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SPECULATIONS ON THE RISE OF FREEMASONRY 
 
Several contending theories: 
 Traditionalists argue that the Craft evolved from the operative Freestone Masons 
to speculative masons – or the craft as we know it today. 
 John Robinson in Born in Blood argues that Freemasonry rose from the 
destruction of the Knights Templar.  The Templars were destroyed in early 14th Century 
by the Pope and King of France.  The Knights went under ground to seek revenge on the 
Roman  Catholic Church and those associated with their destruction, particularly the 
martyrdom of Jaques DeMolay (1313A.D.). 
 
Several questions to ask: 
 Why armed tiler? 
 Why such secrecy? 
 Why are passwords and much ritual taken from the Bible? 
  Why religious toleration? 
 Why go public in 1717 with the announcement of the Grand Lodge of the United 
 Kingdom?  What had changed in the political environment to allow the craft to 
 feel secure? 
 
Quick answers 

- Why armed tillers? 
 Traditionalist would argue it was to secure the knowledge of the secrets of the 
masons, more specifically the geometry and sciences necessary to build cathedrals, etc.  
However, we know that an apprenticeship was seven years if one desired to become a 
fellow of the craft.  Could an eavesdropper really learn much by listening in over several 
nights?  Moreover, a fellow of the craft still needed much additional study before he was 
worthy of becoming a master of the craft. 
 Perhaps there was a more sinister reason to protect an assembled clan with an 
armed tiler.  If the craft was engaged in ceremonies that, to church or state, would be 
considered heretical or treasonous, then there was a rational reason to have armed men 
protect the assembly.  Tilers would protect the location of the assembly from cowans and 
eavesdroppers as well as protect the identity of the members of the craft. 
 

- Why secrecy? 
 Granted that a trade or guild would want to protect trade secrets, but why adopt a 
secret, oral tradition?  Geometry, math, and science are best taught with books or with 
ciphers.  If the craft was engaged in works that were considered heretical or treasonous, 
then proper spy craft would suggest that secret modes of recognition and secret 
ceremonies would evolve and be used. 
 

- Why are passwords and much ritual taken from the Bible? 
 The answer to this question, as well as the answers to “why religious toleration 
and why go public in 1717” concern the thesis of this paper. 
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A Contending Theory on the Rise of Freemasonry 
 Speculative Freemasonry evolved over a period of about 350 years, from the mid 
to late 14th Century (about 1380 A.D.) through 1717.  During this era several major issues 
arose that affected both the people and nations.  They were: 
 
 Nationalism: 
 -- a search for those values which created a society and nation, including a 
common language (in the U.K. moving from Latin and French to English), a common set 
of social values (in the U.K. common law and certain rights) and xenophobia (dislike of 
the French and dislike of Ecclesiastical Courts – a common Englishman could be tried by 
both state and church courts, but churchmen were only tried in Ecclesiastical Courts 
which were beholden to Rome). 
 
 Religion: 
 -- the rise of Protestantism in northern Europe and the perceived secularization of 
the Roman Catholic Church. 
 
 Science: 
 -- the rise of the experimental method in science, global navigation, and the Papal 
reaction such as the trials of Galileo. 
 
 Economic: 
 -- the rise of a middle class (artisans, farmers, and traders) and landed gentry;  the 
beginnings of industry. 
 
 These evolving issues can best be summarized in the ideas of the Reformation 
(religion) and the Renaissance (knowledge). 
 
The Reformation 
 Norton states, “… that Masonry in its modern spirit and form is a child of the 
Reformation (Norton, p. 1).”  The thesis of this paper, following the analysis of 
Robinson, is that Freemasonry stemmed from the religious and philosophical 
undercurrents prevalent in England for a period of three hundred years. 
 
 By the 1380’s John Wycliffe had translated the Bible from Latin to English 
(giving the common man access to the Bible which, at that time, was tightly controlled by 
the Roman Catholic Church); he was charged with heresy as being subversive to the 
Church.  During this period English grammar schools were dropping Latin and French to 
teach English (an evolving language, witness Chaucer writing during this same period).  
Moreover, the 100 Years War was in progress (1340 – 1418) and the Roman Catholic 
Church was under duress – the Papal Captivity in Avignon followed by the Great Schism 
(two Popes, one in Rome the other in France). 
 
