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Searching for the Intersecting Masonic and 

Political World of Henry Clay 

John W. Bizzack and Dan M. Kemble  

This research appears in The Rubicon Masonic Society Transactions, Volume 1, 2023. The research is a product of 

the collaborative work between Lexington Lodge No.1, the William O. Ware Lodge of Research, and the Rubicon 

Masonic Society. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 ince 1853, at least a dozen important, well-researched books have been published about most all aspects 
of the life of Henry Clay.1 

While references to Clayõs status as a Freemason are found in many of these writings, few examine his 
involvement in the fraternity with any depth. Most treat that part of his life as merely another chapter in his 
ascension to national acclaim as a statesman, Speaker of the U.S. House of 
Representatives, Senator, three-time presidential candidate, Secretary of 
State, and jurist who turned down a nomination to the Supreme Court.2  
Clayõs mark on U.S. history is considered by some to be larger than that of 
the men who defeated him for president: John Quincy Adams, Andrew 
Jackson, and James K. Polk.3   

This writing is not intended to be a broad examination of Clayõs public and 
political life and work. Those elements are sufficiently addressed elsewhere. 
What is not sufficiently addressed is the connection between Clay the 
Freemason and Clay the celebrated statesman.   

Numerous papers written by Masons about Clay are available. The material 
covers his political accomplishments and says little about his Masonic 
affiliation. In most of these papers, and in the sketches found on a few 
Masonic websites, his remarkable political career is summarized, his notable 
oratorical skills praised, and Lincolnõs eulogy praising Clay's devotion to liberty and acclaiming him as the 
man "the times have demanded" often appear. All of the encomiums devoted to Clay are undoubtedly 
deserved. Usually, there is a section about his Masonic record, noting the Masonic ranks he held. Finding his 
specific accomplishments while in those positions, however, seems to have been overlooked or forgotten.  

 
1 2018, Henry Clay: The Man Who Would Be President, James C. Klotter, 2011, Henry Clay: The Essential American, David S. Heidler and Jeanne T. Heidler, 1991, Henry 
Clay: Statesman for the Union, Robert Vincent Remini, 2000, Henry Clay the Lawyer, George D. Prentice, Biography of Henry Clay, Hartford Samuel Hanmer, Jr.John Jay 
Phelps, New York, 1831, Maurice G. Baxter, 2015, Henry Clay: America's Greatest Statesman, Harlow Giles Unger, 2013, America's Great Debate: Henry Clay, Stephen A. 
Douglas, and the Compromise That Preserved the Union, Fergus M. Bordewich, 2010, At the Edge of the Precipice: Henry Clay and the Compromise That Saved the Union, 
Robert V. Remini, 2011, The Family Legacy of Henry Clay: In the Shadow of a Kentucky Patriarch, Lindsey Apple, 1998, Andrew Jackson vs. Henry Clay: Democracy and 
Development in Antebellum America, Harry L. Watson, 1853, The Life and Speeches of Henry Clay, 2 Volumes, publisher, J. L. Gihon, Philadelphia, 1853. 1904, The True 
Henry Clay, Joseph M. Rogers, 
2 Maurice G. Baxter, Henry Clay the Lawyer, University Press of Kentucky, 2000. 
3 *~f /µkqk|Ï ik§¯®· kis®~ªs^z §^qk kis®~ªÏ ê6k|ª· +z^· W^« @k´kª Jªk«sik|®Ï *¯® 6k N^´ki ®rk Q|s~|Ïë The Denver Post,ë <¯z· 11, 2008. 

S 
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This furthers a curiosity as to how Clayõs relationship with Freemasonry may have influenced his actions, and 
thus possibly influenced the course of not only the development of Kentucky, but also that of the nation. 
This question is left unanswered in Masonic writings. Naturally, we would like to think that his life 
accomplishments had something to do with him being a Mason; perhaps it did at times in his life. There is 
little, however, to show that Freemasonry served as a consistent rudder in Clayõs life. In fact, when his long 
career is examined in context with the times, curiosity is not satisfied. 
 
One would think that because of the attachment Masons make to Clayõs statesmanship record, his Masonic 
career was exemplary and parallels his public life. Clay left no such record. He is remembered today for his 
public accomplishments and service, and not for his Masonic membership beyond sitting as a Master of a 
Lodge and Grand Master of his jurisdiction. But Clay was a man of his period ð an era in which there was at 
least the perception of an ancillary value in Freemasonry. So, in the absence of records that offer insight to 
his Masonic world, many Masonic researchers are left to rely on contemporary Masonic writers who wrote 
about Clay, merely recounting his public and political life.  

The idea of the fraternity promoting Freemasonry by affiliation with the well-known is not new.4  Many men 
who happened to be Freemasons and were also notable men in history are celebrated in such a way that 
unintentionally suggests their Masonic affiliation was responsible for their distinction. The inference is the 
deeds of notable men somehow legitimizes Freemasonry. Masonry, of course, needs no such legitimization. 
The lessons of Freemasonry transcend time and place and are applicable in any era.  

