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Most literature, dealing with the history of the formation of the first Grand Lodge 
in England in 1717, makes little or no mention of the political situation that 
existed at that time. A reader could be forgiven for coming to the conclusion that 
organised Freemasonry was born in a vacuum and was completely apolitical.  
Why the political situation has largely been ignored by masonic writers is 
unclear, but many appear to have followed the lead of Robert Freke Gould, the 
author of that monumental tome “The History of Freemasonry”.  Gould dismissed 
the political context of Freemasonry in the early 18th century with this remark.  
“Of the Whigs and Tories, or supporters respectively of the King and the 
Pretender, very little need be said”.  In my view, a lot needs to be said if we are 
to get a clear picture of how Freemasonry was influenced by events in the late 
17th and early 18th centuries. 

So, before looking at the formation of the Grand Lodge in 1717, I want to give 
you some idea of the political climate that existed in England in the years prior to 
that date. We need first to go back to 1688, the year of the so called “Glorious 
Revolution”. This was the year when King James II was replaced by the 
Dutchman William of Orange, and his wife Mary, who jointly accepted the Crown. 
England was a protestant country dominated by the Church of England, and 
James II, was a Stuart and a Catholic. He had endeavoured to give civic equality 
to Roman Catholics and this led him into conflict with Parliament, the two main 
parties of which were the Conservatives (called the Tories) and the Liberals 
(called the Whigs). Generally speaking, the Tories supported the status quo, i.e. 
the Stuart dynasty, while the Whigs, who, at that time, had a large majority in the 
House of Commons, favoured a change. 

The majority of members were strongly protective of their Protestant religious 
background, which had descended from the time of Henry VIII, and they were 
unwilling to accept the will of James, who in 1685 had dismissed parliament and 
decided to rule alone. In 1687 he promulgated a “Declaration of Indulgence”, 
aiming at complete religious toleration of Catholics and others, and he instructed 
all Anglican clergy to read it from their pulpits. There was strong resistance to 
this, and opposition to James eventually reached the stage when a deputation 
from parliament invited William of Orange and his wife Mary, who was James’s 
daughter, to replace James.  William landed in England and James fled to 
France. This led directly to the formation of the Jacobites, a movement that 



believed that the Stuarts were the rightful monarchs of England and Scotland. 
The Jacobites, whose name came from the word Jacobus, latin for James, were 
to play an important part in British history for the next sixty years. 

The Jacobite cause was based on the right of the Stuart dynasty to continue to 
rule in Scotland as it had done for centuries, and in England as well since 1603. 
Much of Scotland and a large part of England, especially in the North, supported 
the Jacobite cause and it follows that Freemasons’ Lodges in those parts would 
contain a significant proportion of Jacobite supporters. 

The first attempt to restore James to the throne took place almost immediately 
after William & Mary accepted the throne of England. In 1689, Viscount Dundee 
and his Jacobite army won the Battle of Killiecrankie, but he was fatally 
wounded, and without his leadership, the rising petered out. This failed rebellion 
caused many Jacobites in England and Scotland to go underground. The 
authorities were suspicious, although no proof has been found, that Lodges in 
Scotland and Northern England provided a safe haven for many Jacobites. 

In 1690, James raised an army in Catholic Ireland, with a view to invading 
England. However, William crossed to Ireland and his army defeated James at 
the Battle of the Boyne. James fled back to France. 

 In 1694, Queen Mary died and William III became the sole monarch. He 
subsequently died in 1702 and was succeeded by Queen Anne, sister of the late 
Queen Mary. In 1707, Scotland’s parliament was abolished and the United 
Kingdom was formed. Several more attempts to overthrow the throne were made 
before 1717, firstly in 1708, when James II’s son, with 6,000 French troops, 
arrived in the Firth of Forth to reclaim the throne of Scotland. This failed, due to 
the arrival of a superior naval force from England, which drove them to return in 
disorder to Dunkirk. Seven years later in September 1715, the Earl of Mar 
proclaimed James, King of Scotland and  England, and marched south with 
nearly 10,000 men to meet the army of George I (the Hanoverian monarch who 
had succeeded on the death of Queen Anne). The battle was indecisive and Mar 
afterwards withdrew to Perth. James arrived in Scotland in December, but by this 
time his support had melted away and in February, 1716, accompanied by the 
unhappy Earl of Mar, he fled back to France. It is interesting here, to note that 
Mar’s son, Thomas Erskine, was later Grand Master of the G.L. of Scotland, in 
1749/50. This adds weight to the argument that the Jacobites were heavily 
represented in Freemasonry north of the border. 

 Also in 1716, another Jacobite rising was defeated at Preston in Lancashire.  
This shows quite clearly that the political situation in England in 1717, when the 
first Grand Lodge was formed, was far from stable. 