 Many Englishmen felt that by sending tithes to the Roman Catholic Church, they 
were sending money to their French adversaries.  By the end of the 14th Century, the 
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English Parliament was anti-clerical because of the exportation of tithes to Rome and 
because of the Ecclesiastical Courts. 
 
 Wycliffe argued that it was the right of every Englishman to read the Bible; and 
placed “emphasis on an infallible Bible as against the fallible traditions and dogmas of 
the Church (Durant, Vol. VI, p. 36).”  He translated and his disciples copied his 
translations of the Latin Vulgate (the Roman Bible).  His disciples, called Lollards, travel 
throughout the British Isles carrying copies of the “new” Bible – and preaching and 
reading those scriptures to the commoner.  Hill observes that  “Lowly social elements 
gathered furtively in illegal groups to hear the vernacular Bible read and discussed (Hill, 
p. 1).”  Bibles remained scarce, “so it was not uncommon for Lollards to commit portions 
to memory (Bobrick, p. 74).”  Did this evolve into the oral tradition of speculative 
masonry?  It is great ‘tradecraft’. 
   
 There were at least three distinct reasons that the Lollards sought their own form 
of freedom to worship.  Their first argument was economic.  It seemed that during this 
period more English money went to the Pope rather than to the state or king – there was a 
major financial problem with the migratory wealth of the English Catholic Church to 
Rome (Durant, Vol. VI, p. 30).  Second, there was the issue of the applicability of the 
laws since English laity could be tried in either the King’s courts or in the Church’s 
courts while priests, abbots, etc could only be tried in the Church’s court – often leading 
to a perceived double standard.  Moreover, commoners and lords could be tried in both 
courts if the crime was treason and by being a heretic.  Third, and most significant for 
this analysis, was the relationship of man to God which Wycliffe and the Lollards saw as 
direct, not needing the interpretation of a formal church body.  The Wycliffe Bible 
ensured that all Englishmen might have access to the word of God, unaltered.  All this 
was considered heresy by the Church. Hill reminds us that, “Bible reading was associated 
with the rise of an educated urban and rural middling sort: we meet with Lollard 
merchants and Lollard knights (Hill, p. 9).” 
 
 For example, two Lollard preachers were captured.  Bobrick writes: “For many 
years he [Sawtry] eluded the authorities but in 1401 he was captured (p. 65)”.  He was 
burned at the stake for heresy.  Purvey (the other Lollard) “recanted, but returned to the 
only life he knew, that of the Lollard underworld where he vanished from further sight 
(Bobrick, p. 65).”  
 
 Bobrick states, “Thereafter (1402) Lollards were at constant risk of their lives.  
They met in hidden places, in deep forests and dells of Hereford and Monmouth, and in 
the mountains and moss bogs on the border with Wales (Bobrick, p. 67).”  He continues 
by stating, “After the hideous execution of Sir John Oldcastle, Lord Cobham, Lollardery 
became a secret sect to which mostly commoners belonged (p. 70).”  In 1440, Wyche, a 
Lollard priest, was burned as a heretic.   
 The question arises how could these “simple” preachers elude the authorities of 
church and state?  Over this period (more than a century) the Lollards were able to elude 
agents of the church and state, preserve their congregations, and keep their faith alive.    
The practice of common trade (spy) craft may have been the answer. 
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 First, consider how a Lollard priest could travel across England.  He could not 
travel as a priest.  Most commoners were confined to their fiefdom or property.  Stone 
masons, on the other hand, could travel in search of work.  These stone masons could 
also expect a night lodging and meal at any working lodge that they visited on their 
journey.  Perhaps these Lollard priests traveled as stone masons and used the implements 
of masonry as a visible sign to authorities of who they were.  Perhaps they also adopted 
these implements as allegories to teach “wise and serious truths”, as we do in lodge 
today..  And, by certain combinations of Masonic implements, they could identify 
themselves to each other.  The question “are you a traveling man” adds a certain cache to 
this. Yet Durant suggests that by the late 1300’s one could scarcely meet two men on the 
road that one of them was a Lollard (Durant, Vol. VI, p. 116). 
 
