Ontario Masons

William Mercer Wilson

Grand Master (1855-59; 1866-67; 1872-74) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and
Accepted Masons of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Grand First Principal (1857-58) of the Grand Chapter of Royal Arch Masons of Canada

Photo from the Grand Lodge

(1813 - 1875)

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern.

The life of the first Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Canada is worthy of
detailed review and study. That is why his life, commemorated times, and
contributions have been the subject of several biographies. His legacy continues to be
within the fraternity of Freemasonry, as well as in the community. This short
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biography draws from others to provide only a brief summary of the lite of M.W. Bro.
William Mercer Wilson. The following biographies are recommended for further
study.

Quarterly Communication of the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania, held on
Wednesday, June 3, A. D. 1875, short biography on the death of William Mercer
Wilson shared by Past Grand Master Samuel C. Perkins, Representative of the Most
Worshipful Grand Lodge of Canada.

Maxwell, G. Dean (1957) A History of Wilson Lodge A.F. & A. M. No. 86 GRC, The
First One Hundred Years. Privately published by the lodge.

Lawer, CJ.L. 1960). M.W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson, first Grand Master of the
Grand Lodge of Canada. Papers of the Canadian Masonic Research Association, 2: 974-
982.

Pearce, B.M. (1973). First Grand Master a biography of William Mercer Wilson, 2nd
edition. Hamilton: Griffin and Richmond Co. Ltd., 181 p.

Brown, E.J. (1999). History of the First Grand Master - William Mercer Wilson. Rec.
Medwayosh Council, AM.D., No. 62, No. 36: 4-7.

Jones, Graydon. (2002) William Mercer Wilson - first Grand Master (1855-59;
1866-67; 1872-74). The Newsletter 17(4): 7-14.

Anne E. F. Sniderman, “WILSON, WILLIAM MERCER,” in Dictionary of Canadian
Biography, vol. 10, University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2003-, accessed January 14,
2025, https://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/wilson_william_mercer_10E.html.

William Mercer was born at “Mavisbank”, Perthshire, Scotland on August 13, 1813,
the son of Graeme Mercer. The family was not wealthy, and it was arranged that
William should be adopted by Major Wilson, a bachelor brother of his mother. This
arrangement never happened and in 1832, at the age of 19, William emigrated to Upper
Canada, arriving at Nanticoke in the company of his uncle’s family, the Mercers, who
were part of a large colony of ex-soldiers who had fought in the Napoleonic wars and
who, with their families migrated to Canada at this time.

In the spring of 1834, after removing to Simcoe, Sir John Colborne, Lt.-Governor of
Upper Canada, gave William a Commission to hold Courts of Justice in the Talbot
District (about the same territory as the present County of Norfolk), specifically to
preside over a Court of Requests, used for the recovery of small debts and up to a
contractual limit of ten pounds.
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The community of Simcoe was named after Colonel John Graves Simcoe, the first
Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada. At the time it was a small backwoods
settlement in a growing area. It was there that William Mercer Wilson made his home,
married, raised a family and remained until he died. In the autumn of 1834 he brought
his wife, Jane Brown, to the village. For fifteen years she remained at his side: she died
in 1849 following the birth of their tenth child.

Williams interest in military affairs encouraged him to raise and drill a troop of
militia cavalry at Simcoe.

Meanwhile, political unrest throughout the province flared into open rebellion in
December 1837. Although the rebels were dispersed at Toronto, their leader, William
Lyon Mackenzie, escaped to the United States where he gathered a force of Canadian
rebels and American sympathizers, set up a provisional government on Navy Island in
the Niagara River, harassed the colonial government and lent encouragement to
dissident Canadians. When the rebellion broke out Wilson was commissioned as
Captain and engaged in active combat in the Niagara district with his cavalry troop.
He and five of his men seized the rebel ship Caroline at Navy Island and sent it in
flames over the Falls. For his leadership in this affair, Wilson's commander, Colonel
Allan Macnab, was knighted. By mid-summer 1838 the rebellion was spent and
Captain Wilson (now with a family of five), found himself without position and with
dwindling resources. With the help of Sir Allan, he was appointed Clerk of the Peace
and Clerk of the District Court for the Talbot District but also assumed the duties of a
notary public as well as those of Registrar of the Surrogate Court. During 1839 he
spent six months patrolling with his troops in the southern areas of Western Ontario.
In 1840 he imported the first printing press into Norfolk and founded the “Norfolk
Observer”, the first newspaper to be published in the county and also entered into a
lifelong masonic relationship.

As much time as possible was put into a study of the law and in 1842 he closed the
“Norfolk Observer” and sold the publishing business to a successor. Meanwhile he
became Master Extraordinary and Examiner in Chancery for his District, and
subsequently a Commissioner in the Queen’s Bench for taking affidavits. When a St.
Andrew’s Society was formed in Simcoe, he was its first President. On a visit to
Kingston in 1843 he found a new friend in the highest official circles in the person of
Sir Charles (afterwards Lord) Metcalfe, who had just entered upon his duties as
Governor of the United Province of Canada. Metcalfe had been a close friend of his
father and uncle during a very successful administration in India.