Clay, although young and new to Lexington when he arrived in 1798 from Virginia, would have been 
welcomed at the lodge he joined. The members of that period were largely the men who were connected to 
the founding of Lexington: business owners, politicians, educators, judges, and others who were considered 
the movers and shakers of the community. He was a lawyer, well-spoken, and almost as soon as he arrived in 
Lexington, he became acquainted with the townõs businessmen, wealthy landowners, and politicians. In 
addition, his cousin was a founding member of the only Masonic lodge in Lexington at the time. Clayõs 
burgeoning legal and political career did not result from his being made a Mason, but it certainly did not slow 
down his rise in status and reputation in the community, and then the state. In April 1799, a year after 
arriving in Lexington from Virginia, Clay married Lucretia Hart at the home of her father, Colonel Thomas 
Hart, an early settler of Kentucky and a prominent businessman and landowner. Hart proved to be an 
important business connection for Clay, helping him gain new clients and grow in professional stature. In 
fact, Hart was Clayõs first client.  Clayõs likely introduction to Freemasonry, however, was Clayõs cousin, 
General Greene Clay, the largest landowner in Kentucky at the time, and a Ferry Master, distiller, agriculturist, 
former surveyor and veteran of the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. Greene Clay was also a former 
Virginia legislator, and the first Senior Warden of Lexington Lodge No. 25 in 1788. In 1789, became the 
second Master of the Lodge. 

 
4 Richard Andrew Berman, The Architects of Eighteenth-Century English Freemasonry, 1720 å 1740, Thesis for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy by Research in History 
University of Exeter, Exeter, Devon, Southwest England, United Kingdom, 15 December 2010, Chapter 5, The Rise of the Noble Grand Masters. 



6 
 

Clayõs involvement in Freemasonry appears to 
follow the same example of some 18th and 19th 
century Masons who affiliated with the fraternity for 
those reasons that are subordinate to the aim and 
purpose of the Craft. Seemingly, Clay sought 
connections and networking rather than a path to 
self-improvement. It is no secret that while 
Freemasonry could affirm and validate the ideals 
that many men already held, Masonic Lodges were 
fertile ground for those desiring to network and 
connect with like-minded men in their communities 
that might help the advancement of career and 
business. 

It  can only be presumed that Clay became well-versed 
in Masonry with his twenty-four years as a Mason and 
election to two high Masonic offices. Later in his life, 
however, he admitted that he was not what he called a 
òbright Mason.ó In the context of the times, it can be 
construed that when membership in Freemasonry was 
no longer expedient, he chose not to participate in the 
labor, or the conversations of the day, or contribute to 
solving existing challenges that existed in the 
Institution. 

Twentieth century Masonic scholar, Henry W. Coil, may 
have described Clayõs Masonic career best. He wrote that 
Clayõs time in Masonry could only be called òingloriousó in 
comparison with his long, brilliant political contributions.5 

Kentuckyõs longest serving Grand Secretary, H.B. Grant, wrote that Clay was òan active and zealous 
Freemason, as the records of the Grand Lodge abundantly prove,ó6 but Grant, and those who may have 
believed that, then or now, have failed to offer specific examples of that òabundantó proof. Some researchers 
believe that Grant offered that praise because Clayõs service was only perfunctory in his year as Grand Master. 
Although Grantõs emergence as a force in the Grand Lodge occurred over a half-century later, Clayõs 
approach may have pleased Grant who was often thought of as the behind-the-scenes Grand Master during 
his thirty-five years of uninterrupted occupation of the Assistant and Grand Secretary chair.7  

In the absence of that proof, we are left only to examine Clayõs incomplete Masonic record in the context of 
his ascension to high titles, and against the backdrop of his accomplishments and setbacks from a remarkable 
political career in which he gained the esteemed reputation for which he is primarily known.  

 

 

 

 

 
5 6k|ª· WÎ +~szÏ +~szí« Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, Macoy, 1961, 1995.  
6 H.B. Grant, Doings of the Grand Lodge of Kentucky, 1800-1900, Masonic Home Book and Job Office, 1900. 
7 Grant served the Grand Lodge of Kentucky for 35 years beginning as Assistant Grand Secretary 1877, 
and Grand Secretary ten years later until his death on August 29, 1912. Grand Lodge Proceedings, Necrology Report, 1912.  

Ashland, the home of Henry Clay.  
Built circa 1809 on his 600-acre estate. 

Henry Clay's Law Office today  
Courtesy of the Blue Grass Trust for Historic Preservation 
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THE OFFICIAL SURVIVING MASONIC RECORD OF HENRY CLAY 

On November 17, 1788, the Grand Lodge of Virginia chartered Lexington Lodge No. 25 in the Kentucky 
territory over which it held jurisdiction. The Lodge was re-designated as Lexington Lodge No. 1 when the 
Grand Lodge of Kentucky was formed in 1800.  

Surprisingly to most Masons, Clay first appears in official Masonic records in 1802 as Junior Warden at 
Lexington Lodge No.1. He would have been twenty-five years old at the time. 

Only two official Masonic records (Returns) from Lexington Lodge No. 25 exist from 1788 -1800. One 
Return was for 1794, and the other one is dated December 1799. Clay moved to Lexington from Virginia in 
1797. His name does not appear on the 1799 Return that lists all members of Lexington Lodge No. 25.8 

Annual Returns for Kentucky lodges do not appear in the Proceedings of the Grand Lodge of Kentucky until 
1802, when Clay was noted as Junior Warden of Lexington Lodge No. 1. As a result, the exact date he was 
initiated is unknown. At most, he was a Mason for two years prior to election to that principal officerõs chair.  

All records and minutes of Lexington Lodge No. 25 and No. 1 were destroyed in a fire in 1819. In 1836, a 
second fire destroyed the lodge facility and destroyed all records from 1820-1836.9 

Notwithstanding, it is highly likely that Clay was not a member of Lexington Lodge No.1 prior to 1800. Only 
the Grand Lodge proceedings prove his membership.  

