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FOR 65 YEARS there has stood in a cemetery at Batavia, N. Y., a memorial shaft of granite on 

which are chiseled these words, "William Morgan, Murdered by Masons." Today it is merely a 

monument to a brief era of almost unbelievable bigotry, intolerance and hysteria in which there 

was born the greatest anti-Masonic movement that ever disturbed a nation in times of peace. 

There had been anti-Masonic movements before, but none to compare with this. 

Anyone may go to bookstores in Portland, or to any of thousands of bookstores elsewhere and 

become one of hundreds of thousands who have purchased a paper-back volume, "Freemasonry 

Exposed," by Captain Wm. Morgan, who never was a captain and never was murdered. It was 

the threatened publication of this alleged exposure which brought about the so-called Morgan 

incident, and this incident precipitated the greatest of all anti-Masonic movements which raged 

furiously from 10 to 11 years, with rumblings for years afterward. Father was set against son, son 

against father, wife against husband, husband against wife, brother against brother, lifelong 

friendships were disrupted and the disruption of a nation was threatened. 

Who was this fellow Morgan? What manner of person was he? Why did he stoop to the 

publication of an alleged exposure, and what became of him? We do not know all, but we do 

know much. We can state with certainty whence he came, whence he went and what his 



activities were for the two years he was a resident of Batavia, N. Y., where he prepared the 

manuscript for his alleged exposure. 

Morgan was born in Virginia in 1774, worked there as a brick mason and saved a small sum. He 

removed to York, Canada, in 1821 with the wife who had been disowned by her parents because 

of her marriage. In Canada he engaged in the brewery business, being, it is said, his own best 

customer. The brewery burned, Morgan was left penniless and removed to New York. Had this 

brewery not burned, probably there never would have been a Morgan incident. Upon such small 

factors do nation-wide movements often depend. Morgan arrived in Batavia in 1824, living there 

until 1826, when his residence was terminated in a manner which I shall soon describe. 

Although Morgan was given to habitual over-indulgence in liquor, the period was one of heavy 

drinkers and he seems, at first, to have been hospitably accepted by the community of Batavia 

and to have been permitted to take a prominent part in the affairs of the Lodge at Batavia. 

Morgan was without means and it soon became apparent he was disinclined to perform the labor 

necessary for the support of his family, who often were dependent upon Masonic charity for 

food. Morgan claimed to have served with Jackson at New Orleans, and to have won the title of 

"Captain." Later, when the finger of suspicion was pointed at Morgan, no record could be found 

that he had even served in the war of 1812. Certainly the title of "Captain" was one he had 

assumed, just as it began to be suspected his Masonic membership might be of similar origin. 

Morgan became so dissolute and disreputable that he was a stench in the nostrils of the Masons. 

For this 'reason his name was not permitted to appear on a petition for a Royal Arch Chapter. 

Morgan was incensed and threatened revenge. Soon thereafter the traitor Morgan was at work on 

his alleged exposure. 

Morgan found an eager printer in "Colonel" David Miller, publisher of a newspaper at Batavia, 

whose military title seems to have been of the same quality as Morgan's. He had received the 

Entered Apprentice degree 20 years before, had been stopped and he, too, sought revenge. The 

part he played in the publication of the alleged exposure indicates that his stayed advancement 

was justifiable. 

Knowledge that Morgan and Miller were making rapid progress in the production of the alleged 

exposure caused feeling to run high among the Masons, not only of Batavia but also of nearby 

communities. A few were not to be restrained by the advice of calm heads to let this alleged 

exposure come still-born and go the way of others that had gone before. Morgan disappeared and 

was never again seen in Batavia. The Freemasons did not attempt to conceal the fact of Morgan's 

abduction, in a peaceful manner and with Morgan's tacit cooperation, but emphatically denied 

that any harm had come to him. However, when they attempted to find Morgan and bring him 

back to Batavia to allay the fantastic tales that were being told, it was found he had added some 

touches of his own to the disappearance act and could not be found. Sworn testimony of 

reputable witnesses who said they had seen Morgan alive went for naught, largely because of 

inflammatory speeches made, and inflammatory news stories printed, by those who would profit 

financially and politically by fanning the embers into a prairie fire. 

