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Col. William Nisbet Ponton, MA, KC 

Grand Master (1921 – 1923) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons 
of Canada in the Province of Ontario 

 

Photo from the Grand Lodge 

(1855 - 1939) 

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern. 

William Nisbet Ponton was born in “Sidney Cottage”, Thurlow Township, near 
Belleville, Canada West, on January 22, 1855. 

His maternal and fraternal families were well-educated and notable in the 
community with various careers in medicine, politics, militia, and education.  William 
N. Ponton was educated at Belleville schools, Upper Canada College and the University 
of Toronto, Osgoode Hall from which he received a BA (1877) and MA (1878). During this 
period, he edited the Upper Canada College Times and was an associate editor of Varsity 
as well as being a constant contributor to many other publications.  
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He was called to the Bar in 1880 and named a King’s Counsel in 1908.  In Belleville 
his legal practice specialized in property and estates.  He also served locally prominent 
corporate clients including Merchant’s Bank.  

During his lifetime he served as a Senator of the University of Toronto, a member 
of the Board of Upper Canada College, Fellow and Vice-President of the Royal Empire 
Society, a Bencher of the Law Society of Upper Canada, and President of the Ontario Bar 
Association.  

In 1906 and 1912 he was a delegate to the Empire meetings of the Chambers of 
Commerce and spoke at Guild Hall, London, and at Edinburgh. For thirty years he served 
on the Belleville Board of Education.  

William N. Ponton supported the Canadian Branch of the British Red Cross 
Association, serving as a Vice-President for Ontario.  In 1909 he was one of many 
esteemed citizens who were named as founders in the federal “Act to incorporate the 
Canadian Red Cross Society” as an independent corporation.     

William Nisbet Ponton was a soldier.  In January of 1863 the 15th Battalion Volunteer 
Militia (Infantry) was formed in Belleville.  In 1871 the unit was redesignated the 15th 
Battalion, Argyll Light Infantry.  The unit was eventually amalgamated with other units 
and in 1954 redesignated The Hastings and Prince Edward Regiment.  During the lifetime 
of William N. Ponton the 15th Battalion mobilized for service in the 1885 North West 
Rebellion.  The unit contributed volunteers for the Canadian contingents serving in the 
South African or Boer War.   

William N. Ponton entered the 15th Battalion in 1882 with the rank of lieutenant.  He 
was promoted to captain in 1884, major in 1894, and Lieutenant-Colonel and 
Commanding Officer of the Battalion in 1895.  He commanded the 15th Battalion from 
1892 through 1901.   

His interest in the military included a strong and successful interest in 
marksmanship.  As an officer of the 15th Battalion, he won three medals and the 
championship cup for his skill in rifle shooting. 

William Nisbet Ponton married Emily May Elizabeth Sankey of Fermanagh, Ireland, 
on October 25, 1883.  Together they had five children.  Emily Ponton (1860 – 1919) was 
active in the Girl Guide movement and served as Divisional Commissioner in Belleville. 

It is through Emily’s family that William Nisbet Ponton is related to another notable 
Mason in Ontario.  Dr. Charles A. Sankey is the nephew of William Nisbet Ponton.  Dr. 
Charles Sankey was a Chancellor of Brock University.  R.W. Bro. Charles Sankey was 
DDGM of Niagara District A in 1967 and served on the Board of General Purposes for 
many years.  He donated his extensive collection of Masonic books to Brock University 
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where they form the basis of The Sankey Collection at Brock University Library.  The 
annual Sankey Lecture is named to honour him. 

In 1923 he married Enid Logan of New York City.  After William Ponton died in 1939, 
she remarried.  Enid Logan Ponton Zimmele died September 17th, 1967, and is buried in 
the Ponton family plot in Belleville cemetery.  In 1964 she bequeathed the Ponton lands, 
which had been in the family since 1834, to the City of Belleville so that part of the land 
would be set aside and named Ponton Park.  A commemorative stone monument is 
present in the park. 

William N. Ponton was described as a staunch Presbyterian and he and his wife 
were members of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Belleville. 

M.W. Bro. Col. William Nisbet Ponton, MA, KC, died on September 6, 1939.  He is 
interred in a family plot at Belleville Cemetery.  The monument marking his final resting 
place notes his military rank but does not include his Masonic rank. 

