Ontario Masons

James Henry Burritt K.C.

Grand Master (1905 - 1907) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons
of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Photo from the Grand Lodge

(1846 - 1926)

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern.

James Henry Burritt was born at Smiths Falls on September 14, 1846, the second
son of Walter H. Burritt. He was educated in local schools and graduated from Smiths
Falls High School. He entered Osgoode Law School and was called to the bar in 1867.
He moved to Pembroke in 1871 to practice law, entering into partnership with H. H.
Loucks who was at that time the County Crown Attorney.
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He had a successful practice up to the time of his death. He served as Crown
Attorney for Pembroke, Clerk of the Peace and solicitor for the County of Renfrew,
and was appointed as a King's Counsel. He believed in a high standard in schools and
was a member of the Board of Education for 28 years and served as Chairman for
several terms.

On April 11, 1878, in Pembroke, James Henry Burritt married Cecilia Jane Irving
(1852 - 1923), daughter of the Registrar of the County of Renfrew. They welcomed six
daughters.

He was a strong advocate of “clean sports” and was a well-known cricketer, an
award-winning oarsman and skipped a prize-winning curling rink in Pembroke for
several years.

James H. Burritt enjoyed fishing and was a charter member of two local fishing
clubs in the Ottawa Valley. One fishing club was the Nekabong Hunting and Fishing
Club, which was incorporated in 1899 and leased the provincial land around seven
lakes in the Laurentian hills, about 17 miles from Pembroke. The members paid $1000
per mile to have 3 % miles of private road built to access the property. Members could
take an overnight train from Montreal or Toronto and arrive in Pembroke the next
morning to complete their journey to the Club. Membership in the Nekabong Hunting
and Fishing Club included M.W. Bro. Burritt, as well as M.\W. Bro. William R. White, Sir
Henry Pellatt of Casa Loma in Toronto, A.R. Creelman K.C. of Montreal who was the
chief counsel of the Canadian Pacific Railway, and additional leading barristers,
financiers, and bankers from Toronto, Montreal, and New York.

M. W. Bro. Burritt died at his Pembroke home on Maple Avenue, on April 16, 1926.
He was buried with Masonic honours on Monday, April 19th, 1926. Both Grand Master
Burritt and his wife Cecilia Jane Burritt are buried in Holy Trinity Anglican Church
Cemetery, Pembroke. The monument for their grave does not have explicit Masonic
symbols, though it does have an upraised arm holding a branch with 7 leaves of laurel,
and a motto with the Latin words “SUB LIBERTATE QUIETEM" which may translate as
rest under liberty’. This is a representation of a Burrell family crest; the connection to
the Burritt family is not known.

A three-panel stained-glass window at Holy Trinity Anglican Church is dedicated
“To the Glory of God and the memory of James Henry Burritt and his wife Cecilia Jane
Irving”.

Masonic Career

It is certain that Mr. James Henry Burritt was initiated into Freemasonry, but the
date and lodge have not been confirmed. He affiliated with Pembroke Lodge No. 128,
Pembroke and served the Lodge as WM (1882 and 1890). He was elected as DDGM of
the Ottawa District No. 16 for the term of 1886 - 1887. DDGM Burritt reported that:
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“Before starting upon my visits I prepared a lecture or address upon Masonry (taking
about thirty-five minutes to read), treating of it in a short way historically, and
enlarging on the symbolic teachings of the three degrees.” This address was well-
received by the lodges under his care.

There had been a re-distribution of lodges prior to DDGM Burritt's term. Three
lodges were annexed to St. Lawrence District. But DDGM Burritt observed that while
the area of Ottawa District was reduced, the distance traveled by the DDGM was not
changed. He said, "From Mattawa Lodge, in the West, to Hawkesbury Lodge, in the
East, a D. D. G. M. is obliged to travel 260 miles by rail, stage and water, and visit
(socially) Smith's Falls and Perth whilst going to visit Lanark officially.”

He was appointed as a member of the Grand Lodge Committee of Grievances and
Appeals. He remained as an appointed member of the Committee for eighteen years
and served as Chairman (1892 - 1904). He was appointed as a member of the
Committee to revise the Constitution in 1904. During this time, he was elected as
Deputy Grand Master (1903 - 1904 and 1904 - 1905 terms). In July 1905 he was elected
as Grand Master and served two terms (1905 - 1906 and 1906 - 1907).

M.W. Bro. James Henry Burritt served as the Grand Representative of the Grand
Lodge of South Australia near our Grand Lodge.

As Grand Master

On August 4, 1905, the Grand Master, Most Worshipful Brother J. H. Burritt, KC, of
Pembroke, made an official visit to Renfrew Lodge No. 122, his Mother Lodge.