The most popular story was that Morgan had been weighted with irons and thrown alive into 

Lake Ontario. Another was that a tree had been partially uprooted, the body of Morgan buried in 

the roots and the tree replaced. Another was that his throat had been slit, his tongue torn out and 

the body buried in the sands of Lake Ontario. Affidavits were obtained from those who claimed 

to know Morgan had met death in these three different ways, and thus the stories raged. Several 

Freemasons, tried on abduction charges by judges and juries of anti-Masons, went to jail for 

short terms, but no one was ever tried for the murder of Morgan, because no body was ever 



found and there was no real evidence pointing to murder. In fact, there was no body to find, 

because there had been no murder.  

With feeling running high against the Masons, the printer Miller worked feverishly to complete 

production of the alleged exposure which bore Morgan's name. 

Showing how senseless it was to attempt to suppress this alleged exposure, it seems more than 

probable that Morgan was merely copying an alleged exposure of years before by Sam Pritchard, 

and that Miller, by reprinting Pritchard, completed what Morgan had not finished. The alleged 

exposure brought a golden flow to Miller's coffers, but he died a derelict. His ill-gotten gold 

availed him nothing, while Freemasonry survived its wounds and is rich in what it has brought to 

its votaries and to civilization. 

* * * 

The Morgan incident is generally credited, by profane and Freemasons alike, with having been 

the sole factor which precipitated the anti-Masonic movement. The fact seems to be that the 

Morgan incident came at a psychological moment when the country already was seething 

politically. There was a smoldering spirit of unrest, and there were shrewd and unscrupulous 

politicians seeking an issue. … any issue ... which they could ride to power. Any other issue that 

could have been used to fan the flames of intolerance, passion and hate would have done as well, 

but the Morgan incident, with its mystery and implications, was made to order for them. They 

pounced upon it like vultures. They magnified it out of all proportions and dressed it up with 

ghoulish glee in a manner to make it appeal to human credulity. Anti-Masonic feeling spread like 

a fever ... like a pestilence. The New England country, in particular, went into hysteria. Even 

calm heads who saw the fallacy of what was being done …but with a yearning for public place 

…could not stand against the milling fanatics. They had to move with them or be trampled by 

them. 

Staid old churches participated in the attack. Freemasons were barred from the pulpit and even 

from church membership. Preachers would not officiate at the funerals of Freemasons. Daughters 

of Freemasons were driven from teaching positions in the public schools. Children of 

Freemasons were barred from attendance at the public schools. Legislatures attempted to 

disqualify Freemasons for holding public office. Anti-Masonic newspapers were subsidized. 

Freemasons in business were boycotted. Insults were heaped upon Freemasons and their 

families. It was a patriotic gesture to renounce Masonic affiliation. Demagogs promoted anti-

Masonic meetings at which resolutions were adopted charging the Freemasons with committing 

and concealing nearly every crime in the calendar. The first of these meetings, appropriately, was 

held at Batavia. Anti-Masons held state and national conventions and the Anti-Masonic party 

sprang into being. 

This was the day of the oratorically great and many were aligned with the anti-Masons. The 

hysteria that swept New England is well illustrated in resolutions adopted at a convention held in 

LeRoy, N. Y., a short distance from Batavia, in June, 1827. These resolutions gave these reasons 

for condemning Freemasonry: 

1. It exercises power over the persons and lives of citizens. 

2. It arrogates to itself the right to punish its members for offenses unknown to the law of the 

land. 

3. It requires the concealment of crime; and protects the guilty from punishment. 

4. It encourages the commission of crime by affording the means of escape. 

5. It assumes dignities and titles inconsistent with a republican government. 



6. It affords an opportunity for the corrupt and designing to form plans against the government 

and against individuals. 

7. It destroys the principles of equality by bestowing favors on its own members and excluding 

others equally meritorious, 

8. It creates odious aristocracies by obligations to support the interests of members in preference 

to others of equal qualifications. 

9. It blasphemes the name and attempts the personification of Jehovah. 

10. It prostitutes the Sacred Scriptures to unholy purposes, to subserve its own secular and 

trifling forms. 