Aside from being elected Master in 1820, Clay is not recorded as holding any other elected or appointed 
Masonic office at Lexington Lodge No. 1, or at any other subordinate lodge in Kentucky.  

Grand Lodge records tell us that Clay was appointed to a Grand Lodge committee in 1806 to assist in 
preparing a constitution for the Grand Lodge. There is no record in later proceedings of his direct 
involvement in that work, beyond the appointment to the committee. He was not, contrary to claims by some 
Kentucky Masons, attributed in proceedings as author of the first Constitution for the Grand Lodge of 
Kentucky.  

He was appointed Grand Orator10 and held that position from 1807 through 1819, but there is no record of 
any presentations he may have made at an Annual Communication or other Masonic events or about the 
labors he performed during those years in that capacity. He served on a Grand Lodge committee in 1813 that 
was charged with examining how to raise funds for a new Grand Masonic Hall in Lexington and was elected 
Grand Master in August 1820 (there was no progressive line practice commonly used in that period).11  

 
8 John W. Bizzack, A Summarizing History of Lexington Lodge No. 1: 1788-2019, Lexington Lodge No. 1, Preservation Committee, BSF Foundation, Lexington,2019. 
9 IBID. 
10 Orator is recorded in English since c.1374, meaning "one who pleads or argues for a cause", from Anglo-French oratour, Old French orateur (14th century), Latin orator 
("speaker"), from orare ("speak before a court or assembly; plead"), derived from a Proto-Indo-European base *or- ("to pronounce a ritual formula"). The modern 
meaning of the word, "public speaker", is attested from c.1430." Grand Orators have commonly been appointed by the Grand Master of a jurisdiction, and their 
appointment usually lasts one year. Topics for their orations are generally chosen by the author, and at times may be a subject chosen by the Grand Master. The duties of 
the Grand Orator has evolved since the use of them appeared in in early English Freemasonry when their initiate duties involved proving means to inform, develop and 
advance Masonic knowledge to lodges with the aim of fostering curiosity and developing Masonic understanding. 
11 Annual Proceedings, Grand Lodge of Kentucky 1800-1852, Lexington Lodge No. 1 records, 1788-1824.  
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After 1822, Clay is mentioned in Grand Lodge Proceedings only 
three times. He was first listed as a visitor to the Annual 
Communication in 1829, which was strange since he demitted five 
years earlier, and secondly in 1852 when his death was announced 
and $250 was approved by the Grand Lodge as a contribution 
toward a monument at his grave site in Lexington.12 

The third time Clay is mentioned in Grand Lodge records is six 
years later at the 1858 Annual Communication. During the Address 
to the Craft, Phillip Swigert, the outgoing Grand Master, stated that 
Henry Clay was a remarkable man of the anti-Masonic period, 

crediting him with being instrumental in calling together a òconventionó of Masons in Washington to òdevise 
a National Union of the fraternity.ó13  He went on to say that òAfter he [Clay] became so profoundly 
immersed in political matters and was so much absent from Kentucky, that until 1847 or 1848, he did not 
afterwards attend the Grand Lodge.ó Perhaps, as Swigert implies, Clay did visit Grand Lodge 
communications later, but was simply not mentioned in the record as he was in 1829. If not, then it appears 
the Grand Master was stunningly unaware that Clay had demitted in 1824 and was no longer an active 
member of the Masonic fraternity. 

No record exists of the six months Clay served as Master of Lexington Lodge No. 1 except for his name 
appearing in the Annual Returns made to the Grand Lodge (Annual Returns that customarily report the 
names of all members and officers of lodges). Because of the fires that destroyed records of the lodge, what is 
known to have taken place at Lexington Lodge No. 1 during Clayõs years is pieced together primarily through 
written histories of the city and state, biographies of its notable citizens, letters, newspaper accounts of the 
period, and Grand Lodge Proceedings. Clayõs name is not found among any of the materials and documents 
in connection to Freemasonry in those years, with the exception of those seven entries made in Grand Lodge 
records.  

Masonic historians often mention and celebrate Clay, as especially do many Masons in his home state, 
because he was elected Master of his Lodge in 1820 and elected Grand Master of Kentucky in the same year. 
While that circumstance suggests noteworthy achievements resulting from Clayõs leadership in the fraternity, 
there is a lesser told backstory.  

 
12 Annual Proceedings, Grand Lodge of Kentucky 1800-1852. 
13 Philip Swiggert, Grand Master, Address to the Craft, Annual Communication, Grand Lodge of Kentucky Proceedings, 1859. 

Surprising to most Masons, 

Clay first appears in official 

Masonic records in 1802 as 

Junior Warden at 

Lexington Lodge No.1. 
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The fact is, many of the Masters at Lexington Lodge No. 1 in the years before Clayõs election, and for some 
years after him, typically served only a six-month term unless re-elected for the remainder of the year. Clay 
served as Master only through the first part of 1820, then was elected Grand Master in the second part of that 
year when he was a Past Master. He was not 
both Master of his Lodge and Grand Master at 
the same time. Moreover, the year Clay was 
elected Grand Master, he followed in the 
footsteps of seven previous Masters of his lodge 
who were also elected Grand Master. In fact, the 
Grand Master he followed, Samuel Hughes 
Woodson, was a Past Master of Lexington 
Lodge No.1.  

