
 
Benjamin Franklin, The Mason 

By WALLACE MCCAMANT 

Benjamin Franklin was born in Boston on January 17, 1706. As a boy he was apprenticed to his 

brother, who was a printer. Early in life Franklin learned how to do the perfunctory work about a 

printing office. In 1723, when he was 17 years of age, he moved to Philadelphia. On October 2, 

1729, he began the publication of the Pennsylvania Gazette, a weekly newspaper. 

Between July 2 and August 13, 1730, he published three notices of interest to the Masonic 

fraternity relating to Masonic happenings in. England. On December 3, 1730, he published an 

article beginning with this sentence:  

As there are several lodges of Freemasons erected in this province and people have latterly been 

much amused with conjectures concerning them, we think the following account of Freemasonry 

from London will not be unacceptable to our readers. 

What follows is to the effect that Masonry has no secrets. The article published in the Gazette is 

the first record evidence we have of the existence of Masonic lodges in the American colonies. 

Apparently the article did not give offense to the Philadelphia Masons because within three 

months after its publication Franklin became a Mason. He was initiated in Saint John's Lodge in 

Philadelphia in February, 1731. He became a Master Mason in May of the same year. The 

entrance fee which he paid was three pounds sterling. The final installment of his initiation fee 

was not paid until June 24, 1732. 

On May 6, 1731, Franklin published 111 the Pennsylvania Gazette the article on Masonry 

contained in Chambers' Encyclopedia. Franklin was active as a Mason immediately following 

the time when he received his degrees. The custom seems to have been for the officers of the 

Masonic lodges in Philadelphia to serve for ·six months only. The evidence indicates that 

Franklin was elected Master of Saint John's Lodge on June 5, 1732. He was appointed Junior 

Grand Warden on June 24, 1732, by Right Worshipful Grand Master William Allen. 

Franklin was a member of a committee in Saint John's Lodge "to consider the present state of the 

lodge and the proper method to improve it." The report of this committee is in Franklin's 

handwriting. It was presented to the lodge on June 5, 1732. The report discussed the collection of 



dues and the importance of preserving harmony, by rejecting applicants who were objectionable 

to anyone in the present membership. The report also discussed the desirability of having every 

member of the lodge familiarize himself with geometry and architecture. 

On June 24, 1734, Franklin was elected and installed Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of 

Pennsylvania. There is a tradition that he laid the corner stone of Independence Hall. The facts 

that are definitely known on this subject are that the site was purchased by William Allen when 

he was Grand Master. The plans were drawn by Allen's father-in-law, Andrew Hamilton, who 

was speaker of the house. The foundations were constructed by Thomas Redman, a member of 

Saint John's Lodge. The super-structure was raised by Thomas Boude, who was also a member 

of Saint John's Lodge and who was Senior Grand Warden when Franklin was Junior Grand 

Warden of the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania. It is almost certain that the corner stone was laid 

while Franklin was Grand Master. 

Independence Hall is the building in which Washington was chosen to command the Continental 

Army, in which the Declaration of Independence was signed, and in which the Constitutional 

Convention deliberated. The building was built in 1734 by members of the craft. The foundation 

stone work and walls are as firm and plumb now as on the day when the building was completed. 

The records of Saint John's Lodge show that Benjamin Franklin was a regular attendant. He 

missed but five meetings in five years. In his newspaper he continued to publish items of interest 

to Masons. 

In 1734 Franklin published what he called the Mason's Book. It was a reprint of Anderson's 

Ancient Constitutions of 1723. This edition circulated through the colonies from Massachusetts 

to South Carolina.  

Franklin believed in the importance of maintaining the regularity of Masonic lodges and of 

obedience to proper Masonic authority. Under date of November 28, 1734, he wrote a letter to 

Henry Price, Grand Master of Massachusetts, and to the Grand Lodge of that colony, which is as 

follows: 

Right Worshipful Grand Master and Most Worthy and Dear Brethren: 

We acknowledge your favor of October 23, past, and rejoice that the Grand Master (whom God 

bless) hath so happily recovered from his late indisposition; and we now, glass in hand, drink to 

the establishment of his health, and the prosperity of your whole lodge. 