11. It weakens the sentiments of morality and religion by the multiplication of profane oaths and 

an immoral familiarity with religious forms and ceremonies. 

12. It encourages in its ceremonies and unholy commingling of divine truth with impious human 

inventions. 

13. It substitutes self-righteousness and the ceremonies of Freemasonry for vital religion and the 

ordinances of the Gospel. 

14. It promotes habits of idleness and intemperance by the members neglecting business to 

attend meetings and to drink libations. 

15. It accumulates funds at the expense of the indigent and to the damage of females; and 

dissipates them in rioting and pleasure and its own senseless ceremonies and exhibitions. 

16. It contracts the sympathies of human hearts from all the unfortunate by confining charities to 

its own members. 

17. It destroys veneration for religion and religious ordinances by the profane use of religions 

forms. 

 

Among those prominently or nominally identified with the anti-Masonic movement were such 

giants of the day as Wm. H. Seward, twice Governor of New York during the anti-Masonic 

hysteria, later to be twice elected to the U. S. Senate and still later to be barely defeated for the 

Presidency by Lincoln and to become Secretary of State in Lincoln's cabinet; Millard Fillmore, 

sent to Congress from New York during the anti-Masonic hysteria, elected Vice President after 

the anti-Masonic movement had run its course and became President upon the death of Taylor, 

but never to become a Mason; Wm. H. Harrison, unsuccessful candidate for President during the 

anti-Masonic hysteria but elected to the Presidency in 1840, when anti-Masonry was no longer 

an issue; Henry Clay, renegade Mason and unsuccessful candidate for the Presidency during the 

anti-Masonic hysteria; Daniel Webster, one of the greatest orators this country ever has 

produced, a member of Congress from Massachusetts preceding and during the anti-Masonic 

hysteria; John Marshall, who died during the anti-Masonic hysteria while serving as Chief 

Justice, a position he had held 34 years; John C. Calhoun, who was Vice President during the 

first four years of the anti-Masonic hysteria; Thurlow Weed, who rose to his position as political 

boss of New York through his anti-Masonic activities. 

The Anti-Masonic party, at the height of its power, took political control of Vermont, the state 

which yielded most completely. It elected 33 members of the Legislative Assembly and elected a 

Governor for three years, elections coming annually. In 1832, Wm. Wirt, already a political 

figure of note, became a renegade Mason and the anti-Masonic candidate for the Presidency, 

receiving the electoral votes of Vermont, these being the only votes ever cast for an Anti-

Masonic candidate for the Presidency. 



In Pennsylvania the Anti-Masonic party elected one Congressman (the only one ever to be 

elected anywhere by the party), 15 Assemblymen and one State Senator. In 1832 their candidate 

missed the Governorship by a few votes. In that same year the National Republican party (with 

Clay as its candidate) became so alarmed over conditions in Pennsylvania that it withdrew its 

own electoral ticket and endorsed that of the Anti-Masonic party. A year later, in 1833, the party 

would have died in Pennsylvania except for the revivifying efforts of Thaddeus Stevens, who 

whipped it into new life. Six years later the Anti-Masonic party had control of the governmental 

machinery. Anti-Masonic legislation was introduced in the State Assembly, but failed of 

passage. However, Freemasons were called before legislative committees and ordered to divulge 

their secrets, but they only confused their inquisitors. Geo. M. Dallas, a Masonic stalwart, later to 

be Vice President under Polk and to have a city in Oregon named for him, was one of those 

called before these legislative committees. Thaddeus Stevens introduced a bill to suppress secret 

societies. 

The second section of the bill required all bodies of Masons and Odd Fellows "to make annual 

reports of their officers and members, with the names of those admitted during the year, together 

with the form of promises or obligations that have been administered during their initiation." 

Addressing the House, Stevens demanded that Governor Wolf, a Mason, be brought before the 

House to answer as to how far Masonry had affected his political appointments; and as to how 

many felons whom he had pardoned had been "brethren of the mystic tie." He proposed also to 

hale before the House the judges to ascertain whether the "grand hailing sign had been ever 

handed, sent, or thrown to them by either of the parties litigant; and if so, what had been the 

result of the trial." The House met his measures by tabling his motions. He then gave notice that 

he would call up the matter every day until action was taken. His persistence finally succeeded, 

at least in part; for his resolution was permitted to pass with the terms, "Masons" and "Odd 

Fellows" omitted; and the words "Secret Societies" inserted instead. 

