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John Elly Harding, KC 
Grand Master (1902 – 1904) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons 

of Canada in the Province of Ontario 
 

Grand First Principal (1892 - 1894) of the Grand Chapter of Royal Arch Masons of 
Canada 

 

Photo from the Grand Lodge 

(1840 - 1925) 

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern. 

John Elly Harding was born on May 29, 1840, in Beverley Township, Wentworth 
County.  He was the son of John Harding and Jane Talbot who were among the first 
settlers in the district. His father, John Harding, a farmer and mill owner, was a native 
of the county of Tipperary, Ireland, and his mother, whose maiden name was Jane 
Talbot, was from Queen’s County, also in Ireland.  

He was educated at Caradoc Academy, then received private tutoring by the Rev. 
H. B. Jessop, MA. The Caradoc Academy was one of the best schools in Upper Canada. 
It was also one of the first schools in Canada West from which students matriculated 
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and went on to university. Many students came from as far away as York, and a few 
from Lower Canada.  

John E. Harding’s studies in law included reading law with Richard Bayley, K.C. in 
London, and then with the firm of Eccles & Carroll, Toronto.   

He was called to the bar in 1866 and practiced in St. Mary’s, Ontario.  He was a 
principal of the leading law firm in the town, his partners being his younger brother, 
Edward W. Harding, and Henry A. L. White.  As a lawyer, John E. Harding was 
described as “thoroughly wedded to his profession, studious, and a growing man. He 
is a clear, logical and strong advocate, and powerfully impresses a jury.”  He was noted 
to be “a voracious reader and his favourite subject was history. He did not restrict 
himself to any one country or continent but had an exceptionally wide grasp of the 
history of the civilized world.”   

As part of his law practice, he was a solicitor for the Federal Bank, and his brother 
held the same position for the Bank of Montreal.  

Mr. Harding was mayor of the Town of St. Mary’s in 1869 and 1870 and continued 
as a member of the council until 1876, when he declined to serve longer.  His brother 
took his place in the council. 

He was a member of the board of trustees of the Collegiate Institute of St. Mary’s 
for almost a decade and chairman of the board for two years.   

In 1884 he moved to Stratford, Ontario.  He was named a King’s Counsel in 1890 
and appointed Master in Chancery in October 1890. John E. Harding was appointed as 
Junior Judge of the County Court at Victoria, Ontario on September 10, 1898, 
necessitating a move to Lindsay.  He was appointed as a Senior Judge of the same 
court on February 3, 1906.  After seventeen years on the bench, he retired in 1915, and 
in 1918 he moved from Lindsay to Hamilton.   

In politics Mr. Harding aligned with the Reform party (a precursor to the current 
federal Liberal Pary).  For a while he was President of the Reform Association for the 
south riding of Perth. 

In religion John E. Harding was an Anglican.  He was a lay delegate to the Synod. 

On October 31, 1866, he married Mary Stevenson (1843 – 1905), the daughter of 
George Stevenson, a former Mayor of Sarnia.  They had six children.  After her death 
he married Elizabeth A. Malcolmson.      

John E. Harding was a strong advocate of fresh air and exercise and believed that 
one of the best ways to enjoy both was in the saddle.  As a young man, after 
completing his studies in law he rode on horseback across Canada to Alaska.  
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Hamilton was his home for the seven years prior to his death on March 16, 1925.  

M.W. Bro. Harding is interred in Riverside Cemetery, Lindsay, Ontario, beside his 
wife Mary Stevenson Harding.  The monument marking the grave does not show any 
Masonic designation. 

A large portrait of M.W. Bro. John Elly Harding in the regalia of the Grand Master is 
held by Stratford Lodge No. 332. 

Masonic Career 

Mr. John Elly Harding was initiated into St. James Lodge No. 73, St. Mary’s, on April 
9, 1866, passed to the second degree on August 6, 1866, and raised to the third degree 
on September 17, 1866.  In short order he served as Worshipful Master for 1868. He 
was elected as District Deputy Grand Master of Huron District for 1872 - 1873 and 1873 
– 1874, with 19 lodges under his care during his first year in office, and 21 active lodges 
during his second year in office.   

A challenge for M.W. Bro. Harding as DDGM was the state of affairs in Tudor 
Lodge No. 141, Mitchell.  He reported that there was an indiscretion of the officers of 
the lodge during the years 1871 – 1872 “and the usefulness of the Lodge is entirely 
destroyed by this unhappy affair”.  He made several attempts to settle the matter.  
During his second year as DDGM he was pleased to report that the difficulties in this 
lodge were “happily dissipated, and the lodge is now in a prosperous condition”. 

Over the history of Freemasonry in Ontario many lodge buildings have been 
devasted by fire.  A fire in Listowel destroyed the lodge room and furniture for 
Bernard Lodge No. 225.  As DDGM of Huron District, M.W. Bro. Harding forwarded a 
letter from the WM of the lodge to Grand Lodge seeking assistance. 

As soon as his term as DDGM was completed, M.W. Bro. Harding was appointed 
by the Grand Master to the Board of General Purposes. 

After many years on the Board of General Purposes, M.W. Bro. Harding was 
elected the Deputy Grand Master for 1900 - 1901 and 1901 - 1902.   