 

THE MASONIC NOTICE: THE SIXTH 

ATTEMPT TO INITIATE THE FORMATION OF 

A NATIONAL GRAND LODGE  

If there is anything with which Clayõs name will 
be strongly associated in the factual history of 
American Freemasonry, aside from being elected 
as Master of his Lodge and Grand Master of 
Kentucky, it is that he was, at least nominally, an 
advocate for establishing a National Grand 
Lodge in the United States. His involvement in 
that movement came in what actually was the 
sixth out of nine times between 1779 and 1857 
that such a call was made in American 
Freemasonry. This sixth attempt is primarily 
known because the meeting to initiate the call took place in the Senate Chamber of the Capitol in 
Washington, D.C. and was the first time a Masonic event had ever taken place inside the Capitol. That 
meeting occurred on March 9, 1822, eight months after Clay completed his term as Grand Master of 
Kentucky. 

By that year, Clay, aside from his elected positions in the Order, was already a well-known, successful lawyer, 
large landowner, agriculturist, sheep, cattle, and horse breeder, former Speaker of the House in Kentucky, the 
7th Speaker of the House of Representatives in the U.S. Congress, United States Senator, and potential 
presidential candidate.  

 

The meeting has been characterized by 

several Masonic writers (and the source of 

other writings by non-Masons) as being an 

historic Masonic event that Clay had 

arranged that supposedly demonstrated his 

deep commitment to Freemasonry since no 

òmeetingsó of Masons had ever taken place 

in the Senate Chamber. Many of the 

Masonic writings allude to that March 

meeting as if it were a Masonic Stated 

Communication, which it clearly was not.1   
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The meeting has been characterized as a historic Masonic event 
that Clay had arranged, demonstrating his deep commitment 
to Freemasonry, since no òmeetingsó of Masons had ever 
taken place in the Senate Chamber. Many of the Masonic 
writings allude to that March meeting as if it were a Masonic 
Stated Communication, which it clearly was not.14  It was, 
however, taking place on Clayõs home turf, as it were: a place 
where attention could be drawn to not only his standing as a 
Past Grand Master, but as a very well-known and popular 
national political figure with a bright political future. 

The invitation appeared in an unusual way in the National 
Intelligencer, the first newspaper published in Washington, D.C. 
which published the debates of the United States Congress.15   

The invitation carried the title: òMasonic Notice,ó and reads: 

òThose members of Congress who belong to the Masonic 
Fraternity, and those visitors of the city who are or have been 
members of any State Grand Lodge, are respectively invited to 
attend a meeting to be held in the Senate Chamber, this 
evening, at 7 o'clock, to take into consideration matters of 

general interest to the Masonic institution.ó16 

That òmatter of general interestó referred to establishing a General Grand Lodge in the United States, and 
would involve a resolution identifying reasons for it, as well as outlining the steps to be taken to form one.17  

Seven out of the twenty-four Grand Lodge jurisdictions sent delegates to this meeting. The appetites of the 
other seventeen existing Grand Lodges in 1822 were not whetted by this invitation to discuss the òmatter of 
general interest.ó In the end, Grand Lodges proved unwilling to compromise their sovereignty and 
independence by pledging allegiance to a General Grand Lodge. Like all the five previous calls to consider 
forming a National Grand Lodge, the 1822 initiative failed to produce a convention at all.18   

Kentucky Grand Lodge records tell us that by 1824 the matter of a General Grand Lodge had been settled. 
In addition to Kentucky rejecting the idea, so too did the Grand Lodges of Maine, Massachusetts, Missouri, 
New Hampshire, North Carolina, South Carolina, Ohio, and Louisiana.19  The fact that nine jurisdictions as 
well as Kentucky (representing forty-two percent of Grand Lodges at the time), discarded the òmatter of 
interestó illustrates the influence of some jurisdictions to affect the thinking of others that remained silent and 

 
14 Van Gordon-Williams Library and Archives, Digital Collections:  Masonic Notice. - Those members of Congress who belong to the Masonic Fraternity..." Alternative Title 
Circular regarding the creation of a Grand Lodge of the United States, https://digitalvgw.omeka.net/items/show/483, accessed, January 2022. 
15 The National Intelligencer, & Washington Advertiser began as a tri-weekly newspaper in the new city of Washington, D.C., on October 31, 1800. It claimed to be the 
"first Paper printed in Washington" and is remembered for its extensive coverage of the congressional debates during the early years of the republic. 
16 Ray Baker Harris, Sesqui-Centennial History Of The Grand Lodge Free And Accepted Masons District Of Columbia. 1811 å 1961, 1962, Grand Lodge District Of 
Columbia, Https://Www.Dcgrandlodge.Org/History-Of-Dc-Freemasonry.Html, accessed January 2022, and Van Gordon-Williams Library and Archives, Digital Collections:  
Masonic Notice. - Those members of Congress who belong to the Masonic Fraternity..." Alternative Title Circular regarding the creation of a Grand Lodge of the United 
States. Description Circular from appointed committee of eleven members submitted to several Grand Lodges and distributed among Masons concerning the 
establishment of a General Grand Lodge of the United States. Circular contains report of meeting held on March 9, 1822, among "members of Congress who belong to the 
Masonic Fraternity" as well as "visitors to the city who are or have been members of any state grand lodge... held in the Senate Chamber" to discuss the establishment of 
a national Grand Lodge. Includes list of Committee members on last page: Henry Clay, William H. Winder, William S. Cardell, Joel Abbot, John Holmes, Henry Baldwin, 
John H. Eaton, William W. Seaton, Christopher Rankin, Thomas R. Ross, and H. G. Burton, https://digitalvgw.omeka.net/items/show/483, accessed, January 2022. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Albert G. Mackey, An Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, Volume 1, Moss & Company and A.G. Mackey, 1873. 
19 Grant.  