We have seen in the Boston prints an article of news from London, importing that at a Grand 

Lodge held there in August, last, Mr. Price's deputation and power was extended all over 

America, which advice we hope is true, and we heartily congratulate him thereupon, and though 

this has not been as yet regularly signified to us by you, yet, giving credit thereto, we think it our 

duty to lay before your lodge what we apprehend needful to be done for us, in order to promote 

and strengthen the interest of Masonry in this province (which seems to want the sanction of 

some authority derived from home, to give the proceedings and determinations of our lodge due 

weight) to wit, a deputation or charter granted by the Right Worshipful Mr. Price, by virtue of his 

commission from Britain, confirming the brethren of Pennsylvania in the privileges they at 

present enjoy of holding annually their Grand Lodge, choosing their Grand Master, Wardens, 

and other officers, who may manage all affairs relating to the brethren here with full power and 

authority, according to the customs and usages of Masons, the said Grand Master of 

Pennsylvania only yielding his chair when the said Grand Master of all America shall be in 

place. This, if it seem good and reasonable to you to grant, will not only be extremely agreeable 

to us, but will also we are confident conduce much to the welfare, establishment, and reputation 

of Masonry in these parts. We therefore submit it for your consideration, and, as we hope our 



request will be complied with, we desire that it may be done as soon as possible, and also 

accompanied with a copy of the R. W. Grand Master's first deputation, and of the instrument by 

which it appears to be enlarged as above mentioned, witnessed by your Wardens, and signed by 

the Secretary; for which favors this lodge doubt not of being able to behave as not to be thought 

ungrateful. 

We are, Right Worshipful Grand Master and Most Worthy Brethren, your affectionate brethren 

and obligated humble servts. 

Signed at the request of the lodge, 

B. FRANKLIN, G. M. 

Philadelphia, November 28, 1734. 

The original of this letter was destroyed on April 6, 1864, when the Winthrop House in Boston 

was burned. We do not have Price's reply to Franklin's letter. 

In 1736 Franklin became clerk of the Pennsylvania Assembly, his first public office. He was a 

public-spirited citizen. He took the initiative in establishing the Union Fire Company on 

December 7, 1736. 

When George Whitefield, the great evangelist preacher, came to Philadelphia in 1739 the clergy 

received him coldly and he was obliged to preach in the fields. Franklin took the lead in 

constructing a building which we would call an auditorium. Care was taken to provide that it 

should be available to speakers of all sects and of all political persuasions. 

In the Autobiography Franklin says: 

Even if the Mufti of Constantinople were to send a missionary to· preach Mohammedanism to 

us, he would find a pulpit at his service. 

One of Franklin's most distinguishing characteristics was his liberality in thought and speech. In 

these respects he was far in advance of his time. He was anxious that every man should be 

permitted to do his own thinking and live his own life. 

Franklin's mother had a prejudice against Freemasonry. Her son's activity in Masonic affairs 

greatly distressed her. Under 'date of April 13, 1738, Franklin wrote his father a letter which is in 

part as follows: 

My mother grieves that one of her sons is an Arian, another an Arminian. What an Arminian or 

an Arian is, I cannot say that I very well know. The truth is that I make such distinctions very 

little my study. I think vital religion has always suffered when orthodoxy is more regarded than 

virtue; and the Scriptures assure me that at the last day we shall not be examined what we 

thought but what we did; and our recommendation will not be what we said, Lord! Lord! but that 

we did good to our fellow creatures. See Matthew, XXV. 

As to the Freemasons, I know no way of giving my mother a better account of them than she 

seems to have at present, since it is not allowed that women should be admitted into that secret 

society. She has, I must confess, on that account some reason to be displeased with it, but for 

anything else I must entreat her to suspend her judgment until she is better informed, unless she 

will believe me when I assure her that they are in general a very harmless sort of people, and 

have no principles or practices that are inconsistent with religion and good manners.   

In 1740 Franklin took the initiative in starting a charity school which in course of time developed 

into the University of Pennsylvania. He also had a large part in establishing at Philadelphia the 

first public library in America. He was also the founder of the Philosophical Society. In 1737 he 

became postmaster of Philadelphia. He subsequently served for a long term of years as 



Postmaster-General in the colonies. In 1742 he invented the Franklin open stove which he 

refused to patent, expressing a desire that the country and the world at large should enjoy without 

charge any benefits that might accrue from his invention. 

In 1745 Franklin began his experiments in electricity, and in 1747 he published his theories 

about electricity under the title “Plain Truth." 

In 1743 the Grand Master of England appointed Thomas Oxnard Provincial Grand Master of all 

North America, and Oxnard, on July 10, 1749, appointed Franklin Provincial Grand Master of 

Pennsylvania. A communication of the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania was held on March 13 

1750, at which William Allen presented a communication from the Grand Master of England 

appointing Allen Grand Master of Pennsylvania. This communication was recognized. Franklin 

surrendered the gavel to Allen, and Allen thereupon appointed Franklin Deputy Grand Master of 

Pennsylvania, an office which he held for a long term of years.  