In the spring of 1848, William was gazetted a Lieutenant-Colonel of the Third
Battalion, Norfolk Militia. His legal studies had advanced to the point where he sat for
a preliminary examination at Osgoode Hall, Toronto and was enrolled as a student by
the Law Society of Upper Canada. By that time his expanding interests included the
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Mechanics’ Institute, of which he was President and the Gore Mutual Fire Insurance
Company which had elected him to its directorate.

With the death of Jane in 1849, and in need of providing for his large family,
William married Susan Grace Codner of Devonshire, England.

William had a great interest in agriculture and in his capacity as President of the
Norfolk Agricultural Society, he represented the Agricultural Association of Upper
Canada at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851. In 1853 he was called as a barrister-
at-law. Soon he had a flourishing practice.

Misfortune again overtook him with the death, in 1857, of his second wife.

In 1858 he was appointed County Crown Attorney, and the following year was
chosen Reeve of Simcoe and re-elected chairman of the Board of Education. In all he
served four terms as Reeve and two years as Warden of Norfolk County. Municipal
honours at that period were frequently in the nature of a political gift, but though he
was an active worker in the Conservative party, his winning personality won for him
as well the support of leading Reformers. Following Confederation, in May of 1868,
Baron Monck, Governor-General of Canada, appointed him County judge of Norfolk
County and with his appointment to the bench judge Wilson relinquished virtually all
his other offices (except for those in Masonic circles).

He took, however, a leading role in amateur theatricals and with his third wife,
Mary Elizabeth Cronyn, a prominent London widow, made of his home on Norfolk
Street South, the social centre of the community.

His family life, legal practice and political activities took a second place to his
growing and intense masonic activities. The last three years of his life were spent in
an almost unremitting series of masonic visits across the province, as well as holding
the office of Grand Master for a tenth time. On January 16, 1875, at the age of 62 he was
called to continue his labours in the Grand Lodge Above.

On January 20, 1875, M\W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson was buried in St John's
Church Cemetery, Woodhouse, in Norfolk County.

The funeral services at the church and graveyard were attended by over 1500
persons, including a very large number of Masons. The impressive ceremonies of the
Craft were fully carried out at his grave, after the usual religious services of the Church
of England.

For many years the gravestone was simple. When M.W. Bro. John S. Martin was
DDGM of Wilson District he started a project to place a more significant monument at
the grave of M.W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson. This was accomplished on June 16,
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1922. Engraved on the monument is a representation of a collar and jewel of a Grand
Master, and the following inscription:

In grateful and loving memory of M. W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson, LL.D., first
Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of A F. & A.M. of Canada, who during the 10th year
as Grand Master, died 16th, January, A.D. 1875, aged 62 years, a just and upright man.

A formal portrait of M.\W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson in the regalia of the Grand
Master is carefully displayed at Norfolk Lodge No. 10, Simcoe. Another portrait is
proudly displayed at Maple Lodge No. 54, in Maple, Ontario.

Masonic Career

On June 11, 1840, Mr. William Mercer Wilson was initiated into St. John's Lodge No.
14, Simcoe and by year’s end he had been passed and raised and made Junior Warden
of the Lodge. He served as Master of St. John's for eleven one-year terms (1842, 1844,
1845, 1846, 1851, 1852, 1853, 1854, 1855, 1859 and 1860).

The Third Provincial Grand Lodge met in Hamilton on August 9th, 1845, with Sir
Allan MacNab presiding. One of the delegates from St. John's Lodge at Simcoe was
William Mercer Wilson, upon whom was conferred the office of Assistant Grand
Director of Ceremonies.

By 1848 he was Provincial Grand Senior Warden and had achieved such
proficiency in Capitular Masonry as entitled him to receive in 1847, the rank of Royal
Arch Mason.

Political needs of the society of the United Province of Canada (Canada West and
Canada East) were generating discussions about some form of self government. So it
was in fraternal societies. Thus, delegates from forty-one lodges met on October 10,
1855, in Hamilton and with practical unanimity they voted in favour of establishing an
independent Grand Lodge. Wilson headed a committee to prepare a constitution for
the new body and the following day he was elected first Grand Master of the Grand
Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons of Canada. On November 25, he was
installed in the Masonic Hall at Hamilton, by the Honourable H. T. Backus, Past Grand
Master of the Grand Lodge of Michigan. His first act as Grand Master was to write the
Grand Lodge of England, explaining the necessity for the creation of the new Grand
Lodge and urging them to reciprocate the hand of friendship he extended.

Sir Allan Napier MacNab formed a schismatic Grand Lodge. Achieving unity in
Ontario required the efforts of peace-makers, which led to the night of July 14th, 1858,
in King Solomon’s Lodge, Toronto, when the two bodies united into the Grand Lodge
of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons of Canada. The next day in St. Andrew’s lodge
room William Mercer Wilson was unanimously chosen as Grand Master. The
following year he was to be re-elected and thus completed a five-year term in this
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highest office. Negotiations were carried on with the Grand Lodge of England and
resulted in the Zetland-Wilson Agreement of 1859, whereby the independent
jurisdiction of the new Grand Lodge was recognized as extending over the whole of
the united Province of Canada (i.e. present-day Ontario and Quebec).

