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Freemasonry in Ireland pre-dates the creation of the 
Grand Lodge in 1725. 
 
 
Baal’s Bridge Square 
 
Union Lodge No. 13, warranted in 1732, has an old brass square which was recovered 
from the foundations of Baal’s Bridge in Limerick when the bridge was being rebuilt 
in 1830.  
 
It is inscribed : 

“I will strive to live  
with Love and Care 

upon the Level  
by the Square” 

1507. 
A heart appears in each angle. 

 
In “The Marencourt Cup and Ancient Square.” dated 1905, Bro. H. F. Berry, 
Assistant Keeper of the Irish Records, records that “Ball's (or Baals) Bridge is a 
beautiful structure, of a single arch, built in 1831, to replace an ancient bridge of the 
same name, which consisted of four arches, with a range of houses on its west side.  
 
The date of the initial erection of this ancient bridge, which was reconstructed several 
times over the centuries, has not been ascertained, but possibly the old brass square, 
dated 1507, may have been placed, under the foundation stone in that year.  
 
This beautiful brass square points to the fact that the Craft was already flourishing in 
Ireland in the beginning of the sixteenth century. It is difficult, in the absence of 
satisfactory documentary evidence, to ascertain which ceremonies and rituals, if any, 
would have been worked by the Brethren in these days in Ireland.  
 
Yet the text on the old brass square reveals that as early as in 1507, Freemasons had 
already associated moral symbolism with the use of their operative working tools.  
 
In addition, the place where the square was found, under the foundation stone, shows 
that one of our Masonic customs, was already practiced in Ireland over 500 years ago.  
 
There are earlier instances of this implement being invested with a moral meaning, 
even in ancient Egypt, but this is the first definite Irish example. 1 
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The Mason Word 
 
The oldest documented reference to Freemasonry as an esoteric society, or society 
with secrets, occurs in 1638 in  “The Muses’ Threnodie” by Henry Adamson,  
 
 

“For we the Brethren of the Rosie Crosse 
We have the Mason Word and Second Sight.” 

1638 
 
Here we get Freemasony coupled with two other mysteries that were occupying the 
attention, namely the Fraternity of the Rosicrucians and the Second Sight. 2 

 
 
A Masonic Lodge at Trinity College 
 
The earliest reference to  an Irish Lodge and to speculative Freemasonry in Ireland is 
at Trinity College in Dublin, where operative masons had previously been plying their 
labours for considerable time.  The year is 1688.   
 

“ It was lately ordered that for the honour and the dignity of the University 
there should be introduced a society of Freemasons, consisting of gentlemen, 
mechanics, porters etc. etc, who shall bind themselves by an oath never to 
reveal their mighty no-secret, and to relieve whatsoever strolling distressed 
brethren they meet with, after the example of the fraternity of Freemasons in 
and about Trinity College, by whom a collection was letely made for, and the 
purse of charity well stuffed for, a reduced brother, who received their charity 
as follows ...” 3 

 
 
The Lady Freemason 
 
Before modern speculative Masonry came into being, there were women engaged in 
operative Masonry.  In the Regius Manuscript, dating from about 1390, the oldest 
document yet discovered which clearly identifies itself with Masonry, there is 
reference to females as Masons. The relevant passages (with emphasis added) state : 

 
In old English: 
 
Yn that onest craft to be parfytte; And so 
uchon schulle techyn othur, And love 
togeder as syster and brothur. 

 
Or, in modern English, 
 
In that honest craft to be perfect; And so each 
one shall teach the other, And love together as 
sister and brother. 

 
And, in another passage: 
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In old English: 

 
Articulus decimus. The then the artycul 
ys for to knowe,  Amonge the craft, to 
hye and lowe, There schal no mayster 
supplante other, But be togeder as systur 
and brother, Yn thys curyus craft, alle 
and som, That longuth to a maystur 
mason. 

again, in modern English: 
 
 
Tenth article. The tenth article is for to know,  
Among the craft, to high and low, There shall 
no master supplant another, But be together 
as sister and brother, In this curious craft, all 
and some, That belongeth to a master mason. 