Masonic Notice ð Invitation. Page 1 of 7 to 
the March 9, 1822, meeting at the Capitol 

Senate Chambers (See footnote 15 for all 7 

pages of this document) 

https://www.dcgrandlodge.org/history-of-dc-freemasonry.html
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sent a message to those behind the proposal that attempts to continue to pursue the idea would be in vain. 
The fact that Clay was unable to gain support from his home state sent a particularly discouraging message. 

The Committee on Foreign Correspondence in Kentucky recommended against sending delegates in 1822, 20 
and in 1823 a select committee appointed to further examine the result of the initial meeting that was held 
presented a scathing review of the proposal. That committee declared that the call for a National Grand 
Lodge was an òinnovation.ó Their report was peppered with other intended pejoratives, and phrases: 
òimproper,ó òunnecessary,ó òabsurd,ó òimpractical,ó and òan unhallowed perversion of the Order.ó The 
report concluded by expressing suspicion of political purposes and bristled at any hint of the notion that 
Washington might be the location of a Grand National Lodge, or even a place to meet to discuss such a 
òmatter of interest,ó because it would give Freemasonry 
òpolitical overtones.ó21  That final remark seems clearly a 
volley directed at Clay.  

Clayõs involvement in the 1822 call for a general grand lodge 
may have rankled some, however, the fact that this was the 
sixth call spanning two generations of Masons since 1779, 
should have more clearly signaled that something was not 
working well in the Institution of American Freemasonry.  
 
Masonic leaders, writers, and researchers can debate that 
consideration (as quite a few have) or they can ignore it, as is 
most common. But the call itself, especially given that there 
were nine of them over seventy-eight years and four 
generations of Masons, should have been enough to raise 
such an alarm. The reasons that it did not need to be 
examined first, because that explains why there were so 
many calls.22   
 
The regular calls finally ended after 1859 because of the mood of Masons and their Grand Lodges after nearly 
five years of national upheaval in the 1860s as a result of the Civil War. By the end of the War, and on into 
the next two decades, the astounding increase in membership and new lodges resumed as Freemasonry 
moved into a different era, and slowly erased the institutional memory or concerns in American Freemasonry 
about what had previously occurred.  
 
In 1779, the first of the nine calls to discuss the formation of a National Grand Lodge did not recommend as 
such a Grand Lodge with power to oversee the daily working of all sovereign Grand Lodges in America.  

 
The final paragraph of the petition presenting the first call included a plea for an immediate departure from 
the current oversight of Grand Lodges [meaning English, Irish, and Scottish and existing Grand Lodges in 
America at the time] to òsave us from the impending dangers of schisms and apostasy.ó In closing, the 
petition stated: òTo obtain security from those fatal evils, with affectionate humility, we beg leave to 
recommend the adopting and pursuing the most necessary measures,ó and went on to say the most effective 
way to avoid these òimpending dangersó was to appoint a Grand Masteró in and over the Thirteen United 

 
20 Charles Snow Guthrie, Kentucky Freemasonry, 1788-1978, The Grand Lodge and the Men Who Made it, Grand Lodge of Kentucky, 1981. 
21 Grant, Grand Lodge of Kentucky Annual Proceedings, 1822-23-24. 
22 By the 1820s the rapid expansion of American Freemasonry in its membership and the chartering of so many lodges without ensuring the consistency of the 
fundamental infrastructure necessary and deserved, led to a lack of widespread oversight, quality leadership, and well-instructed aim and purpose of the fraternity that 
cleared the way for the infectious thinking that such rapid expansion along was an effective measurement of the success of the Institution. The rise of Anti-Masonic 
sentiments in this era, the 1826 Morgan Affair, the emergence of an Anti-Masonic Political Party, the loss of over 60,000 members from the late 1820s through the mid-
1840s, the continued calls for uniformity in ritual and lectures alone create evidence-troubled arguments in the defense of the notion that all was well in the governance 
and administration of grand lodges overseeing their sovereign jurisdictions.  

Clay was unable to muster interest 

from even the Grand Lodge of 

Kentucky whose appointed select 

committee denounced participation in 

the movement for a General Grand 

Lodge and were unwilling to 

recommend delegates from Kentucky 

to attend such a convention.1 
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States of America.ó23  That the petition used the words, òin and over,ó suggested to some historians that the 
proposed Grand Master might also be authorized to create a grand lodge of America. However, later research 
untangled that notion and determined that such a proposed position of Grand Master would only have had 
the authority to preside over and govern Masonic conventions and the warranting of lodges in new territories, 
but no authority to oversee sovereign grand lodges.24 

 
Regardless, due to suspicions 
of Grand Lodges (jealous for 
their own prerogatives and 
influenced by the early ideas 
and later political doctrine of 
statesõ rights), the enthusiasm 
for an overarching, 
central Masonic authority was 
unlikely from the start. If such 
a Grand Lodge was ever going 
to have a chance to offer and 
accomplish what its 
proponents claimed it would, 
the birth would have taken 
place as a result of the first, or 
maybe the second or third                                                                                                                                    
attempt to form one. 
 