In New York, the Anti-Masonic party, at the height of the movement, elected 33 members of the 

Lower House and several Senators. Once they came within a few votes of electing a Governor. 

During the storm there stood a magnificent figure who never swerved from his devotion to his 

Masonic obligations. That figure was Andrew Jackson, the hero of New Orleans, already Past 

Grand Master of Tennessee, who in 1825 had been deprived of the Presidency for which he had 

won a large plurality of voters. There had been three candidates, none received a majority, and 

the election was thrown into the Congress, which gave the nod to Adams. It is not of record that 

Anti-Masonry influenced the Congress. The Morgan incident was yet a few months in the future, 

but the election of Adams under such circumstances caused much ill feeling. Freemasons who 

had not been friendly to the volatile Jackson now turned to him. Freemasons who had been for 

Adams turned from him when he aligned himself with the Anti-Masonic party. In his second 

campaign, Adams declared, "I am not a Mason, never have been one, and never will be one." 

He spoke truly, he never was. Jackson, the Freemason, defeated Adams, the Anti-Mason, by a 

tremendous majority and served two terms, from 1829 to 1836, by which time the Anti-Masonic 

party had almost ceased to function. Be it said to the credit of Adams that he later expressed 

regret for his part in the Anti-Masonic movement and said he had been misled and grossly 

misinformed. 

* * * 

Freemasonry in Vermont yielded completely to the Anti-Masonic movement. Lodges 

surrendered their charters in such numbers that the Grand Lodge ceased operations, remaining 

dormant for 20 years and not resuming until 1845. In Maine, in 1835, the Junior Grand Warden 



was the only Grand Lodge officer to attend the annual communication of Grand Lodge. Not a 

Lodge was legally represented, but eight faithful Brethren came from Portland, which is an 

interesting sidelight for us, who were soon to name a village for this same community in Maine. 

In Massachusetts, numerous Lodges refused to yield to the hysteria. Their influence was credited 

with being responsible for the defeat of every Anti-Masonic candidate for Governor and for the 

defeat of Adams for a second term. By 1836 Lodges that had been dormant were resuming.   

In New Hampshire, Freemasonry stood more firm than elsewhere, but in 1832 the Grand Master 

failed to attend the annual communication. The records give no explanation, but there is no 

record of his defection from Freemasonry. 

Freemasonry fared badly in New York, where there had been dissensions in the Grand Lodge. 

Five hundred Lodges were reduced to 50. In 1826 there had been a healing of members of a 

schismatic Grand Lodge that had existed for two years. The Lodge at Batavia, center of the 

storm, struggled bravely, but finally surrendered and did not resume for 18 years. 

The story was much the same over all New England. Many Lodges were reduced to from seven 

to a dozen members. Many Brethren struggled bravely with these small numbers. One Lodge 

went so far as to install a dog for Tyler to make the seven required for conduct of a Lodge. 

States far away from New England were seriously affected. As an example, the new Grand 

Lodge in Michigan ordered all its Lodges to close, but the brave Brethren at Stoney Creek, who 

had a Lodge under dispensation, refused to obey the order and functioned intermittently during 

the entire hysteria. On the lives of such men is Freemasonry builded. The forces of bigotry, 

deception and fanaticism did not have such a foundation. Theirs of sand gave way and 

Freemasonry emerged to grow to the giant of Fraternalism, the Protagonist of Truth, Goodness 

and Mercy that it is today. Morgan and Miller and their cohorts lived to see Freemasonry rise 

phoenix-like from its ashes to soar with new wings. 