 
 Consider that secret signs and passwords might have been used as the means to 
identify persons of like faith; these would be key as the traveling Lollard preacher arrived 
in a new town.  Armed tilers would be necessary to protect the congregation from cowans 
and eavesdroppers while in session.  Enlisting new members of a congregation would 
require rigorous examination before offering access to the secret sect; and the new 
member might be required to circumambulate the meeting room or lodge room such that 
members of the craft might ensure themselves that the entrant was not, in fact, and agent 
of church or state.  The placing of a blindfold on the candidate would allow this 
ceremony to occur without revealing the membership of the secret society.  Additionally, 
the cabletow was strategically placed to ensure that an interloper could be properly 
restrained – perhaps hung.  The alternative, of course, was exposure of the members to 
the authorities with a hideous death to soon follow. 
 
 Throughout the rituals of initiation the candidate “promises and swears” that he 
will not divulge the secrets of “Freemasonry”, except to a known brother.  Moreover, the 
Entered Apprentice promises only to commit this knowledge of the craft to memory.  
This, again, is the mark of trade craft.  Finally, by certain tokens and signs, spoken, felt or 
seen, a traveling man might identify himself to the craft and gain entrance to the lodge or 
congregation. 
 Finally, consider that the Holy Bible was placed on the altar by these 
“Freemasons”.  During a century and one-half, from the 1380s to the 1530, only the 
Roman Catholic Church was authorized possession of the Bible.  To have a Bible was 
considered heresy.  And, around the altar were placed three burning tapers – perhaps 
emblematical of the Holy Trinity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  One must 
also consider the fact that speculative Freemasonry was focused on the Bible.  In fact, the 
candidate takes his obligation by placing his hands on the Holy Bible and swearing an 
oath to God.  All this, of course, would be considered blasphemy by the Roman Church. 
 
 Prayers, passwords, and the general philosophy behind the rituals are inspired by 
or taken directly from the Bible.  Yet, the profane, under the Ecclesiastical Law of the 
Roman Catholic Church, were not allowed any access to the Holy Word.  And, perhaps 
the placement of the altar in the center of the lodge, rather than at one end as in the 
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Catholic or Anglican Churches, was to promote the equality of the members of the 
congregation in reading and interpreting the Bible.  From Wycliffe and Tyndale on down 
these secret Protestant sects considered it the right of every Englishman to read and 
interpret the Bible. 
 
 The Reformation in Europe escalated with the invention of the printing press. 
 
 In 1524 William Tyndale left England one step ahead of church and state 
authorities.  His sin was in translating the New Testament from the original Greek, 
correcting the errors of the Latin Vulgate version of the Bible.  Once in Northern Europe 
he had this translation printed and smuggled into England (by 1526).  Bobrick writes that 
the “Christian Brethren, a semi-secret society of merchant adventurers (an association of 
rich cloth merchants) who traded in forbidden religious literature, subsidized the printing 
of evangelical books in English, and then smuggled them into England (Bobrick, pp. 96-
97).”  These Christian Brethren were related to the Lollards.  Between 1526 and 1536, 
about 6,000 copies of Tyndale’s New Testament were smuggled into England.  To 
Bobrick this “implies the existence of a formidable network of believers willing to defy 
the decrees of both church and state – many copies were passed through clandestine cells 
of sympathetic reformers . . . (Bobrick, p. 107)”.  “The alacrity with which Tyndale’s 
work was disseminated throughout England, however, was itself cause for alarm, because 
it implied the existence of a formidable network of believers willing to defy the decrees 
of both Church and state (Bobrick, p. 107).”  Tyndale was eventually capture, tried, and 
burned at the stake (in 1527) in Belgium as a heretic.  He had been on the run from 
authorities for more than a decade.  Arkin writes, “for the previous eleven years he 
[Tyndale] had lived as a fugitive, moving in a shadowy underground of English 
merchants, slipping from safe house to safe house (Arkin, ??).”  Of course the question 
must be how did he evade for so long?  What was the nature of his “trade craft?”   
Regardless, there must have been a secret method of identification for both the smugglers 
as well as for the intended recipients of these Bibles. 
 
 Yet, the yearning for an English Bible remained strong, “… especially so in 
London and the western countries where the successors of the old Lollards were strong 
(Bobrick, p. 103).”  King Henry the Eight eventually had a state sanctioned Bible printed, 
the Matthew’s Bible, in 1537.  This was closely followed by the Bishop’s Bible which 
was to be used in the Anglican Church, but it was never popular with the common 
people.  
 