    
There is also a record from 1408 in which Masons were sworn to obey “the Master, 
or Dame, or any other ruling Freemason. The 1683 records of the Lodge of Mary’s 
Chapel in Edinburgh show that the lodge was presided over by a Dame or Mistress.  
The records of the Grand Lodge of York in 1693 indicate that there were both male 
and female initiates: “elders taking the Booke, he or _shee__ [sic] that is to be made 
Mason shall lay their hands thereon, and the charge shall be given.”4  Also in 1696 
there is a record of two widows being named as members in the Operative Masons 
Court, while in 1714, Mary Bannister, the daughter of a barber in the town of 
Barking, England, was apprenticed as a Mason for seven years for a fee which she is 
recorded to have paid to the Company. Several instances of male apprentices being 
assigned to work under female masters during the period 1713-1715 appear in the 
records of the “Worshipful Company of Masons” in MS 5984 of the Guildhall Library 
in London.5   
 
All of this occurred before the formation of the first Grand Lodge in London in 1717. 

 
Indeed, it was in one of the Irish speculative 
lodges, in County Cork,  before the formation 
of the English Grand Lodge in London, that 
the first known woman in speculative 
Masonry, Elizabeth St. Leger,  was initiated in 
1712 or even earlier by her father, the 
Viscount Doneraile, who was Master of the 
lodge, later Lodge No. 95 of the Grand Lodge 
of Ireland 6.  Ms. St. Leger, later Mrs. 
Aldworth, was given the honor of a Masonic 
funeral at the time of her death.  
Anyway, this unique event shows that the 
nobility in Ireland were holding masonic 
lodges in their private houses at a date prior to 
the institution of the Grand Lodge of Ireland. 
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The year 1724 is notable for the appearance in Dublin of an anonymous pamphlet, it 
being the first reference in print dealing with Irish Freemasonry : “ A letter from the 
Grand Mistress of the Female Free-Masons”, published by John Harding, the 
authorship of which is usually attributed to Jonathan Swift.  Cf. Appendix 1 
 
 

… the Branch of the lodge of Solomon’s Temple , afterwards called 
the lodge of St. John of Jerusalem is the ancientest and purest now 
on earth, from whence came the famous old Scottish lodge of 
Kilwinning, of which all the Kings of Scotland have been from time 
to time Grand Masters without interruption down from the days of 
Fergus, who reigned there more than two thoisand years ago, long 
before the Knights of St John of Jerusalem, or the Knights of Malta, 
to which two lodges I must nevertheless allow the honour of having 
adorned the ancient Jewish and Pagan Masonry with many religious 
and Christian Rules. Fergus was carfefully instructed in all the Arts 
and Sciences, especially in the natural Magick, and the Cabalistical 
Philosophy, (afterwards called the Rosicrucians), by the Pagan 
Druids of Ireland … or, more properly speaking of the Cabala, as 
Masonry was call’d in those Days …  .7 

 
The ten page pamphlet is most remarkable because, while printed in the year before 
the Grand Lodge era starts in Ireland, it already includes all of the foundation myths 
and the legendary history of Freemasonry.   
 
The 1724 dated “Letter of the Grand Mistress” uncovers the esoteric sources covering 
secrets supposedly preserved by Jacobite Freemasons and Irish exiles in Europe and 
the New World : it traces the origin of the Masonic Order to Ancient Egypt and even 
to Abraham, it reveals its links with Celtic Druidism, the Masonic meaning of 
Solomonic Architecture,  the influence of Alchemy, Cabbalism and Hermeticism, the 
crucial role of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem, the Knights Templar , the Knights 
of Malta and  the Rosicrucians as the predecessors of the modern time Speculative 
Freemasons. 
These themes were developed and expanded by Freemasons during the second half of 
the 18th century in the different systems of higher degrees which sprang up after the 
famous “Oration” written in 1737 by chevalier Michael Ramsay, a Scottish émigré 
living in France, but which must have existed earlier in some form namely in Ireland. 
 