 In 1752 Franklin was appointed a member of the committee to erect a Freemason's lodge in 

Philadelphia. The work of the committee was successfully carried out. A three story building was 

erected on the south side of what is now Sansome Street, west of Second Street. The building 

had a front of 42 feet and a depth of 60 feet. It was the first Masonic building erected in the 

American colonies. The original subscription list is still in existence and Benjamin Franklin was 

one of the subscribers to the fund for the construction of the building. It was dedicated with 

elaborate ceremonial on Saint John the Baptist's day, June 24, 1755. 

The records of Tun Tavern Lodge still in existence show that on October 25, 1752, Franklin 

visited that lodge. He also was present on October 11, 1754, at a communication of the Grand 

Lodge of Massachusetts. 

Franklin had been a member of the General Assembly of Pennsylvania for a long period of years. 

A bitter controversy had developed between the people of Pennsylvania and the General 

Assembly, which was their legislative body, on the one hand, and the heirs of William Penn on 

the other. The grant made by Charles II to William Penn had granted to him the fee simple title 

to all land in Pennsylvania, and a large part of this land was still owned by the Penn family. They 

refused to consent to the taxation of this land. Under the charter of the colony the Penn family 

appointed the governor. Every governor was instructed by the Penn family to veto all bills which 

carried with them any provision for the taxation of these proprietary lands. The necessities of the 

province during the French and Indian War made this issue one of great importance. In 1757 

Franklin was sent to England to represent the province of Pennsylvania in the matter of this 

controversy. He was subsequently appointed the representative of Massachusetts, New Jersey 

and other colonies for other purposes. With the exception of the two years from 1762 to 1764, 

Franklin remained in England until March, 1775. 

In the Morse biography, Benjamin Franklin, the work done by Franklin while he was in England 

at this time is spoken of as the most important work of his entire life. He was in touch with the 

Whig leaders, Pitt, Burke, Fox, Shelburne, Rockingham, Conway, Barre and others. Franklin 

made friends readily. He was a man of great personal charm. He was in hearty accord with the 

patriot leaders on the issues which led up to the American Revolution. He is entitled to a great 

deal of credit for the building up of a large and influential party in England which thoroughly 

disagreed with Lord North, George III, and the other British politicians who were responsible for 

the stamp act, the tax on tea, the Boston port bill, and other offensive measures. 

There is but little evidence of Franklin's activity in Masonry during this period of his life. It does 

appear that on November 17, 1760, he was present at a meeting of the Grand Lodge of England 

held at the Crown and Anchor in London. Franklin was at sea on his return trip to Philadelphia 



when the battles of Lexington and Concord were fought. He reached Philadelphia on May 5, 

1775. Pennsylvania sent him as one of her delegates to the Continental Congress. He was a 

zealous and consistent advocate of the Declaration of Independence. He was one of the 

committee of five which framed it.  

On September 28, 1776, the Continental Congress elected him ambassador to France, and shortly 

thereafter he set sail for Europe. Franklin's work in France is unique and perhaps without 

precedent in history. The France of that day was a highly civilized country, with a despotic 

government and a free press. Public opinion had been profoundly influenced by the writings of 

Voltaire and Rousseau. The younger element throughout the kingdom was full of unrest. 

Lafayette was not alone in his enthusiasm for the American cause. In his scholarly history, The 

American Revolution, George Otto Trevelyan uses the following language: 

When the Americans flew to arms in the early months of 1775, there was already a new reign in 

France; and there was a new France also. Nothing so instantaneous, nothing so exceptional and 

peculiar in its character, as the intellectual renaissance which immediately followed upon the 

death of Louis XV has occurred in any age or country. The influence of the movement was most 

visible in the privileged class; but that class was a nation in itself, for it included 140,000 men 

and women, belonging to at least 25,000 noble families. Never, (wrote a most able historian) did 

a generation attain its majority with an equipment of ideas and impressions more utterly opposed 

to those of their parents ·than the sons of the French nobility during the opening years of Louis 

XV's reign. 

While the form of the French government was despotic, the ministers who exercised real power 

in the government were in close touch with the salons of Paris. The public opinion of the 

fashionable world profoundly influenced them in their political conduct. King Louis XVI, his 

queen, Marie Antoinette, and the foreign minister, Vergennes, were still smarting under the 

humiliating peace which France had been obliged to accept at the conclusion of the struggle 

which we know as the French and Indian War. 