* * * 

Not until a hundred years after the abduction of Morgan were the facts about that abduction and 

the fate of Morgan gathered and marshalled in a manner to lift the veil of mystery and put the 

Freemasons of Batavia in a: light far different from that which prevailed when their acts were the 

spark that set off the anti-Masonic movement. Thos. A. Knight, author of "The Strange 

Disappearance of William Morgan," spent seven years searching court and other records and 

newspapers of the period. Very much briefed, the facts he gathered, all supported by court 

affidavits and other records, are as follows: Just before the disappearance of Morgan, he and his 

printer, Miller, were having serious difficulties. Morgan charged Miller with not living up to his 

contract, especially in the matter of advancing money, while Miller charged Morgan was 

delaying the publication by not furnishing manuscript as agreed. Morgan, given more and more 

to hard drinking, his family supported by charity, wearing filthy clothing, friendless, a debtor to 

all who had trusted him, would have been an execrable character, even had he not become the 

Benedict Arnold of Freemasonry. He was detested by Freemasons and profane alike. Children on 

the street mocked him, "Old Man Morgan is a traitor." An Indian chief, Red Jacket, a former 

crony, refused to shake hands. A tavern keeper smashed the glass from which Morgan had drunk. 

Morgan would have been refused food in the taverns even had he had money with which to pay. 

None would drink or eat with Morgan, the traitor, who had the supreme effrontery to attempt to 

associate with those he brazenly boasted he was about to betray. The proposed exposure was 

discussed in all that section of New York, and Morgan's reception elsewhere was the same as in 

Batavia. He had no place to lay his head, no one with whom he might associate and no one to 

buy him rum. He was a dissolute beggar and an outcast among those who once had befriended  



 

him and called him Brother. Under those conditions he was approached by the Freemasons of 

Batavia and nearby communities. What more natural than for him to accept with alacrity a 

proposal made by those who thought that prevention of publication of the alleged exposure was 

vital to the welfare of Freemasonry, and mistakenly believed that the voluntary disappearance of 

Morgan would prevent such publication. The Freemasons proposed to establish Morgan in 

Canada, on a farm stocked with machinery and seed, and to pay him $500 for his manuscript, as 

well as to send his family to him when he was prepared to receive them. That Morgan became a 

willing participant in the so-called abduction is fully supported by records gathered by Brother 

Knight. These records show conclusively that Morgan was as anxious to leave Batavia as others 

were to have him leave, in fact, feared to return to Batavia and the printer he believed he had 

betrayed. The strong guard that accompanied Morgan was at the request of Morgan himself, who 

feared Miller might overtake him. He was provided with whatever food and drink he requested 

and travelled more like an oriental nabob than as a traitor being hustled out of the country. 

Arrangements had been made with Canadian Freemasons to meet the party at the border, 

however, unknown to the Freemasons, there was a traitor in their party who, in some way, got 

word to the Canadians, giving them misinformation that delayed the plans so well made in 

advance. While arrangements were again being made with the Canadians, Morgan was for five 

days incarcerated in the powder house of Ft. Niagara, where he seems to have been an unwilling 

prisoner. 

Finally Morgan was gotten across the border, but by this time had accepted a substitute offer of a 

horse and saddle in place of a farm. The promised $500 was paid him and he rode away. 

When the anti-Masonic storm broke, the Batavia Freemasons, as already related, tried to reverse 

their action, find Morgan and bring him back to Batavia. An Indian scout, put on Morgan's trail, 

found that Morgan had sold his horse and bought passage to Boston. Brother Knight's book 

contains affidavits attesting Morgan's presence in Boston. Messengers of the printer Miller, 

while the anti-Masonic movement was gaining fury, made numerous trips to Boston, hence it is 

assumed that the wily Morgan had made contact with the printer Miller and had threatened to 

reappear unless he received his share of the profits from the sale of the alleged exposure, 

publication of which had been completed despite the purchase by the Masons of what they 

believed to be the manuscript. Reappearance of Morgan also would have been disastrous to the 

Anti-Masonic party, and it seems Morgan was persuaded by the leaders of this movement to 

remain in hiding, undoubtedly for a price satisfactory to Morgan. Undoubtedly many rested 

better after Morgan, in 1828, took passage for Turkey and became a resident of Smyrna, where 

he took a Turkish name and adopted the Turkish religion. That Morgan was persuaded in the 



usual manner to make this trip is indicated by his immediate deposit of $4,000 with the British 

consul at Smyrna, probably equal to $50,000 today. For a corpse Morgan wasn't doing so badly. 