As 22nd Grand Master, M\W. Bro. James H. Burritt acknowledged that he was
preceded in this high office “by men whom it is very hard to follow”. He said that the
general state of the Craft in the jurisdiction is healthy, with an increasing membership,
growing income for Grand Lodge, and uniformity in the authorized work. “Our
prosperity, financially and numerically, is also a matter of sincere thankfulness.” But
he was concerned with the large accumulation of arrears for dues.

Grand Master Burritt had the sad duty of reporting the death of M\W. Bro. R.T.
Walkem, who died after a protracted illness. M.W. Bro. Walkem was the Grand
Master for 1888 - 1889. Grand Master Burritt officiated at the funeral in Kingston.

On Wednesday April 18, 1906, an earthquake struck San Fransisco. The
earthquake and resulting fire were one of the worst natural disasters in California. The
death toll is estimated at over 3,000 people. After the earthquake, about 200,000
people were left homeless. M.W. Bro. Burritt sent $1000 on behalf of the Grand Lodge
to the Grand Lodge of California for relief efforts. This was greatly appreciated.
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A year later, an earthquake struck Kingston, Jamaica. In like manner M.W. Bro.
Burritt sent $1000 on behalf of the Grand Lodge of Canada. This was greatly
appreciated.

The Grand Lodge of Alberta was formed in 1906 and requested recognition by the
Grand Lodge of Canada. This was reported and received favourably.

A Bill was introduced to the federal House of Commons to incorporate a company
named The Masonic Protective Association of Canada. This prompted M.W. Bro.
Burritt, with Grand Secretary Hugh Murray, to meet with the Member of Parliament
who proposed the Bill (and who was also a Mason). M.W. Bro. Burritt opposed the use
of the word “Masonic” for business purposed. The proponents of the company agreed
to strike the work “Masonic” from the name of the company, and the Bill became law.

M.W. Bro. Burritt delivered rulings pertaining to the Ritual, including those parts of
each degree that must be conferred separately on each candidate and from that point
several candidates may conducted through the degree as a group. He also gave
direction on Grand Honours, defining the number to be given to each rank.

There is a detailed story in the Grand Master’s Address on the topic of residency.
A man who lived in Ontario was called to work in British Columbia by his employer.
He worked at several locations in B.C. over 14 months before returning to his home in
Ontario and applying to become a Mason. The local lodge in Ontario initiated him,
and the Grand Lodge of British Columbia objected. A Commission was struck to
investigate the matter. M.W. Bro. Burritt used the story to provide instruction that a
man must have 12 months of continuous residence in our jurisdiction to become a
Mason. And M.W. Bro. Burritt used the story to describe the differences of
requirements of other Grand Lodge jurisdictions.

The story of Royal Solomon Mother Lodge No. 293 in Jerusalem, Palestine, came to
a conclusion under M.W. Bro. Burritt. The lodge was instituted by in 1902 by Bro. Rob
Morris on a journey to the Holy Land, under a Warrant granted by M.\W. Bro. William
Mercer Wilson. But with little supervision and no communication from the lodge,
M.W. Bro. Burritt cancelled the Warrant as of March 25th, 1907.

Grand Masters are the final arbiters of Masonic jurisprudence and receive many
calls for a decision or ruling. M.W. Bro. Burritt shared in his Address some short
summaries of many rulings. He elaborated on a few including the instance when a
brother wrote to others asking for their vote and influence as the brother sought
election to a Grand Lodge office. M.W. Bro. Burritt quoted the Ancient Charges with
respect to preferment being on merit. M.W. Bro. Burritt commented “Surely the office
should seek the man, not the man the office.”

There was a case of jurisprudence that M.\W. Bro. Burritt explained in his Address.
A complaint was placed against several officers of Stevenson Lodge No. 218 with
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specific allegations of irregularities in the balloting for candidates, and the conduct of
some meetings. The defence given was that the actions were taken for the best
interest of the lodge. As the investigation and case progressed over several months, a
schism in the membership of the lodge developed. MW. Bro. Burritt issued a
dispensation and Summons to an emergent meeting of the lodge. The brethren of
Stevenson Lodge No. 218 were asked to vote on the future of the lodge. The result was
a split of the members, and the minority of the membership received a dispensation
to form Corinthian Lodge No. 481.

The status of the Semi-Centennial Benevolent Fund received attention through
M.W. Bro. Burritt's term as Grand Master. M.W. Bro. Burritt called for greater
contributions to the fund, to achieve the goal of $100,000. The goal was finally
achieved in 1913.

As his time as Grand Master drew to a close, M.W. Bro. Burritt commented “I have
been overwhelmed with courtesies and most loyal support”. His final words in his
Address were: “Life in the individual, as in the community, large or small, is a history;
we are all making history which cannot be recalled; let us then so cooperate in making
that history, both in and out of the lodge, that each one of us may say, when the last
summons reaches him, that he has done something for the good of others.”

As Past Grand Master

In 1910 M\W. Bro. James Henry Burritt was appointed as Chairman of the
Constitution and Laws Committee of Grand Lodge.First paragraph
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