 These episodes followed closely on the heels of Martin Luther’s attacks (1517) 
against the Roman Catholic Church which eventually accelerated the Reformation and 
started the rise of the Lutheran Religion.  Lutheranism and Calvinism began competing 
with the Roman Catholic Church for men’s souls.  And so it was in England since Henry 
the VIII was king and anointed as the “defender of the faith” by the Roman Catholic 
Church – for his learned arguments against Luther.  In fact, Henry forced Parliament to 
pass a law that read, in part, “women, … artisans, husbandmen, labours or servants were 
forbidden to read the New Testament, or to discuss it in public (Hill, p. 11).” 
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 However, Henry VIII had a falling out with the Church.  He wanted a male heir 
and sought a divorce from Catherine of Aragon (granted 1527) to marry Ann Boleyn 
(married 1533).  This divorce was denied by the Pope so Henry broke with the Roman 
Catholic Church.   In 1534 Parliament passed the Act of Supremacy which made Henry 
the head of the English Church.  He gained several things at once.  First, by splitting with 
the Roman Catholic Church he became head of the Catholic Church of England (and 
secured his divorce).  Second, he began to confiscate Church property, particularly the 
monasteries with their vast agricultural, mineral, and manufacturing wealth (mostly 
located in the north near York).  These he sold to lords and rich gentry, both to gain the 
money from the sales but also to ensure the loyalty of these men should the Roman 
Catholic Church attempt to re-establish itself in England. Third, all the tithes which had 
gone to Rome were now going to the new Church of England.  Fourth, the distinction 
between secular and religious law was eliminated.  Additionally, Henry thought that a 
cohesive nation, nationalism, required a state sponsored religion.  The Act of Six Articles 
(1539) essentially made the Church of England Catholic in doctrine while rejecting 
obedience to Rome. 
 
  
 Thus, England, by the time of Henry the VIII’s death, was moving toward a 
nation-state with its own distinct language, laws, and state religion.  Yet, the majority of 
the commoners remained Roman Catholic.  The next problem faced by the anti-cleric 
nobles and landed gentry was how to reduce the numbers and influence of Roman 
Catholics.  Ironically, in 1537 the Tyndale Bible (under an assumed name) was formally 
approved by the King.  
 
 
 Bloody Mary, a staunch Roman Catholic, assumed the throne after Henry’s death.  
During her reign (1555 – 1558) 400 persons perished as heretics, mostly artisans, day 
laborers and their wives (Bobrick, p. 167).  Elizabeth, the last surviving child of Henry, 
became Queen Elizabeth.  She was favorable disposed toward the new state religion 
created by her father which became the Anglican Church.  Thus by the end of the 16th 
Century the center of Catholic resistance was in the north, around York.  And, by 
preventing the replacement of Roman Catholic clergy, their numbers continued to ebb.  
London and the south, on the other hand, was clearly Protestant.  By the Parliament of 
1559, England was firmly on the side of the Reformation (Wernham, p. 246).  Yet, major 
differences remained between the Church of England (the Anglicans) and the Reformed 
(Calvinist) Church (Wernham, p. 247).  Enough difference, particularly since one could 
still be prosecuted for one’s religious beliefs, that many religious reformers and 
Protestant sects remained secret from the uninitiated. 
 
 Issues of the crown, succession of a male heir, and no Catholic king remained as 
critical issues for the nobles, the landed gentry, and the freeborn who had sustained 
“Freemasonry” during this time.  The Act of Uniformity (January 1559) was passed by 
Elizabeth’s Parliament to impose a new Book of Common Prayer in English (Wernham, 
p. 175).  The Catholic majority reacted and over the next decade over three hundred 
Catholics were burned at the stake – mostly for intrigues against Elizabeth I.  Most of 
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these intrigues were attempts to place a Catholic on the throne of England  Throughout 
the decade of the 1550’s Roman Catholics and Anabaptists suffered from the effort to 
enforce a single religion (Bobrick, p. 162).  Nevertheless, by the 1580’s Puritans began to 
recognize that their fortunes were tied to Elizabeth.  Finally, Catholic Europe, in 1588, 
sent a might armada against England in an attempt to force her back in to the fold of 
Catholic nations.  By the end of that decade, Protestantism became the dominate religion 
in England.  Parenthetically, the remaining Roman Catholics fought for England, their 
Queen and their country, rather than for the Spanish Catholics. 
 
