds of affiliate groups around the globe, continue to make their strides, donating hundreds of millions to charitable organizations every year. The Freemasons have established lodges in every continent around the world, barring Antarctica. In 2016, the United Grand Lodge of England reported a quarter of a million Freemasons under its dominion, and a total of 6 million worldwide, with an estimated 2 million of them in the United States.  
 
    It’s safe to say that no matter what people think of them, the Freemasons’ legacy will continue indefinitely. 
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