


For well over 200 years American Freemasonry has relied

on a ritual crafted largely by Thomas Smith Webb. Even though

he had an enormous influence on our ritual, as well as that of

the Royal Arch and Knights Templar, parts of his life are poorly

documented and he is relatively unknown to most of us.

Thomas Smith Webb was born Oct 30, 1771 as the sixth

child of Samuel and Margaret Webb. At the age of 15 he

graduated from the Boston Public Latin School in 1786 and

became apprenticed to a printer and bookbinder. By 1790

he moved to Keene, NH and became a bookbinder and stationer.

The records of Rising Sun Lodge show that he was initiated an

Entered Apprentice on Dec. 24, 1790 at a cost of £ 3-6. On Dec.

27 he was passed to the degree of Fellow Craft and raised to the

degree of a Master Mason. Immediately he was appointed

steward. This was in a span of only three days!

On July 6, 1791 records show Bro. Webb requested that he

be discontinued as a member. On Aug. 13 he was readmitted.

This sequence happened again in Mar. 1792. Why Webb would

disassociate himself from Rising Sun Lodge on two occasions

has never been fully explained. A partial explanation may lie in

the fact that the Grand Secretary of The Grand Lodge of New

Hampshire wrote in 1889 that the charter of the Lodge was

arrested in 1805 because of many glaring, flagrant and

insufferable offenses, errors and irregularities For one thing

Webb was only 19 years and two months old at the time he

received the degrees.
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feat of operative masonry is remarkable when the public controversy

over the War of 1812 is considered. Webb was able to bring men of

divergent views together though out his Masonic career because he

knew that a leader must get things done through other people.

For several months he traveled through out Ohio and

Pennsylvania on Templary and personal business affairs. But his

business enterprises suffered severe set backs and his financial

straits were dire.

Sadly, he died on July 6, 1819 at Cleveland Ohio, probably as a

result of a cerebral hemorrhage and was buried with Masonic rites.

He was re-interred in Providence, RI with Masonic rites by the Grand

Lodge of Rhode Island. Again, in 1862 he was re- interred at the

Thomas Smith Webb Memorial in Providence.

His role in the structure and ritual of the Royal Arch and the

Knights Templar were very significant. But, that is for another time.

Webb!s most remarkable and extraordinary achievement was

the publication of The Freemasons Monitor, or, Illustrations of

Masonry in two parts first printed in Albany for Spencer and Webb in

1792. This was the first book to include seven degrees. Webb it clear

that this book wasn!t only for Masons, but for any one else interested

in the society.

Webb sought to embellish, abbreviate and rearrange William

Preston!s Illustrations of Masonry. He knew Preston!s original ritual

was far to long. Indeed the entire Preston ritual has never been used

anywhere. He gave Preston full credit for the ritual of