 

The beginnings of the Grand Lodge of Ireland 
 
The exact year of the formation of the Irish Grand Lodge —the second oldest in the 
World — cannot be determined with precision, since none of its official records exists 
prior to 1760. The  generally recognised date is 1725 and that year was accepted for 
the Bicentenary Celebrations of the Grand Lodge of Ireland in 1925. 
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It is to a newspaper account—the first to mention an Irish Grand Lodge—that the 
ascribed year is due. On Saturday, 26th June, 1725, “The Dublin Weekly Journal” 
contained a detailed  account of a meeting of the Grand Lodge at the King Inns : 
 
 

  “ Thursday last, being St. John’s Day, Patron of the Most Antient and Right 
Worshipful Society of FREE-MASONS; they met about Eleven o’ Clock, at 
the Yellow Lion in Warbrough’s Street, where there appear’d above 100 
gentlemen.  After some time spent, in putting on their Aprons,White Gloves 

and other parts of the Distinguishing Dress of 
that Worshipful Order, they proceeded over 
Essex-Bridge to the Strand, and from thence 
to the King’s Inn, in the following order.  The 
Officers of the Order in Hackney-Coaches (It 
being a very Rainy Day) the 12 Stewards in 3 
Coaches, each having a Mystical White Wand 
in his hand, the Grand Master in a fine 
Chariot.  The Grand Wardens; the Masters 
and Wardens of the six Lodges of Gentlemen 

FREEMASONS, who are under the Jurisdiction of the Grand Master, the 
Private Brothers, all in Coaches; they made a very fine Appearance, most of 
them having new Cloaths proper for the solemn Occasion : When they came to 
the Inns, they marched up to the Great Hall, marshalled in the following 
Order.  The Officers of the Order, two and two; the 
twelve Stewards two and two, all uncovered; — R—, 
Esq.; who officiated as Mason King at Arms; the 
Grand Master alone, cover’d ; the Grand Wardens, the 
Masters and Wardens of the several Lodges, each 
Master walking alone, and followed by his two 
Wardens; the Private Brother two and two, all 
uncovered; After marching round the Wall of the 
Great Hall, with many important Ceremonies, the Grand Lodge, composed of 
the Grand Master, Deputy Grand Master, (who was absent) Grand Wardens, 
and the Master and Wardens of all the Lodges, retired to the Room prepared 
for them, where after performing the Mystical ceremonies of the Grand Lodge 
which are held so sacred, that they must not be discover’d to a private Brother; 
they proceeded to the Election of a new Grand Master, &c.  As soon as it was 
known that the Grand Lodge was ready to appear, the Officers of the Order, 

the Stewards and Mason King at Arms, dress’d in a 
proper Manner, carrying upon a Velvet Cushion, a 
little Gold Trowel with a Black Ribbon, attended at 
the Door, and marched in order before the Grand 
Wardens, &c, to the upper End of the Great Hall, 
where stood the Mystical Table, made of a Form to 
represent two Masons Squares joined, and the Proxy 
of the Senior Grand Warden acquainted the Society, 
that the Grand Lodge had chosen the Right 
Honourable Earl of Ross, Grand Master for the year 

ensuing, and Sir Thomas Pendergast, and Mark Morgan, Esq., Grand 
Wardens, and that the Grand Master had appointed the Honourable Humphrey 
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Buttler, Esq., Deputy Grand Master.  At the naming of each of these, thye 
Society gave their Approbation by three Huzzas, then the Officers of the 
Order, &c. went to the Grand Lodge Room, and conducted this new Grand 
Master in greta State to the head of the Mystical Table, and Mason King at 
Armes hung the Gold Trowel by the Black Ribbon around his neck.  