That 1779 call was to address 
exactly what the petition 
presented: the perceived solution 
to the problem of restoring the 
ancient principles and discipline of  
Masonry, correcting òmany irregularities and improprieties,ó and the òpresent dissipated and almost 
abandoned conditionsó of lodges, òrelaxation of virtues,ó and to òsaveó Freemasonry from the òimpending 
dangers of schisms and apostasy.ó25  That  alone should have been enough then, as it is now, to see that these 
calls were not simply a result of seeking to alter the governance of the fraternity, but to bring about 
meaningful change that would constructively advance the historical intent, aim and purpose of Freemasonry.                                                                                                                                                              

The resolution, adopted unanimously that evening on March 9, 1822, was that all Grand Lodges in America 
be invited to attend a convention to take place in Washington, D.C., in February 1823 to pursue the 
establishment of a General Grand Lodge. The details of how that might be structured, the powers and 
authority it would have, and who would be involved were not included in the discussion. 

No matter, although not discussed at the meeting, Clay was, at least in the minds of many, and likely Clay 
himself, now in position for nomination as the Grand Master of a General Grand Lodge if the proposed 
convention took place. However, responses from Grand Lodges to the invitation were indecisive or 
unenthusiastic, so a second call for the convention to meet the next year in February 1824 was made, but that 
convention, too, was cancelled due to the lack of response.                                                                                                                                                                                                           
.                                                                                                                      
A few months later, Clay demited from Freemasonry.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
23 Prk Jk®s®s~|Ïë @kµ <kª«k· /is®s~| ~p ?^«®kª ?^«~| ?^q^ºs|k p~ª 4ªkk{^«~|«Ï ÀÏ |~Î ÇÏ -^´si ?g5ªkq~ªÏ ê+~|®ªsf¯®s~| ®~ ®rk /^ªly History of Freemasonry in New 
<kª«k·Ð 4ªkk{^«~|ª· ^® ?~ªªs«®~µ| i¯ªs|q ®rk Mk´~z¯®s~|^ª· W^ªÏë ?^«®kª ?^«~| ?^q^ºs|k p~ª 4ªkk{^sons 2, no. 9, March 1927. 
24 IBID. 
25 IBID. 

Depiction of the December 27, 1779, meeting of American Union Lodge @~Î ¿ ^® "ª|~zií« P^´kª| in 
Morristown, New Jersey, where the first call was made, and petition read to form a National Grand Lodge. 
The Petition is used with permission from the New York Museum and Historical Society. ID 1945.1 The 

Petition; by John Ward Dunsmore, 1926; Oil on canvas; Overall: 44 x 60 in. (111.8 x 152.4 cm). 
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SITING ON THE FENCE  
 
The worst years for American Freemasonry were about to take place. Although anti-Masonic sentiment, 
mostly in the upper eastern states of the Union, was at simmering level in 1822, the flash point would not 
occur until late 1826, when Masons in Batavia, New York kidnapped William Morgan, who was never seen 
alive again. The fallout lasted for a decade-and-a half, and the Institution of Freemasonry appeared to be on 
its way to oblivion.26 

Perhaps, had the 1822 call for a National Grand Lodge occured after that scandal, a different perspective 
would have emerged on the merit of the idea, especially in New York and Kentucky where the rapid 

expansion of lodges and membership had skyrocketed.  

From 1822 through 1832, Clay fared no better, at least with 
regard to his presidential ambitions. While he was defeated 
by John Quincy Adams for the presidency in 1824, he was 
appointed Secretary of State, which was considered a 
steppingstone to the presidency. He lost the 1832 
presidential race to Andrew Jackson. In 1844, he lost his 
third bid for the office to James K. Polk.  

Masonic writers attempt to explain that Clayõs demit in 
1824 was because he was too busy with his political 
responsibilities in Washington to continue any involvement 
in Freemasonry in Kentucky. However, with eight Masonic 
Lodges in the District of Columbia,27 that excuse is suspect, 
particularly when it is examined in context with what else 
was going on in America at the time.  

 
26 Defoe. 
27 Ray Baker Harris, Sesqui-Centennial History Of The Grand Lodge Free And Accepted Masons District Of Columbia. 1811 å 1961, 1962, Grand Lodge District Of 
Columbia, Https://Www.Dcgrandlodge.Org/History-Of-Dc-Freemasonry.Html, Accessed January 2022. (Clay died in Washington in 1852. At the close of 1850, eight 
lodges were working, with a total membership of 405. The New Jerusalem Lodge No. 9 led with 62 members: Federal Lodge No. 1, with 61 members; Naval Lodge No. 4, 
58; Potomac Lodge No. 5, 36; Lebanon Lodge No. 7, 48; Hiram Lodge No. 10, 42; St. John's Lodge No. 11, 61; and National Lodge No. 12) 

https://www.dcgrandlodge.org/history-of-dc-freemasonry.html
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It cannot be successfully argued that Clay was not busy over the next twenty years. He ran for president in 
three general elections, losing each.28 His first presidential loss (in 1824) was only months following his demit 
from Freemasonry. He also served the subsequent four years in John Quincy Adamsõs administration as 
Secretary of State (and was accused of a òcorrupt bargainó to be appointed to that seat29). He was then re-
elected to the Senate in 1831 where he served until 1842 when he resigned to again run for president in 1844. 
After losing that presidential election, he returned to the Senate in 1849, where he served until his death in 
1852.   