The Grand Master launched on his new duties with accustomed zeal, visiting
lodges from Windsor to the Eastern Townships and travelling extensively in the
United States. Almost unbelievably he had also played a prominent part in the
establishment in July of 1857 of the Grand Chapter of Canada and was chosen its First
Grand Principal Z. He also became a Knight Templar, being installed on February 18th,
1858, in the Richard Coeur de Lion Encampment in London.

He retired as Grand Master in 1860, but was Master of Norfolk Lodge in 1859 and
1860 and continued his fraternal visitations to lodges both in Canada and the United
States. In February 1862 he was consecrated as a Knight Templar in Richard Coeur de
Lion Preceptory (now No. 4 KT) of London, Ontario and was subsequently elected as
Eminent Commander (Presiding Preceptor) of Godfrey de Bouillon Preceptory (now
No. 3 KT), Hamilton. For his support of the Grand Priory for the Dominion of Canada
and his other Masonic activities, he was appointed as Grand Marichal (Grand Marshal)
in the Grand Conclave K.T. of England and Wales. At the time of his death, Very
Eminent Frater Wilson was Provincial Grand Prior of Western Ontario.

He was called again to duty as Grand Master in 1866 and the following year he was
accorded the signal honour of presiding over Grand Lodge during the year of
Confederation. The political union of British North America caused some to suggest
one Grand Lodge for the entire new Dominion. Wilson wisely opposed such a
scheme believing such a union would embrace too wide an expanse of territory.

In 1872 he was again recalled to labour as Grand Master, with the thought that only
his tact and wisdom could heal the breach, which resulted from the formation in 1869
of the Grand Lodge of Quebec. Many lodges in Quebec remained loyal to the Grand
Lodge of Canada, but as early as 1870 Wilson had recommended recognition for the
new body. Although his recommendation had been rejected, the wisdom of his
advice was ultimately recognized and on July 13th, 1874, under his supervision the
Grand Lodge of Canada gave up all its rights in the Province of Quebec.

The last three years of his life were spent in untiring devotion to extending the
influence and strength of Grand Lodge, which necessitated his almost constant
presence at visitations and dedications, throughout his jurisdiction. In appreciation he
was re-elected Grand Master for a tenth time but the toll was great and M.W. Bro.
William Mercer Wilson died in office on January 16, 1875, at the age of 62.

Fully a thousand members of the Craft, from all over the Province and Quebec
joined the citizens of Simcoe in paying their last office of respect at Trinity Church in

February 2025 Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario Page |6



Ontario Masons

Simcoe, where the simple service of the Church of England was read by Rev. E.
Grassett, Rural Dean, and then again at St. John's Cemetery in Woodhouse Township, a
few miles south of the town, where the Masonic service was read by Deputy Grand
Master James Kirkpatrick Kerr.

Legacy Memorials

On August 18, 2013, the Ontario Heritage Trust unveiled a provincial plaque to
commemorate M.W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson. It is permanently installed in front
of St. John's Anglican Church in Simcoe, Ontario.

M. W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson 1813-1875

William Mercer Wilson was born in Scotland and immigrated to Upper Canada at
the age of 19. He moved to Simcoe where he worked as a court clerk, lawyer, Crown
attorney and finally judge for Norfolk County. During the Rebellions of 1837-38, he
served in the Norfolk Cavalry and attained the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. He
introduced the first printing press in the district and for two years published the
Norfolk Observer. In 1840 Wilson became a Freemason in Simcoe. His leadership and
vision were instrumental in the creation of the Grand Lodge of Canada, independent
of the authority of the Grand Lodge of England. The legacy of Ontario Freemasons can
be traced to his unifying efforts. Most Worshipful Brother Wilson was elected the
Grand Lodge’s first Grand Master in 1855, a position that he held twice more before his
death. His grave is located at the eastern end of the cemetery.

His name is commemorated in Wilson Lodge No. 86, Toronto, which he visited on
three occasions. On Monday, December 28th, 1857, he consecrated the Lodge,
installed the Worshipful Master, RW. Bro. Kivas Tully and invested the officers. On
January 19th, 1859, he made his second visit and on that occasion was accompanied by
Bro. Hon. John A. Macdonald, a member of St. John’s Lodge No. 3, Kingston, who later
became Prime Minister of Canada. His last visit was in 1867, when he was presented
with a handsome illuminated address.

On September 15th, 1859, M.W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson constituted Wilson
Lodge No. 113 at Waterford, which was also named in his honour.

Mercer Wilson Lodge No. 678 in Woodstock is named to honour M.W. Bro.
William Mercer Wilson.

The Wilson District of the Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario is
also named in his honour.

In 1945, Grand Master M.\W. Bro. Timothy Clark Wardley instituted the awarding of
the “William Mercer Wilson Medal”. It is to be awarded for long, exemplary, and
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meritorious service by those who have not served as Worshipful Master in their lodge
and who are not in line for that office.
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