At Grand Lodge in July 1901, M.W. Bro. Richard Beecher Hungerford had been 
elected as Grand Master for his second term but within three weeks he suffered what 
was believed to be a slight stroke. On September 9, 1901, M.W. Bro. Hungerford passed 
away and the duty of administering the Craft immediately fell to the Deputy Grand 
Master, R.W. Bro. John Elly Harding.  

M.W. Bro. John Elly Harding was elected the Grand Master of the Grand Lodge A. 
F. & A. M. of Canada in the Province of Ontario for the 1902 - 1903 and 1903 - 1904 
terms.  
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He was appointed as the representative for Grand Lodge of West Virginia near our 
Grand Lodge. 

M.W. Bro. Harding was a charter member of St. Mary’s Lodge No. 351, St. Mary’s 
(the lodge was formed in 1877 but went dark in 1883) and was an affiliated member of 
Stratford Lodge No. 332, Stratford. He was an honorary member of both Tecumseh 
Lodge No. 144, Stratford, and Faithful Brethren Lodge No. 77, Lindsay.  

In Capitular Masonry he was elected as Grand First Principal of the Grand Chapter 
of Royal Arch Masons of Canada in the Province of Ontario for the 1892 - 1893 and 
1893 - 1894 terms. 

In Knights Templary he was Grand Vice Chancellor.  

As Grand Master 

Over the nearly three years as our 20th Grand Master, M.W. Bro. John Elly Harding 
was able to visit every portion of the jurisdiction.   

All the usual work of the Grand Master immediately continued under Acting 
Grand Master Harding.  This included: cornerstone ceremonies, issuing dispensations 
and Warrants, lodges of instruction, constituting and consecrating new lodges, various 
receptions, official visits to lodges, and overseeing benevolence.  Of the task of 
jurisprudence, M.W. Bro. Harding said, “A large number of questions were submitted 
to me for my decision during my term, but none of them of sufficient importance to 
be reported.” 

There are three items of his tenure as Grand Master for which M.W. Bro. Harding 
deserves particular notice.  First, regarding the circumstances of Royal Solomon 
Mother Lodge No. 293 operating in Jerusalem.  M.W. Bro. Harding declared: “A careful 
perusal of the minutes has convinced me that this Warrant should never have been 
granted, owing to the impossibilities of due supervision of the work of the Lodge. … I 
earnestly recommend Grand Lodge to recall this Warrant without further delay. ... A 
grave scandal upon Masonry has too long been permitted to exist by Grand Lodge.”  
Even though the Warrant was ordered to be withdrawn, no further action was taken 
until 1907 when M.W. Bro. Burritt cancelled the Warrant because there had been no 
communication of any kind received from the Royal Solomon Mother Lodge No. 293 
at Jerusalem.   

Second, M.W. Bro. Harding had the difficult task of announcing the death of R.W. 
Bro. J.J. Mason, the Grand Secretary.  R.W. Bro. Mason had served as Grand Secretary 
for 29 years.  He was the second Grand Secretary of our Grand Lodge, after R.W. Bro. 
T.B. Harris who served from 1855 to 1874.  R.W. Bro. Mason was appointed to the office 
of Grand Secretary by our first Grand Master, M.W. Bro. Wm. Mercer Wilson, and 
repeatedly elected to continue in that office.   
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In addition to his exemplary service to our Grand Lodge, R.W. Bro. Mason held the 
rank of Major in the militia and was prominent in Hamilton society.  M.W. Bro. 
Harding provided these words in his Address: “Our late brother for many years was 
connected with the active militia of the country, and at the time of his death had the 
rank of Major and held the responsible position of paymaster in the 13th Regiment of 
Volunteer Militia of Canada. The coffin containing the body of our deceased brother 
was wrapped in the folds of the flag of our country, his sword and helmet deposited 
thereon and placed upon a gun carriage and borne to the grave by his companions in 
arms, escorted by the 13th Regiment headed by their magnificent band. The City 
Council, the officers of St. George's Society, and a vast concourse of the citizens of 
Hamilton from every walk in life were in attendance, and not only filled Christ Church 
Cathedral, where the religious ceremonies were held, but thronged the streets in the 
vicinity and at the cemetery, showing the respect and esteem in which our late 
brother was held by his fellow-citizens. The solemn services for the dead were 
conducted by His Lordship the Bishop of Niagara and the cathedral clergy, and will be 
long remembered by the brethren and others in attendance.” 

M.W. Bro. John E. Harding is best remembered for the inauguration of the Semi-
Centennial Fund of $100,000 in 1903.  Until this Fund was created, benevolence was 
drawn from the general funds of the Grand Lodge.  The purpose of the Semi-
Centennial Fund was to become a separate fund, the interest of which was used 
exclusively for Benevolence.  In this regard it was the forerunner of the Ontario 
Masonic Foundation.  Progress to collect money for the Fund was slow, but the goal of 
$100,000 was achieved in 1913. 

When his term as Grand Master came to a close, M.W. Bro. John Elly Harding 
announced: “My task is completed, the record made, and I ask my brethren to spread 
the broad mantle of a Mason's charity over my shortcomings and deficiencies.” 

As Past Grand Master 

Harding Lodge No. 477, in Woodville near Lindsay, is named in honour of M.W. 
Bro. John Elly Harding. 
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