 
Immediately the Grand Master made them am elegant speech, “Expressing 
how sensible he was of the Great Honour done him, and promising to 
discharge the great and important Trusts reposed on him, with becoming 
Fidelity &c.  and concluded, with an apology for the shortness of his speech 
because dinner was ready, and believed they were hungry !  There were three 
large tables at the lower end of the hall, of cmmon form for the private 
Brothers; for the Grand Lodge only sat at the Mystical Table.  They had 120 
dishes of meat, and were attended by 25 Drawer, admitted Free Mason for this 
solemn occasion.  After the entertainment they all went to the play, with heir 
apron, &c., the private Brother sat in the pit, but the Grand Master, Deputy 
Grand Master, and Grand Wardens, in the Government Box, at the conclusion 
of the play. Mr. Griffith the player, who is a Brother sung the Free Masons’s 
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Apprentice Song, the Grand Master and the whole Brotherhood joining in the 
chorus.  The Brothers of one Lodge wore fine badges painted full of crosses 
and squares, with this motto, Spes mea in Deo est.  Which was no doubt very 
significant, for the Master of it wore a yellow jacket and blue britches.” 

 
 

The earl of Rosse, who was only 29 when he was first elected Grand Master was 
known for his wit and wild habits.  He is said to have inherited nearly a million 
pounds from his grandmother, the great Duchess of Tyrconnel.  
 
His Dublin town-home was on the site of the present Freemasons' Hall.  
 
 

Irish military lodges played a major role in the 
expansion of Freemasonry in the world. 
 
During the eighteenth century hundreds of Lodges were founded in every part 
of Ireland, and most of these would have met at inns, taverns and coffee 
houses. In Dublin, Lodges were known to have met in the Yellow Lion on 
Werburgh Street, the Centaur Tavern on Fishamble Street, and the Eagle 
Tavern on Cork Hill, amongst others, and in Belfast meetings were held in 
the Sailor on Mill Street and the Donegall Anna. 
 
Masonic tradition reports that a number of Irish and Scottish military lodges had 
already been in existence before the Grand Lodge era, namely in France.   
 
The creation of Lodge No. 34 I.C. is well documented : while serving as Captain in an 
Irish regiment stationed in Toulouse, Nicholas, 3rd Viscount Barnewall applied to 
Dublin for a warrant to create a miltary lodge which he obtained in 1734 from his 
elder son, Henry Benedict, 4th Viscount Barnewall of Kingsland, Grand Master of the 
Grand Lodge of Ireland.  Nicholas Barnewall was the uncle of  the 1st Earl of Rosse, 
who had been Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Ireland in 1725.   
 
From the second half of the eigteenth century onwards Freemasonry became a global 
institution.  One by one lodges  were created throughout the British Isles, Europe, 
North America and the rest of the world.  The Brotherhood expanded as the British 
empire expanded. 8 
 
The primary instrument responsible for the building of this vast network of lodges 
was the regimental lodge.  
 
By the early nineteeth century, every regiment in the British army boasted  at least 
one lodge that accompanied it on its imperial assignments. Freemasons in the army 
helped create permanent lodges among civilian populations in colonies of all types.  
 
Emigrants also directly exported the Brotherhood by requesting warrants to set up 
their own lodges in their new homes in North America, India and Ceylon, West-, 
East- and South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 
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Freemasonry spread so effectively in the British Colonies that by the late 1880 the 
Grand Master of Scotland was able to state : “ Wherever our flag has gone, we are 
able to say there has Masonry gone, and we have been able to found lodges for those 
who have left our shores to found fresh empires “. 9 
 
Prominent during this century for the Grand Lodge of Ireland was the 3rd Duke of 
Leinster who presided as Grand Master for an impressive period of sixty one years. 
 
The oldest Grand Lodge warrant in the world, that now held by Lodge No. 1, Cork, 
was issued in 1731 to a Lodge at Mitchelstown, Co. Cork, most probably for the 
household of Lord Kingston. This vellum document ante-dates by 23 years the first 
Warrant known to have been issued by the Grand Lodge of England.   
 