Affidavits attest that several recognized Morgan in Smyrna and that he admitted his identity. He 

is believed to have removed to Van Diemen’s Land in 1840 and shortly thereafter to have died a 

natural death. 

There is one incident to indicate positively that Morgan entered whole-heartedly into the plans 

for his abduction. That is that his wife permitted him to spend the previous night at her side, 

something which had not happened for many months, and that she knew he was about to leave 

Batavia for a stay of some length. There are incidents, other than those already related, to 

indicate that a considerable number of persons either knew Morgan to be alive or believed him to 

be alive. One was that Mrs. Morgan, to whom at least two offers of marriage were made, waited 

four years before remarrying and that, a number of years later, she suddenly and without 

explanation left this second husband, probably having learned she was living in adultery. 

The Morgan disappearance was a local affair greatly magnified by those who profited by their 

machinations. The only offense committed by the Masons was imprisonment of Morgan for five 

days, and this could not have happened had not Morgan willingly accompanied them that far and 

had there not been a traitor in their numbers. At any time up to the time of the imprisonment, and 

even just before he was taken across the border, he could have returned to Batavia, but he 

preferred to be far away from the community in which he was detested and to reach some place 

in which he could start life anew with money furnished by the Freemasons. 

* * * 

The Morgan incident occurred Sept. 12, 1826. Within a few weeks the Anti-Masonic movement 

had started with a fanfare and soon threatened to destroy Freemasonry, but in not much over a 

decade, about 1836, it had subsided and was deserted by its parents. By 1840 it had spent its 

force and by 1845 all Grand Lodges had resumed, dormant Lodges had or were resuming and 

petitioners were again knocking at our doors. Freemasonry had survived the storm, but how long 

it took to counteract all the poison that had been spread is illustrated by the fact that it was a full 

56 years after the Morgan incident when the Morgan memorial monument was erected by the 

National Christian Association of Chicago, allegedly with $20,000 in subscriptions. Necessarily 

most of these subscriptions had to come from persons who were of tender age at the time of the 

Morgan incident; or had not yet been born. Another example of unbelievable credulity, bigotry, 

ignorance and intolerance. The monument to Morgan, a thing of granite, cold, inanimate and 

pulseless, rises a few feet from the ground in a lonely cemetery at Batavia, N. Y., but 

Freemasonry towers over and above it to the heavens, a live, warm, pulsating force whose 

influence for good is not hindered by earthly space. 

* * ' * 

Actually the anti-Masonic movement, measured by the years of our Fraternity, was an ephemeral 

one, something of a fleeting moment. Again it was demonstrated that no party or movement can 

long endure when its controlling impulse is an intolerant attack upon the personal beliefs or 

social relationships of others. Bigotry, passion, hysteria, intolerance, hate may sway a people or a 

nation for a brief moment only. Freemasonry endured the penalty of the mistaken and 

misdirected zeal of a few rugged and sincere Brethren who feared the result should our ritual be 

revealed to profane eyes. Loyal Brethren they were, and sincere, though mistaken in the method 

they took to serve. They thought, by peaceful means, to remove a traitor from within our sacred 

portals. Then for a decade the whole body of Freemasons in these United States was tried by fire. 

Some Brethren skulked fearfully to hiding. Others bravely bared their breasts to the storm. Some 



became trembling cowards. Others became defiant heroes. Some tore their emblems from their 

coats and renounced Masonic affiliation. Others stood bravely against the jeers and taunts of 

their detractors. Many Lodges were obliterated because none who were brave remained to lead. 

Other Lodges remained active while for 10 years the storm of bigotry and ignorance threatened 

to rend our banners in twain. Soon our enemies found they had assailed us in vain. Freemasonry, 

as oft before, survived the storm raised by bigots and fanatics, soon resumed its rightful place in 

society and, while other enemies, some new, some old, attempt to destroy or immunize it, moves 

serenely along through the centuries in its own selected way, increasing in strength and virility as 

its years become many, spreading the doctrine of Brotherly Love, Relief and Truth to all the 

world. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

"The Strange Disappearance of William Morgan," by Thos. A. Knight. 

"The Morgan Affair and Anti·Masonry," Masonic Service Association. 

Various magazine clippings 

 
Monument to a big fat lie 