In his first presidential race, Clay displayed the eloquence and 
intellect to become president, but not the prestige. In his 
second, he was well-respected, but not at the level of 
incumbent Andrew Jackson. However, in 1844, the political 
climate was ripe for victory. He was revered by many as the 
òGreat Compromiser,ó òFather of the American System,ó and 
òFounder of the Whig Party.ó In 1831, biographer George D. 
Prentice, and many others, regarded him as òthe most 
influential statesman in the country.ó  But for the third and 
final time, he came up short against James K. Polk.  Clay lost 
the election of 1844 because his noted record of compromise, 
and its accompanying rhetoric, ironically led to inconsistencies 
and charges of hypocrisy in his candidacy, allowing the 
opposition to successfully counter his bid.30 

Masonic writers celebrating Clayõs status as a Mason usually 
disregard the need to search for and chronicle his òactive and 
zealousó involvement and commitment as was alleged by 
Grand Secretary of The Grand Lodge of Kentucky, H.B. 
Grant. Like most other Masonic writers, Grant relied on Clayõs 
election to the office of Grand Master as the evidence of his 
involvement. Also missed is the true context of Clayõs 
participation in Masonry prior to, during, and following the 
anti-Masonic period in the United States that, in 1826, found 
energy from The Morgan Affair. The scandal threw fuel on anti-Masonic sentiments, sharply reducing the 
reputation of the fraternity. The public slaughter of the once preeminent standing of the Institution 
reverberated into the 1840s, causing the loss of over 60,000 members and the closings of many Lodges and 
one Grand Lodge.31  Those events affected Clayõs future decisions and political path. 

 
28 +z^·í« psª«® z~«« µ^« ^ª~¯|i ®rk ®s{k rk ik{s®®ki s| ¿ÆÀÂÏ z~«s|q ®rk §ªk«sik|g· ®~ <~r| L¯s|g· "i^{«Î 6k ª^| ^« ®rk |~{s|kk of the National Republican Party in 1832, 
losing to Andrew Jackson, and finally as a Whig in 1844, losing to James A. Polk.  
29 Paul C. Nagel, John Quincy Adams: A Public Life, A Private Life, Knopf, 2012.  
30 George D. Prentice, Biography of Henry Clay, Hartford Samuel Hanmer, Jr., John Jay Phelps, New York, 1831, Nate Jackson, Price Withers, Henry Clay The Downfall of 
"{kªsg^í« 5ªk^®k«® N®^®k«{k| and the Election of 1844, March 2016, https://saundersfamilylibrary.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/USHistoryProjectEssay_Withers.pdf, accessed January 2022.  
31 Stephen DaFoe: Morgan: The Scandal That Shook Freemasonry, Cornerstone, 2009, John W. Bizzack. The Age of Unreason: Dissecting the Infamy of The Morgan Affair 
and Its AftermathÏ *N4 4~¯|i^®s~|Ï >k¶s|q®~|Ï À¾À¾Ï /ªsy ?gys|zk· /ªsy««~|Ï ê/ppkg®« ~p "|®s-?^«~|ª· ~| Prk ?^«~|sg 4ª^®kª|s®·Ï ¿ÆÀÄ ¿ÆÃÄÏë The Builder Magazine. 
February 1927, Volume 13 - Number 2. (The number of Masons in the United States dropped from 100,000 to 40,000 over a ten-year period. New York alone plunged 
from 20,000 members to 3,000 and from 480 lodges to only 82. The largest defection was in the rural districts. In 1834 the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania conveyed its 
property to trustees and did not reincorporate until 1859. In New Jersey, 33 of 39 lodges closed their doors. Kentucky lost nearly half its members and lodges. Masonic 
clergy were dismissed from their churches. Lodges were burnt and public Masonic participation at funerals, cornerstone layings, and parades declined, and in some 
places disappeared. The Craft was characterized as a discredited intellectual society at best, and dangerously subversive at worst. Men were no longer eager to join. 
Masonry was accused of serving many members in place of a church, to the exgz¯«s~| ~p ®ª¯k ªkzsqs~|Î M¯{~ª« ®r^® ®rk ~^®r« ®~~y ®rk >~ªií« |^{k s| ´^s|Ï ^|i ®r^® 
alcoholic beverages were used in its various ceremonies irritated a growing sensitivity on the subject of temperance.) 
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Clayõs status in gentry society, bolstered by his well-known and wealthy clients, his highly publicized trials 
(most of which he won), his reputation as a sheep, cattle, and horse breeder, and his respected state and 
national political leadership does not appear to all have been a result of only his competency and aspirations, 
but also a result of his connections. Freemasonry presented the kind of connections and opportunities to 
Clay, as it did many in that era, which were beneficial to his career. Clay often sought out ways to increase his 
connections. 

Those willing to dwell on the subject of Clayõs involvement in Freemasonry and his impressive rise in fame as 
an attorney, landowner, businessman, politician, and statesman, see the context of these events intersecting 

with his demit and statements he would later make about Freemasonry as he 
approached his second run for the presidency.  

The context of the circumstances surrounding his demit appear to have 
two causes. One, the failure of his status and reputation to move forward 
the 1822 movement to establish a National Grand Lodge dashed the 
opportunity for him to become the most viable candidate for its 
leadership. That failure closed the door on his involvement in 
Freemasonry as anything more than another Past Grand Master of one of 
the several jurisdictions in the United States. Two, he read the pulse of 
the growing anti-Masonic mood of the country, and saw it as a 
disadvantage, as a national political figure who was planning a run for 
president in 1824. 

