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IT’S a spring day in Melbourne at the Freemasons’ St 
Kilda Rd aged-care home. 
 
Don Reynolds, the Most Worshipful Grand Master of Victoria, is 
strolling through the lobby. Elderly residents sitting in the sunshine 
call out as he passes, keen to chat to the man dressed in such 
resplendent royal blue and golden robes. The only problem is that 
many of them are confused about who this impressive figure is. 
 
“Are you the mayor?” one asks. 
 
This exchange is a fitting symbol of modern Masonry. To those on 
the inside, the Freemasons are a powerful band of brothers 
improving themselves and doing good work in accordance with 
ancient traditions. To outsiders it’s a bunch of blokes in fancy dress 
marching around carpets who seem out of place in everyday life. 
Freemasonry is an ancient worldwide secular society of men with its 
antecedents in medieval stonemasons’ guilds. 
 
It has a long and distinguished history in Australia, starting with 
botanist Joseph Banks on board the Endeavour in 1770. 
 
Until the 1970s, just about all Australian prime ministers were 
Freemasons. Other well-known members included cricketer Sir 



	 2	

Donald Bradman, Sir Robert Menzies, Graham Kennedy and the 
inventors of the Freddo Frog and Vegemite. 
 
However, these glory days are well and truly gone. 
 
In the 1960s the Freemasons had 110,000 members in Australia; 
now there are only 9500. The organisation is losing 700 members 
annually — an unsustainable 8 per cent loss per annum. 
 
It’s no wonder this men’s-only club is undergoing the biggest 
overhaul in its Australian history. 
 
There is simply no choice. With declining revenues, memberships 
and relevance, the Freemasons must modernise or slowly die. 
In a startling move, the person Freemasons Victoria has chosen to 
oversee this monumental task is a woman; its first female CEO, Jane 
Sydenham-Clarke. 
 
Engaging, razor-sharp and dressed in chic black, Sydenham-Clarke 
has built an impressive reputation turning around struggling 
organisations. Or, as she calls it, undertaking “change-management 
journeys”. 
 
This is one woman who likes a challenge. 
Sydenham-Clarke worked at VicHealth back when smoking was 
fashionable and glamorous. 
 
She worked at Southbank when the left bank of the river was 
dishevelled and full of car yards and warehouses. 
And she worked at Federation Square when it was widely regarded 
as an ugly white elephant. 
 
Reynolds says Sydenham-Clarke was a standout candidate, and her 
gender is not relevant. 
 
“We wanted the best person for the job and we selected the right 
person for the job,” Reynolds says. “We are looking for change; we 
are looking for something different.” 
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Sydenham-Clarke is more inclined to address the gender issue 
head-on. 
 
“I want to state the obvious. I am not a man,” she told a room of 
curious Freemasons in September. “But I am daughter of a very 
proud Freemason.” 
 
It was just nine days after taking her post, and Sydenham-Clarke 
was addressing a Freemasons business lunch in a distinguished 
mahogany-lined room at the Rendezvous Hotel. It was almost 
certainly the first time anyone at such a gathering had thrown around 
such un-Masonic terms as “robust in the digital space” and “building 
brand architecture”. 
 
“We’ll be moving with the times,” she told the lunch. This involves 
“getting the product right” and working out “what success looks 
like”. 
 
“Today’s young man is well-educated, they have a family and they’re 
time-poor, so we need to ensure we are relevant to their lives,” she 
said later. 
 
Given the average age of a Freemason is 67, this emphasis on 
engaging younger members is no mean feat. 
Five weeks later, after a frantic whirlwind of meetings, events and 
research, Sydenham-Clarke admits the Freemasons is like a “parallel 
universe”. 
 
But it’s one she’s clearly happy to inhabit. 
 
It’s fair to say that in her previous positions she didn’t get escorted 
to her car after a meeting by a swordsman decked out in ceremonial 
garb. 
 
It’s telling that this ancient organisation has turned to a woman to 
rescue it — a woman it won’t admit as a member. 
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This doesn’t appear to be an issue for Sydenham-Clarke. She is 
adamant the Freemasons can bring about renewal and rejuvenation 
without admitting females as members. 
 
“It’s an issue that occupies a lot of oxygen to other people.” she 
says. “Women are already very significant in the organisation and 
have many opportunities to participate. 
 
“The more I experience this world, the more I see the significant role 
women play. 
 
“It’s not in the formal rituals of the lodge, but that’s a very small part 
of what Freemasons do.” 
 
Sydenham-Clarke says women “are much better than men at making 
links with others and being part of the community”. 
 
“This is a chance for men to do what women have done for years in 
their own organisations,” she says. “Our members’ wives are very 
supportive. They say, ‘I see him come back a better man, a happier 
man.’ ” 
 
Reynolds agrees with Sydenham-Clarke about the Freemasons 
admitting women. 
 
“It’s not likely to happen in my lifetime,” he says. “We are about 
honouring tradition and this is predominantly male. Women are 
involved in the community side.” 
 
In Reynolds’ eyes, Freemasonry is about “good men supporting 
each other, their family and their community”. 
 
However, he admits that things do need to change. 
 
“Over time we’ve become very insulated,” he says. 
 
“We were bursting at the seams years ago, but we’ve stopped 
talking about it. Today we do get that we need to be in the 
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community talking about ourselves.” 
 
The problem is that many of the rituals and symbolism of the 
Freemasons are very foreign — even downright weird — to 
outsiders. 
 
Even Reynolds — well-regarded and popular — holds some pretty 
strange ideas. A recent blog post carried by many Freemason sites 
includes his musings on his “caveman instincts”. 
 
“I think at heart I am a caveman,” Reynolds writes in his regular 
online diary. 
 