 For all of her perceived sins against the Roman Catholic Church, Elizabeth was 
excommunicated in 1570.   
 
 Most of the next century, the 17th Century, was occupied by religious strife, 
including Oliver Cromwell’s reign as a religious monarch.  By 1688 A.D. nobility and 
lay person alike ended the strife by crowning William of Orange and his wife Mary as 
king and queen of England – it was The Glorious Revolution. 
 
 In 1688, following the removal of a Catholic king who had replaced Cromwell, 
the English invited William of Orange to become their new and Protestant king (along 
with the English born and very Protestant Queen Mary) – the Glorious Revolution.  To 
ensure the powers of the English Parliament, the English forced William to agree to 
parliamentary government, the rule of law, and the right of rebellion against tyranny.  In 
1689 Parliament enacted two essential laws:   
 -- The Toleration Act (1689) which began to promote religious toleration, albeit 
still restricting Catholics from public office. 
 -- The Bill of Rights (1689) which stipulated that no law can be suspended by the 
king, that there could be no taxes without Parliament’s consent, and that the army was to 
be maintained by Parliament’s consent. 
Finally Parliament passed The Act of Settlement (1701) which stipulated that no Roman 
Catholic could be king, thereby settling the religious issues that had instigated many wars 
and quarrels. 
  
Freemasonry may have been created as a method or system to protect its adherents from 
prosecution from the church (either the Church of England or a resurgent Catholic 
Church) or the state. While still maintaining its religious underpinnings, Freemasonry, at 
this time, must have evolved as religious toleration increased and as the scientific and 
industrial revolutions accelerated by the end of the 17th Century.  In fact, Freemasonry 
began to reflect a Deist view of God and religion which, while its members believed in a 
Supreme Architect of the Universe, tended to downplay any specific, organized religion.  
Norton argues, “…but we can say for certain that as early as 1620, and inferentially very 
much earlier, there were certain members of the Mason’s Company and others who met 
from time to time to form a Lodge for the purpose of speculative masonry (Norton, p. 
6).”  
 
 Thus, in 1717 four Masonic Lodges in London organized themselves into the 
Grand Lodge of Masons.  This overt act brought angry protest from the lodges located in 
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the north near York.  But remember, that London and the south had been the hotbed of 
the Lollards, the Christian Brethren and the Reformation.  York and the north remained 
Roman Catholic for most of these 350 years.  Only a decade later did the York Lodges 
declare their Masonic affiliation.  Only the acts of Parliament after the Glorious 
Revolution guaranteed the rights of assembly and of religion.  Thus, did the lodges feel 
safe and secure enough to declare themselves publicly. 
 
Summary 
 
 Lets us return to the questions initially posited. 
 
 -- Why armed tillers? 
  - Protection from without. 
  - Weapon of protection from within. 
  - No apprentices or visitors to carry any thing offensive or defensive into  
  the lodge. 
 -- Why secrecy? 
  -  Smugglers of the Bible. 
  - Safehouses for smugglers and for religious rites. 
  - Heresy if one is detected and burning at the stake if guilty. 
  - “Murder and treason accepted”. 
 
 -- Ritual 
  - Based on the Bible when it was illegal to possess the Book. 
  - Signs, passwords, rituals taken from the Bible that only those who  
  possessed the Bible could understand.  Roman Catholic laity had no access 
  to the written word. 
  - Memory work is good spy craft. 
 
 -- Religious Toleration 
  - Both Catholics ands Protestants persecuted at various times. 
  - Devastation from the religious wars of Cromwell’s reign. 
  - Toleration Act of 1689 promoted toleration. 
Conclusion 
 
 Benson Bobrick claims that “the foundation for modern egalitarianism was laid in 
the alehouses of England as each person read the Scripture for himself and came to 
believe his interpretation as worthy as that of the most learned divine (Arkin).”  
Interestingly, it seems that alehouses also were the first meeting rooms of the speculative 
Freemasons who, in 1717, united to form the first Grand Lodge.  Coincidence? 
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