In fact the practice of issuing Lodge warrants, now adopted by every Grand Lodge in 
the world, started with the Grand Lodge of Ireland. 
 
The Grand Lodge of Ireland was also the first Grand Lodge in the world to issue 
ambulatory warrants to miltary regiments : 
 
“… in all the great campaigns which extended throughout the British Empire in the 
18th and 19th centuries, somewhere among the baggage of the army there was sure to 
be a Lodge chest containing an Irish warrant."  

Lepper and Crossle  
 
 

Irish Freemasonry in Sri Lanka is 200 years old 
 
In “100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka” published in 2001 for the centenary of the 
inauguration of the Victoria Masonic Temple, we read :  “The first Irish Lodge was 
Orange Lodge No. 51 I.C.,  with a warrant dated 21st October 1761”  10  
 
While it is true that that there is an extant Masonic certificate issued in Colombo in 
1802 by Orange Lodge, the number of this Lodge is not 51, which refers to the to the 
51st Regiment to which the lodge was attached, but No. 94 on the roll of the English 
Register (Antients).  To add to the confusion it should be noted that is also trace of 
Orange Lodge No. 274 S.C. attached to the same 51st Regiment, and active in 
Colombo at the same time. There is no Orange Lodge under the Irish Constitution.  11 
 
The chronology of Irish Freemasonry in Sri Lanka is as follows : 
 

1802 Lodge No. 863 – 89th Foot. 2nd Bn. Royal Irish Fusiliers  
Chartered 1802. Stationed in Ceylon in 1802 
Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 145 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 25. 

 
1817 Lodge No. 227.- 46th Foot. 2nd Bn. Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry 

Chartered 1752. Lodge of Social and Military Virtues. 
Stationed in Ceylon in 1817 
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Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 59 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 26. 
 

1820 Lodge No. 83. – 83rd Foot. 1st Bn. Ulster Riffles. 
 Chartered 1817. Stationed in Ceylon. 

Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 34 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 129 

 
1821 Lodge No. 62 - St. Thomas and St. James  

Colombo, chartered 4th October 1821, sent in 1855 
Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 31 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 26. 

 

 
Lodge No. 227, I.C., “Social and Military Virtues” 

46th Foot. 2nd Bn. Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry 
Chartered 1752. Stationed in Ceylon in 1817 12 

 
1858 Lodge No. 58 – 50th Foot. Queen’s Own Royal West Kent 

Queen’s Own Lodge, stationed in Kandy till 1861 
Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 31  
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 27. 
Cf. Notes on Freemasonry in Ceylon, J.R. Dashwood 
Ars Quatuor Coronatorum 59 (1946), pp. 129-187 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 129 
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1861 Sphinx Lodge No. 107, Colombo 
Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 38 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 27. 

 
1863 Serendib Lodge No. 112, Colombo 
 Chartered 1864. Sent in 1891 

Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 39 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 27.  
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 82 

 
1863 Lanka Royal Arch Chapter and Mark Lodge No. 107 
 chartered 1863, inaugurated 1865. Resuscitated in 1892 

Revived again from 1903 to 1915. Refounded in 2007. 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 27 & 28 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 149, 160 

 
1868 Leinster Lodge No. 115, Colombo 

Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 39 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 28. 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 75-78 

 
1868 Serendib Royal Arch Chapter and Mark Lodge No. 112 
 chartered 1868 

Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 27. 
 

1874 Dimbula Lodge No. 298, Lindula 
Chartered 28th May 1874. Removed to Hatton on 4th December 1894 
and to Talawakelle on 4th November 1907. 
Cf. Irish Masonic Records, Philip Crossle, 1973, p. 72 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 28. 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 79-81 
 

1878 formation of a Provincial Grand Lodge under the GL of Ireland 
Masonic Hand-Book for Ceylon, 1921, p 28. 
 

1990 Serendib Lodge No. 905, Colombo 
Cf. 100 years of Freemasonry in Sri Lanka, p. 82-84 

 
2006 Re-constitution of the Provincial Grand Lodge under the Grand Lodge 

of Ireland. 
 