The continuing Jacobite threat, and its implicit treachery to the Crown, now 
provided a very significant danger to the growing fraternity of Freemasons, and 
particularly to the London-based Lodges. With so much of established 
Freemasonry being in Scotland and the north of England, where the Jacobites 
were strongest, it was feared that the authorities would draw the obvious, though 
erroneous, conclusion that Freemasons’ Lodges were a subversive organisation 
secretly supporting the Jacobite cause.  The concern by London Masons that 
Freemasonry might be banned by the King’s Ministers has been advanced as 
the reason why the four London Lodges formed the first Grand Lodge in 1717, in 
order to convince the authorities of their loyalty to the Crown.  No other 
substantial reason has been established for the creation of the new Grand 
Lodge. When the Hanoverian George I came to the throne in 1707, he regarded 
all Tories, who had opposed the replacement of the Stuart dynasty, as Jacobites 
and he and his advisors continued to regard Freemasonry as a suspicious 
organisation.    

The formation of the Grand Lodge in London was aimed to produce an 
acceptable face of Freemasonry to the Hanoverian authorities.  In 1721 the Duke 
of Montagu was chosen as Grand Master.  From then until the present day, the 
Grand Master has always been of Noble or Royal birth. In this way the newly 
formed Grand Lodge of England was able to convince the Hanoverians of their 
loyalty, and that they were not a covert Jacobite organisation. 

The defeat of the “Young Pretender”, Bonnie Prince Charlie, the grandson of 
James II, at Culloden in April, 1746 finally brought to an end the active 
pretensions of the Jacobites in the U.K., although in France things were moving 
in the opposite direction. Under the influence of the exiled Jacobites, so called 
“Scottish” degrees were being devised, which later formed part of The Ancient 
and Accepted Scottish Rite, now prevalent throughout the free world. 

The new Grand Lodge of 1717 did everything it could to convince the authorities 
that they were loyal the Hanoverian King George I. Sir Christopher Wren, the 
architect of St Pauls Cathedral and of fifty other churches rebuilt in London after 
the great fire of 1666, and a friend of the Earl of Mar who, as I have already 
mentioned was the instigator of the Jacobite uprising in Scotland in 1715,  was a 
Tory, and did not have the trust of the Hanoverian authorities. He was also 
believed to be a Freemason and was reputed to have been master of several 
lodges in the late 17th century.  As a result, he lost some of his official 
appointments and was overlooked for others.  When James Anderson wrote the 
first Book of Constitutions for the new Grand Lodge in 1723, he made only a 
passing reference to Wren, because the new Grand Lodge did not want to be 
accused of possible association with Jacobite supporters.  



However, when he wrote the 1738 Book of Constitutions, Anderson was most 
effusive in his support of the late Sir Christopher Wren, even to the point of 
mentioning that he was reappointed Grand Master in 1698. Whether this 
appointment related to Operative or Speculative Freemasonry is unclear. By 
1738, however,the new Grand Lodge had established their loyalty to the 
Hanoverian monarchy, and so Anderson now felt able to give Wren the credit he 
deserved, without being suspected of favouring the Jacobite movement. 

Today, nearly 300 years later, the desire to be masters of their own destiny is 
still strong in many Scottish minds, and some of the old Jacobite songs are still 
sung today. To name just three of them I would mention “The Skye Boat Song”, 
“Loch Lomond” and “Will Ye No Come Back Again”. 

Finally, I come back to my original question. Why did successive Masonic writers 
pay so little attention to the political situation when writing their versions of the 
formation of the first Grand Lodge in 1717?  Let me mention just four well known 
books and their authors. 

 The History of Freemasonry   by Robert Freke Gould 

 The Pocket History of Freemasonry by Pick and Knight 

 The Freemasons’ Guide & Compendium by Bernard Jones 

 The Craft      by John Hamill. 

In their researches, these writers cannot fail to have been exposed to the 
instability in Britain at that time, and yet they have made little or no reference to 
this factor which had an such an over-riding influence on the formation and early 
development of the first Grand Lodge.  The suggestion has been made that they 
preferred to ignore this aspect, because it is contrary to Masonic principles of not 
discussing politics or religion in our assemblies. But that requirement refers only 
to current political and religious matters, not to those of historical importance. 

In this short paper I have tried to remedy that omission by bringing it to your 
attention. Further  information is available on this subject, for those who care to 
research it further. 

Bibliography.         

“The Foundations of Modern Freemasonry” by Ric Berman. 

 “Jacobite vs Hanoverian Claims for Masonic Antiquity and Authenticity” by M.K. Schuchard, Ph.D. 

“The Shadow of Solomon” by Laurence Gardner. 

“Culloden” by The National Trust for Scotland. 

“The HRDM” by Trevor Stewart. 

“Speculative Masonry and the Enlightenment” by William Weisberger. 