This was the country in which Franklin landed on December 3, 1776. He was 70 years of age, 

considerably broken in health. He was harassed and handicapped by the unfit men whom 

Congress had appointed to perform various duties in Europe and especially in France, but 

Franklin won the hearts of the French people to an extent which is almost unbelievable. The 

French government moved cautiously. They did not desire a war with England, although the 

individual members of the French government all desired to see the American colonies succeed 

in what French statesmen regarded as a rebellion. With the connivance of the French government 

Franklin made his home at Passy, which was near Paris, but well without the city. In the work 

which now awaited him, Franklin was greatly assisted by his standing as a Mason and by the 

long service which he had rendered to the Masonic institution. Bernard Fay, in his work entitled 

Franklin, the Apostle of Modern Times, says: 

Passy was also the center of a philosophic, economist, and Masonic group. The lodges were 

active there, working outside of the great city and yet near enough to enjoy · its advantages. 

French Freemasonry was experiencing a period of rebirth. The Orleans family had given it a 

strong impetus, and the Society was being reorganized and established everywhere. As a 

philosopher and deist, Franklin entered the Masonic groups immediately, and they were of great 

aid to him. Through the Masons he had access to the newspapers which were officially 

controlled by the government, but which were really written by the Masons and the philosophers, 

such as Morellet, Suard, De la Dixmerie, who were all Franklin's friends. Practically all of the 



French newspapers published outside of France were in the hands of the Masons also. Franklin 

had his writings accepted without any trouble by... 

Then the author proceeds to list a number of magazines and papers of large circulation in France. 

Franklin was well qualified to take advantage of the opportunity which now came to him to 

indulge in propaganda for the American cause. The British ministry had made arrangements with 

four German principalities whereby recruits from these principalities were to become soldiers in 

the British armies sent to fight in America. Franklin prepared a writing purporting to be the letter 

of a petty German prince written to Baron Hohendorf, commander of the Hessian troops in 

America, at the time when some of his subjects were leaving Germany on this errand. The letter 

contained the following language: 

I am about to send to you some new recruits. Don't economize them. Remember glory before all 

things. Glory is true wealth. There is nothing degrades the soldier like the love of money. He 

must care only for honor and reputation, but this reputation must be acquired in the midst of 

dangers. A battle gained without costing the conqueror any blood is an inglorious success, while 

the conquered 'cover themselves with glory by perishing with their arms in their hands. Do you 

remember that of the 300 Lacedaemonians who defended the defile of Thermopylae, not one 

returned? How happy should I be could I say the same of my brave Hessians! 

Mr. Fay describes the effect of this publication in the following language: 

Franklin's cutting irony was much appreciated, and the Masons, who claimed to defend "the 

dignity of man" above anything else, were most active in distributing his pamphlet. It was not the 

only service that they rendered him in this time, when many officials in the department of 

foreign affairs were Masons. 

 Franklin was a master of repartee. Fay quotes the following incident which took place shortly 

following Franklin's arrival in France: 

At an inn between Nantes and Paris, Franklin stopped to dine and heard that the famous 

historian, Gibbon, had just arrived and was upstairs. Franklin courteously asked him to spend the 

evening with him, but Gibbon refused, writing that he could not hold any conversation with a 

"revolted subject." Franklin replied, saying that when "the decline and fall of the British Empire 

should come to be his subject . . ." which could be soon expected he "would be happy to furnish 

him with ample material," which was in his possession. 

Franklin was the real financier of the American Revolution. The grants of money which he 

secured from the king and the foreign minister were the sinews of war which enabled the 

Continental Army to remain in the field. Weapons and munitions of war sent by France were 

equally essential to the carrying on of Washington's operations in America. Under all conditions 

Franklin remained optimistic, and predicted at all times that the American Revolution would 

succeed. It was not easy to be optimistic after reports reached Europe of the Battle of Long 

Island and Washington's retreat through New Jersey. Mr. Fay speaks further of the assistance 

rendered Franklin by his Masonic associates: 

Franklin accomplished most by the aid of the Masons. He was solidly established in French 

Masonry, being a member of the Nine Sisters' lodge and its Grand Master between 1779-1781. 

He guided their activities. Various other lodges, philanthropic and learned societies invited him 

to their meetings, "to increase the sweetness of fraternal union," as they phrased it. Thanks to 

them, Franklin maintained zeal and respect for America among the enlightened middle classes. 



At the Nine Sisters' lodge there was nothing but celebrations and special meetings in honor of the 

United States. 

As indicated by the above quotation, Franklin became a member of the Lodge of Nine Sisters or 

Muses in 1777. On Voltaire's return to Paris early in 1778, he and Franklin met and each was 

drawn to the other. On February 7, 1778, Franklin assisted at the initiation of Voltaire in the 

Lodge of the Nine Sisters. On November 28 of the same year, Franklin officiated at a lodge of 

sorrow following the death of Voltaire. In 1782 Franklin was elected Venerable Master of the 

Lodge of the Nine Sisters. In the same year he became a member of the Commandery of Knights 

of Saint John of Jerusalem, and on April 24, 1785, he was elected Venerable Master of this 

commandery. In 1785 he became an honorary member of the Lodge of Good Friends at Rouen, 

France. 

