Ontario Masons

Henry Robertson, LLB, Q.C.

Grand Master (1886 - 1888) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons
of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Honorary Past Grand First Principal (1888) of the Grand Chapter of Royal Arch Masons
of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Supreme Grand Master (1891 - 1892) of the Sovereign Great Priory, KT, of Canada

Photo from the Grand Lodge

(1840 - 1923)
Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern.

Henry Robertson was born at Whitechurch, York County, Ontario, on May 31, 1840.
He was the son of John Robertson, a Scottish immigrant who came to Canada with his
father. His mother was Catherine Smith.

September 2024 Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario Page |1



Ontario Masons

Henry attended the Hamilton Central School and Barrie Grammar School and
graduated from the University of Toronto with an LLB in 1861, the same year he was
called to the Bar. He practised law in Collingwood and was appointed Queen'’s Counsel
in 1890 by the Earl of Derby. His law practice was predominantly civil law, and
consulting. He was known to be very interested in civil rights.

He was active in public and private areas and was a member of Collingwood’s Public
and High School Boards, a member of the Collingwood Town Council, President of the
Collingwood Golf Club and the Collingwood Curling Club, and Honorary President as
well as First Vice-President of the Canadian Whist League. Henry Robertson was a
founding member of the Mechanic’s Institute that evolved into the Collingwood Public
Library. He was a delegate with the Ontario Library Association at the time the Carnegie
Foundation was assisting the development of public libraries.

He was an active Oddfellow and was Grand Master in 1882.

There is an interesting collaboration between the Oddfellows and Masons in
Collingwood. The two fraternal organizations worked together to build and maintain
the “Temple Building”, a landmark 3-storey building on Hurontario Street. The site was
purchased in 1889, and construction began promptly. A cornerstone was laid on May
24, 1890, with the building nearing completion before the end of the year. The main
floor featured four stores. The second floor had four offices, one of which was taken by
Henry Robertson. The building continues to be managed by a Board of Trustees drawn
from both the Oddfellows and Masons. On September 8, 2000, fire broke out and
devasted the old building. The Temple Building was re-built in 2001 to continue the
legacy of the original building.

Henry Robertson was a Liberal in politics and President of the West Simcoe Reform
Association. Municipal records show that Henry Robertson ran for various elected
offices almost two dozen times between 1864 and 1904. He was not always successful
in the elections, and sometimes he was acclaimed to an office. He restricted his political
involvement to the municipal level.

In 1866 Henry Robertson married Bethia Climie Rose of Bradford. She was the
daughter of Lt. Col. John Rose and Margaret Climie. They had two daughters, Margaret
Rose (born 1868) and Katherine Leonora (born 1870). A son born in 1872, and a second
son born in 1877 died as infants.

Bethia Robertson (1844 - 1893) was noted to be a gracious hostess to guests at their
home. She was prominent in church circles and actively supported the Women's
Foreign Missionary Society, serving as the local president and from 1887 to 1892 as the
president of the Barrie Presbytery Women's Foreign Missionary Society.
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Margaret Rose Robertson Watt (1868 - 1948), the eldest daughter, was known as
Madge. She achieved a post-secondary education at time when it was rare for women.
She earned a BA with honours from University College at the University of Toronto in
1889. She was one of the first women to be granted a Master of Arts degree. She is
remembered internationally for introducing the Canadian Women's Institute
movement to Britian in 1941, where she received the Member of the British Empire
(M.B.E.) honour from King George V in 1918. She was also a founding member of the
Associated Country Women of the World in 1933. An Ontario Heritage Plaque at the
Collingwood Museum commemorates her accomplishments.

Katherine Lenora Robertson was not a well child and was homeschooled. She
married Dr. Joseph R. Arthur M.D. They welcomed Henry Robertson into their home in
his later years. Dr. Arthur participated in municipal government and was Mayor of
Collingwood when M.W. Bro. Henry Robertson died.

A grand-daughter described Henry Robertson as short and thin, with brown eyes
and hair, and a “puckish sense of humour” with tremendous energy.

A portrait of M\W. Bro. Henry Robertson is at the Masonic Hall of Roberston Lodge
No. 292 in Aurora, Ontario.

M.W. Bro. Henry Robertson died at Collingwood on September 19, 1923. He is
interred at the First Presbyterian Cemetery. The monument for his grave has an
engraved depiction of the Grand Master’s collar, and the inscription: “His characteristics
were virtue honor mercy.” Graveside services were led by the Masons of Manito Lodge
No. 90, and then by a Past Grand Master of the Oddfellows.

Masonic Career

Henry Robertson was initiated into Manito Lodge No. 90 GRC, Collingwood on
August 8, 1861, and served as Worshipful Master for 1865 and 1866. In Grand Lodge he
held various appointed and elected positions, including Grand Steward (1865 - 1856),
Board of General Purposes (1867-1922), Grand JW (1870-71) and Deputy Grand Master
(1884 - 1886 and 1885 - 1886).

Most Worshipful Brother Henry Robertson was elected and installed as the
fourteenth Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario in

Windsor, Ontario, for the 1886 - 1887 and 1887 - 1888 term:s.