“Cavemen like me place the highest priority on having a mate who 
he can love and protect, who can bear, nurture and develop his 
successors. 
 
“In times of famine he will give a priority to supporting his mate, his 
young successors who cannot provide for themselves and those that 
can breed. There is no place for alternative lifestyles in his cave.” 
 
The comments may be tongue-in-cheek, but they’re not exactly the 
kind of attitudes young people are likely to be attracted to. 
 
A tour of the new Box Hill Lodge, led by Freemasons Peter Atkin and 
Richard Elkington, is both enlightening and baffling. 
 
It is a nondescript office-style building on Maroondah Highway, but 
inside it contains two plush meeting places redolent with ceremonial 
artefacts and centuries-old traditions. The meeting rooms are grand 
and rectangular, with wooden seats facing inward towards a 
rectangular chequerboard carpet. 
 
Ancient symbols of Masonry abound. These include the rough and 
smooth stones representing the journey from ignorance to 
knowledge and the compass and square representing lessons in 
conduct. 
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A letter G is suspended over the central carpet, and three grand 
wooden thrones dominate one end of the room. There are also 
wooden cupboards containing symbols of the three degrees of  
 
Freemasonry teachings and ritual processes: the shaping tools, the 
managing tools and the recording tools. 
 
Once a month Freemason members from surrounding lodges meet  
there. They come to meetings in dinner suits, wearing different 
sheepskin aprons according to their rank and experience. 
 
Atkin says the sheepskin is highly significant because it “reminds us 
that despite how high up you get, you remember who you were 
when you first came through the door”. 
 
A sign in the Box Hill Lodge cloakroom for a prostate cancer support 
group symbolises the age range of the cohort. 
 
Atkin says he was initiated to the Freemasons 46 years ago. 
“I’m a young guy,” he chuckles. 
 
This is what passes as a joke in Freemason circles. 
 
It’s hard not to be impressed by the passion and respect both Atkin 
and Elkington feel for this somewhat strange set of rituals. But at the 
same time, it’s all a bit odd. 
 
Where else do grown men discuss the Grand Architect of the 
Universe? Wear ceremonial aprons? Stand around talking about 
installation of the Sunshine Wisdom Lodge or the Lodge of the 
Golden Fleece? 
 
And that doesn’t even include the secret bits they don’t talk about: 
the rumoured rolled-up trouser leg on initiation, the secret 
handshake involving contact between the thumb and the second 
knuckle. 
 
It all feels a bit like the Hotel California: you can check out any time 
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you like, but you can never leave. 
 
However, Sydenham-Clarke says such traditions aren’t likely to 
change any time soon, even with younger members on board. 
“Younger Freemasons love the rituals and ceremony,” she says. 
“They love the precision and phenomenal attention to detail.” 
 
Such reverence for history and ceremony has attracted Melton 
marketing and communications manager Andrew Power to the 
Freemasons. 
 
At only 38, and with a smart, engaging wife and young family, Power 
is just the type of new recruit that’s needed. 
He says that although the whole process was “a bit surprising and 
definitely eye-opening”, there was “nothing unbecoming” about the 
process of becoming an Entered Apprentice. 
 
“I went from having two brothers to five million brothers across the 
world,” he says. “It’s a personal journey you go on by yourself — you 
do have to want to expand and improve yourself.” 
Power has established the Blue Lounge Social Club, designed to 
bring young Masons aged 18-55 together to enjoy “good fun social 
nights without any rituals”. 
 
As Sydenham-Clarke sees it, men like Power are “looking for 
something more; something like mateship and professional growth”. 
“They want to give back in tangible ways,” she says. 
Giving back to the community through charitable works and 
donations has long been a key part of the Freemasons charter, and 
one Sydenham-Clarke is keen to bring to greater public attention. 
 
“There is so much good work being done, such as the Think Pink 
Foundation, which runs a cancer treatment centre called The Living 
Centre in Melbourne,” she says. 
The organisation is also in the process of renewal in other ways as 
well. 
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Dallas Brooks Hall, the home of the Freemasons — known to 
generations of Victorians as a conference venue and exam hall — is 
being razed. In its place will be 258 luxury apartments and a grand 
Masonic Centre that will house some of the Freemasons’ 5000 
books, priceless artworks, jewels and memorabilia. It’s a 
multimillion-dollar project in conjunction with Mirvac. 
 
“Sales have been strong and we’re delighted with the progress,” 
Sydenham-Clarke says. 
 
Changes are also under way in the suburbs and regions. Once there 
was a grand Masonic lodge in a prominent position in just about 
every well-established Melbourne suburb or rural centre. 
 
Now there are only 116 Masonic properties, with many sold in recent 
years to fund the building of modern multi-use facilities used by 
community groups. 
 
Change is definitely afoot, but there’s a long way to go. Sydenham- 
 
Clarke will have her work cut out. 
 
First the Freemasons need to get over the public perception that 
their organisation is little more than a bunch of old men keeping 
ancient secrets, exchanging secret handshakes and riding goats at 
initiation ceremonies. 
 
Reynolds is keen to make one thing very clear — there are no goats. 
“I haven’t seen one yet,” he says. 
 
Given he joined the organisation at 24, and has been a Freemason 
for close to 40 years, he probably knows. 
 
Secret rituals? Yes. 
 
Handshakes? Yes. 
 
Goats? No. 
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Good to get that cleared up. 
 
Sydenham-Clarke also wants to move the agenda on from 
handshakes and farmyard animals. She wants to get the message 
out that Freemasonry is about “turning good men into better men”. 
 
“It’s about honouring tradition but reaching out to younger men in 
their 20s, 30s and 40s,” she says. “We want hipsters in the Lodge.” 
 
The Freemasons may be many things, but hip isn’t one of them. 
Only time will tell how successful this particular “change-
management journey” will be. 
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