2007 Lanka Royal Arch Chapter and Mark Lodge No. 107 
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Irish traditions have helped to shape Masonic 
rituals and ceremonies in other constitutions 
 
The earliest extant document on Irish masonic ceremonies is the so-called Chetwode 
Crawley manuscript of circa 1700.   The 8-page long hanwriten document was found 
in a lot purchased in 1904 by the Grand Lodge of Ireland from a second-hand 
collector.   It contains one of the earliest-known versions of a form of ritual called a 
Masonic catechism (questions and answers) and alludes to a very short ceremony.  

In the early 1700’s a ritual with every word and ceremonies with every gesture, step 
and movement prescribed had not been evolved.  Lectures did not exist.  

"A Short Charge to be given to new admitted Brethren" appears in Smith's "Pocket 
Companion for Free-Masons" published in Dublin in 1735. While the greater part of 
the book was simply a piracy from Anderson’s 1723 Constitutions, the charge was 
new and was immediately approved and sanctioned by the Grand Lodge of Ireland. 
 
While the Grand Lodge of England at first condemned the charge, it was gradually 
adopted and integrated in nearly all the initiation rituals in the world. 
 
Among other characteristics of Irish Freemasonry are : 
 
Administrative usages: 
 

- giving a number and a name to a lodge 
- granting lodge warrants 
- issuing membership certificates 
- annual elections instead of appointed officers 
 

Ritual and ceremonial traditions: 
 

- the appellation of St. John’s lodge 
- the introduction in of regalia inspired from military traditions : 

sashes, swords, decorations, medals, hats, 
- the ring of swords at the initiation 
- the use of the expression “so that profit and pleasure may be the result”,  

rather than “at the will and pleasure of the Worshipful Master” 
- the passphrase at the opening of the lodge 
 

Refreshment traditions : 
 

-  table lodges  
- masonic fires 
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The Irish higher degrees  
Royal Arch and Mark Masonry 
 
The first recorded reference to Royal Arch Masonry, anywhere in the world, occurs in 
a contemporary account of a Masonic procession in the town of Youghal, Co. Cork, 
on the southern Irish sea-board, in the year 1743, showing that some form of Royal 
Arch Masonry must have existed in those parts as early as that and probably earlier.  
 
The account states that "the first Salutation on the Quay of Youghal, upon their 
coming out of their Lodge Chamber, was, the Ships firing their guns with the colours 
flying." The fourth item in the procession is recorded as "The Royal Arch carried by 
two Excellent Masons". 
 
The earliest recorded Irish Royal Arch Minute comes from the same location on July 
30th, 1759, from the records of Lodge No. 19, Youghal, wherein is written  
 
“Then proceeded to the passing of Spencer Scannadem and Samuell Gardner to the 
dignity of Royal Arch Masons, they being proper Officers of the Lodge.”  
 
This was just less than one year after the first recorded conferral of the Royal Arch 
Degree in an English Lodge on August 7th, 1758.. 
 
 
Very typically in the 18th century and also in the beginning of the 19th century, in 
Ireland and Scotland , lodges did not restrict their masonic work to the craft degrees.   
 
In 1820, justifying some query about the conferral of the Royal Arch in a particular 
lodge, the Deputy Grand Secretary wrote : “ … it has always been the practice of Irish 
Lodges to confer the higher degrees under the [craft] lodge warrant …” 
 
A Supreme Grand Royal Arch Chapter of Ireland was formed only in 1829.  It has 
gone through a number of changes since then, but the structure we still have today is 
basically that which emerged in the early 1860s. 
 
Irish Royal Arch Masonry incorporates and controls the Mark Degree by the 
ingenious assumption of having a Mark Lodge attached to every Royal Arch Chapter. 
When, therefore, a Candidate is elected to a Royal Arch Chapter, he is first advanced 
to the Degree of Mark Master Mason in the Mark. The minutes of such meetings are 
read in the subsequent Royal Arch Chapter convocation. 
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