In capitular Masonry he was Exalted in St. Andrew’s Chapter, No. 4 GRC, Toronto on
December 2, 1863.
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He was a Founder Member of Manito Chapter No. 27 Collingwood, in 1866 and was
the Chapter’s charter First Principal as well as being elected to that position for 1881 and
1886. He was an active member of Grand Chapter and was elected as Grand Third
Principal for 1879 - 1880. In 1888, he was elected as Honorary Past Grand First Principal
of the Grand Chapter of Royal Arch Masons of Canada in the Province of Ontario.

In Knights Templary he was Knighted in Geoffrey de Bouillon Preceptory No. 3,
Toronto, in 1861. He was a Charter Member of Hurontario (now Victoria) Preceptory No.
10, Collingwood and was the Presiding Preceptor from 1869 to 1874. He was also a
Charter Member of Moore Preceptory No. 13, Peterborough (1870) and elected as an
Honorary Member of Mount Calvary Preceptory No. 12, Barrie (1882). He was elected as
Provincial Grand Prior for the Toronto District in 1880 and as Supreme Grand Master of
the Sovereign Great Priory of Canada in 1891. He earned the Grand Cross Templar
honour.

He was a 33° Scottish Rite Mason.

Robertson Lodge No. 292, Nobleton (since moved to Aurora), chose its name to
honour R. W. Bro. Henry Robertson, a Past Master of Manito Lodge No. 90 GRC,
Collingwood, who was then serving as DDGM of Toronto District No. 8 for 1872 - 1873.

In addition to his Masonic duties, M.W. Bro. Robertson was a noted Masonic author.
He wrote the report on Fraternal and Foreign Correspondence for the Annual
Proceedings for many years. He was editor of the Jurisprudence Department of The
Craftsman from 1877 to 1882 and published the Digest of Masonic Jurisprudence in 1881,
which ran through three editions.

As Grand Master

As Deputy Grand Master, Bro. Robertson was on a committee to revise the Book of
Constitution with M.\W. Bro. Daniel Spry and M.W. Bro. Otto Klotz. They determined
that the best path forward was a significant revision of the Constitution. Their work was
accepted and published in the 1886 Annual Proceedings. Thus, as the next Grand Master,
M.W. Bro. Henry Robertson was intimately knowledgeable about all constitutional
matters.

In his first year as our 12th Grand Master, M.\W. Bro. Henry Robertson shared:
“Masonry, I may be permitted to say, has been a life's work with me, and to it I have
devoted the best years of my manhood.” Unfortunately, he was not well during part of
the first year of his term and not able to visit as frequently as he wished to.

M.W. Bro. Robertson acknowledged that 1887 was the Jubilee Year of Queen
Victoria, noted the many connections between the Royal Family and Masonry.
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A new administrative body, the General Masonic Relief Association, was formed.
The Association was created to protect the Craft from fraudulent claims for
benevolence. Grand Master Robertson reported on a case of fraud and deceit. A man
gained admission to a lodge by falsely pretending to hail from a lodge in Michigan. After
visiting for several months he applied for affiliation, was balloted for, and accepted. But
the fraud was discovered and raised with the Grand Master. His decision was to declare
that the man “was not and never had been a member of that lodge, and that his name
should be erased from their list of members, his fees returned and future admission
denied.” With this example M.W. Bro. Robertson called attention to “the necessity of
exercising the greatest caution in the admission of visitors.”

M.W. Bro. Robertson continued with a cautionary reminder that “the solicitation of
any person to join our ranks is a serious Masonic offence”.

To continue to promote uniformity in the Ritual, M.\W. Bro. Robertson appointed a
committee of all Past Grand Masters and the Deputy Grand Master to provide him with
advice. And in accordance with a resolution passed in 1884, the complete Ritual was
exemplified at the 1887 Grand Lodge Communication.

In his second year as Grand Master, M.W. Bro. Robertson had the sad duty of
announcing the passing of two of the ranks of Past Grand Masters. M.W. Bro. James
Seymour was Grand Master for one year, in 1871 - 1872. M.W. Bro. Robertson declared
that “Bro. Seymour will be long and affectionately remembers by this Grand Lodge. He
was a regular attendant at all our meetings, and he was a most faithful worker, and full
of zeal for all Masonic duties.”

An Honorary Past Grand Master, M.W. Bro. Thomas White, died in April, 1888. M.W.
Bro. Robertson shared “His eminent services to the Craft, especially with regard to the
settlement of matters with the Grand Lodge of Quebec, fully entitled him to this
distinction.”

M.W. Bro. Robertson received a petition from the last remaining lodge working
under a foreign Warrant within the jurisdiction of our Grand Lodge. With careful
consideration, a new Warrant was issued to St. John's Lodge No. 21a, formerly No. 159
under the Grand Lodge of Ireland. The date of the Warrant was given to be the same
date as their original Warrant from the Grand Lodge of Ireland, being March 14th, 1844.

M.W. Bro. Robertson also dealt with a number of cases of ‘healing’ of irregularly-
made Masons, those who had received their degrees in a non-recognized or clandestine
lodge. He prepared and explained a protocol by which he had issued a number of
dispensations for ‘healing’.
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M.W. Bro. Robertson concluded his time as Grand Master with a plea: “Brethren, I
ask you to remember me as a lover of the fraternity, and as one who tried to do his duty.”

As Past Grand Master

The second and third editions of the Digest of Masonic Jurisprudence were
published after M.\W. Bro. Robertson was Grand Master. He continued to write the
Fraternal and Foreign Correspondence report for the Annual Proceedings.
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