Clay may not have seen the advantage of being a Freemason in the 1824 
election, but it did not seem to be a factor in the 1828 election when Andrew Jackson, who was Past Grand 
Master of Tennessee and a confirmed active and zealous Mason, won the presidency. Jackson was elected not 
only in that year, but again in 1832 during the most volatile period of brutal anti-Masonic sentiment in the 
nation.  

Clay could not have foreseen the devastating consequences of the 
despicable events surrounding the kidnapping and presumed murder 
of William Morgan in September 1826 in Batavia, New York. What 
came to be knowns as òThe Morgan Affairó shook American 
Freemasonry to its very foundation, and the aftershocks linger to this 
day.  

If one of Clayõs reasons to demit was to separate himself from the 
fraternity during the earlier smoldering periods of anti-Masonic 
sentiments prior to The Morgan Affair in order to advance his 
political appeal, he certainly demitted at the right time (two years 
before that scandal occurred in Batavia, New York). No matter, the 
anti-Masonic mood of much of the country continued to greatly 
complicate Clayõs already difficult chances of becoming president.32  
At one point, his 1824 demit seemed to offer him an opportunity to 
gain the support of a rising third party in the United States, the Anti-
Masonic Party,33 that would later hold a convention to draft a 

 
32 William Vaughn, The Anti-Masonic Party in the United States, 1826-1843, University of Kentucky Press, 1983. 
33 Ronald P. Formisano, Kathleen Smith Kutolowski, "Anti Masonry and Masonry: The Genesis of Protest, 1826-1827," American Quarterly 29, No.2, 1977. 
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presidential nominee in 1832. Clay, although no longer a member of the fraternity, did not seek the support 
of that Party. 

In 1831, he was asked by a leading advocate of the Anti-Masonic Party to write a letter denouncing Masonic 
òmischief,ó under the belief that doing so would get Clay the nomination of both the National Republican 
Party and the Anti-Masonic Party.34  Even John Quincy Adams, a staunch anti-Mason, concluded that Clay 
could win the presidency [in 1832] if he would renounce Masonry.35 

Although throughout his career, Clay had usually chosen òthe best means to the end,ó36 he never publicly 
repudiated Freemasonry, even during the height of the anti-Masonic sentiment in the country. Instead, he sat 
on the fence. By doing so, he did not directly offend either side of the issue, but neither did he gain ground in 
his strategy to win the presidency. 

In spite of Clayõs track record of choosing the òbest means to the end,ó he appears to have taken a stand 
based on principles over politics. He did not write the suggested letter denouncing Freemasonry but instead 
wrote one that stressed a nonaligned position, saying that Freemasonry òpractically does neither much good nor 
harm.ó This seemed a much different position to his early stand when he said that, òI care not a straw for 
Masonry,ó but would not renounce it, òeven to be made president of the U.S.ó37 Aside from the contextual 
scent of political fence sitting, Clayõs letter, at least for a while, projected  the position that he simply did not 
see that personal inclinations, such as Masonry or temperance, should be injected into politics and that such 
matters should be private, individual decisions, and leading to his conclusion that òprinciple and policy are 
both opposed to my meddling with it [Masonry].ó38  

By 1828, the anti-Masonic movement was picking up considerable steam across the country.39  One of the                 
causes pursued by the movement was the prevention of any 
member of the fraternity to serve in any public office.40 
Interestingly, Clayõs personal papers show that he was 
perhaps formulating a response to this mounting 
problem to his future candidacy as early as 1828.  

Peter B. Porter, a former U.S. Congressman, Secretary 
of War under President John Quincy Adams, and at 
the time, Speaker of the New York Assembly, was a 
friend and ally of Clay. In fact, he was Clayõs chief 
organizer and key point man for New York in 1823 
when Clay was anticipating his first run for the 
presidency.41 He would continue in that role for Clay 
as he planned his candidacy for president in 1832. 

 
34 C. Francis, Memoirs Of John Quincy Adams: Comprising Portions Of His Diary From 1795 to 1848, Philadelphia, J.B. Lippincott & Co. 1874, Henry Clay Family Papers: 
1732-1927, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division (166,599), Repository Washington, D.C. https://hdl.l oc.gov/loc.mss/mss.home, Library of Congress Control Number 
mm78016105. (Richard Rush to Henry Clay, June 1, 1831). 
35 IBID. 
36 James C. Klotter, Henry Clay: The Man Who Would Be President, Oxford University Press, 2018, Hugh Chisholm, ed. "Anti-?^«~|sg J^ª®·Ïë /|g·gz~§kis^ *ªs®^||sg^Ï 
¿¿®r /is®s~|Ï +^{fªsiqk Q|s´kª«s®· Jªk««Ï ¿Ç¿¿Ï +r^ªzk« ?g+^ª®r·Ï êPrk "|®s{^«~|sg J^ª®·Ð " N®¯i· ~p J~zs®sg^z "|®s-Masonry in the United States, 1827å¿ÆÂ¾Ïë s| ®rk 
Report of the American Historical Association for 1902, Washington, 1903, Thurlow Weed, The Autobiography of Thurlow Weed, 2 vols., Boston, 1884, A. G. Mackey and 
W. R. Singleton, The History of Freemasonry, vol. vi. New York, 1898, J. D. Hammond, History of Political Parties in the State of New York, 2 vols., Albany, 1842. 
37 Klotter. 
38 IBID. 
39 Vaughn. 
40 Robert V. Remini, Henry Clay: Statesman for the Union, W.W. Norton, 1993.  
41 IBID. 