With the surrender of Burgoyne's army in October, 1777, the French government made definite 

commitments to Franklin of its support and on February 6, 1778, the treaty of alliance was 

signed. Franklin and the other American commissioners were presented to the king on March 20, 

and to the queen, Marie Antoinette, on March 22. 

The overwhelming preponderance of historical opinion is to the effect that the American 

Revolution could not have succeeded without the French alliance. The French alliance was won 

by our brother Benjamin Franklin. 

Franklin did not succeed in securing the consent of the Continental Congress to his return to the 

United States until 1785. He was then 79 years of age, a sufferer from several physical ills, and 

reluctant to take up any new work which he could avoid. On his return to Philadelphia he found 

that Saint John's Lodge had ceased to exist. The Ancients were in control of the Grand Lodge of 

Pennsylvania. Franklin's affiliations were with the Moderns. There is evidence however, that 

Franklin enjoyed the affections of his Masonic brethren in Philadelphia and elsewhere. On 

December 27, 1786, the Reverend Mr. Pilmore preached a sermon to the Grand Lodge of 

Pennsylvania in Saint John's Church. This sermon was subsequently published and circulated by 

the Grand Lodge. With the sermon was published the following dedication: 

To His Excellency 

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, Esq. 

President of the Supreme Executive Council of the State of Pennsylvania: 

A Most Sublime Philosopher; 

The Friend of His Country, 

A Great and Successful Asserter of 

Liberty, with all the Rights 

Essential to the happiness of human Nature: 

An illustrious Brother, 

Whose distinguished Merit among Masons 

Entitles him to their highest Veneration; 

Whose Eminent and long established Virtues 

Endear him to his fellow Citizens: 

As a small Testimony of the 

Most sincere and cordial Affection 

The following SERMON 

Is very respectfully inscribed 

By the AUTHOR. 



Franklin became a member late in life of the Antislavery Society. He performed one more piece 

of conspicuous public service. He was a member of the Pennsylvania delegation to the 

Constitutional Convention which sat in Philadelphia from May until September, 1787. Franklin 

was then 81 years of age. The differences of opinion which were expressed in the debates of the 

convention at times threatened its harmony, and it was Franklin's function to recall the delegates 

to temperate consideration of the important work in which they were engaged. He was the 

peacemaker of the convention. 

Franklin exemplified all the Masonic virtues. He was one of the kindliest and most generous of 

men. He was interested in all that made for the welfare of the people of the city which he made 

his home. He gave liberally of his money, as of his time and strength, in the public service. His 

convictions were deep seated and he was loyal to them through good report and ill. He was a 

man of high courage. He had the saving grace of humor. In service rendered to the American 

people of his day, in my opinion he stands second only to Washington. It is pleasant to note that 

Washington and Franklin were warm friends. 

Franklin died on April 17, 1790. He is buried in Christ Churchyard at the southeast corner of 

Fifth and Arch streets in Philadelphia. 

After Franklin's death there was found with his papers the following epitaph which he had 

written when 23 years of age: 

The body of 

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, Printer, 

Like the Cover of an Old Book, 

Its Contents Torn Out, 

And Stripped of its Lettering and Gilding, 

Lies "Here, Food for Worms. 

But the Work Shall not be Wholly Lost; 

For it Will, as he Believed, Appear Once More, 

In a New and More Perfect Edition, 

Corrected and Amended 

By the AUTHOR. 

Franklin's family did not see fit to have the epitaph put on his tombstone. 

On the 200th anniversary of his birth, the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania held a notable 

celebration for the purpose of emphasizing his public services and his loyalty and activity as a 

Freemason. In the address delivered by Most Worshipful Edgar A. Tennis on that occasion I find 

the following language: 

He was the first great American citizen. 

He did not lead men, he managed them. 

How did he succeed where others failed? The secret lies in his practical philosophy of life. 

Fortunately he bequeathed that secret to us in the maxims which he composed for his own 

guidance, during his voyage back to America from England when he was 22 years of age. 

Among these pithy phrases we find: 

"They that won't be counselled can't be helped." 

"One today is worth two tomorrows." 

"Buy what thou hast no need of and ere long thou shalt sell thy necessaries." 

"Early to bed, early to rise, 



Makes a man, healthy, wealthy and wise." 

"Keep your eyes wide open before marriage, half shut afterward." 

 