Masonic Career 

Mr. William Nisbet Ponton was initiated into Belleville Lodge, No. 123 GRC, Belleville, 
August 4, 1887.  He became a Life Member in March of 1889.  He progressed in the officer 
line-up of Belleville Lodge No. 123 and served as Worshipful Master in 1897.  It must be 
noted that Belleville Lodge No. 123 amalgamated with Temple Lodge No. 666 in 2007 to 
be known as Belleville-Temple Lodge No. 123.  Then Belleville-Temple Lodge No. 123 
amalgamated with Moira Lodge No. 11 in 2017 and is now known as Belleville Moira 
Lodge No. 11.    

He was elected as DDGM of Prince Edward District No. 13 in 1905.   

In 1919 he was elected Deputy Grand Master for a term ending in 1921, when he was 
elected as Grand Master of the Grand Lodge A.F. & A.M. of Canada in the Province of 
Ontario for the 1921 - 1922 and 1922 - 1923 terms. 

In Capitular Masonry he was exalted in The Moira Chapter, No. 7, Belleville and 
served as First Principal and Grand Superintendent. After serving in a sequence of 
Grand Chapter offices he was elected as Grand First Principal of Grand Chapter for the 
1919-1920 and 1920-1921 terms. On June 27, 1921, M. Ex. Comp. Herbert John Griffin, 
Grand First Principal elect, died in Hamilton before he could be installed. His illness had 
already resulted in a decision by M. Ex. Comp. Ponton to permit his installation in Hiram 
Chapter, Hamilton, at such time as his health permitted. His early death mean that M. 
Ex. Comp. Ponton continued in office for the full year until the next Annual Convocation 
on February 22, 1922. 

In Knights Templary, he was a member of King Baldwin Preceptory, No. 6, Belleville. 
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M.W. Bro. Ponton was appointed the representative of the Grand Lodge of 
Massachusetts near our Grand Lodge.  M.W. Bro. Ponton served as the Grand 
Representative of the Grand Lodge of Texas near our Grand Lodge. 

He visited the Grand Lodge of Manitoba where he was made a Past Grand Master of 
Manitoba to recognize that his was the first visit to that Grand Lodge of the Grand Master 
of the Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario. 

As Grand Master 

In 1921 the 30th Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of 
Ontario welcomed the first official delegation of representatives from the United Grand 
Lodge of England to our Grand Lodge Communication.  During the amiable speeches 
and presentations, it was noted that the Grand Lodge of Canada broke from the United 
Grand Lodge of England, and it took many years to achieve the cordiality that was 
exhibited during the visit of the delegation. 

M.W. Bro. Ponton notes in his Addresses that the role of Grand Master requires a 
significant amount of time to deal with administrative matters.  One activity that he 
initiated was a review of the number and scope of Masonic Districts in the jurisdiction.  
He also called for a special committee to frame a set of model By-Laws for lodges.  He 
added “most of my rulings and decisions were about the old questions of balloting, 
residence, physical qualifications, regalia, jurisdiction, etc. … With the next Edition of the 
Constitution, the Rulings of my predecessors approved by Grand Lodge, properly 
codified and indexed, should be printed.”  M.W. Bro. Ponton spoke specifically of the 
need to preserve the sanctity of the ballot. 

There was a local tradition, practiced by perhaps a dozen lodges, of presenting a 
suitable Bible to all candidates after completing their obligations.  M.W. Bro. Ponton 
commended this practice and encouraged it for all lodges.   

M.W. Bro. Ponton decried the availability of what was purported to be copies of 
Masonic Ritual and secret work.  He denounced it as “a growing evil, and no reprimand 
is a sufficiently deterrent penalty either for buyer or seller.”  At the same time, he 
proclaimed that “degrees should be stately in their rhythmic ceremonial dignity - and 
individual in contact.”  He added: “there is too much rushing and grouping and teaming 
in Degree Work.”   

In addition to officiating at the laying of many cornerstones, as well as the 
consecration and dedication of many lodge buildings and lodges, M.W. Bro. Ponton 
oversaw the unveiling of a monument at the grave of M.W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson.  
The Annual Proceedings contain a description of the events of the ceremony.  M.W. Bro. 
Ponton commented: “The massive granite, the appropriate inscription, the exquisite 
beauty of the surroundings, the large concourse of Masons present, the whole character 
of the function, left nothing to be desired.” 
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M.W. Bro. Ponton used his Address, and comments at other events, to speak in 
favour of building a Masonic home, or hospital, or school, to provide care to the families 
of Masons.  This project had been considered and was promoted by several previous 
Grand Masters.  However, the project did not receive the support of the members 
present at the Grand Lodge Communication.  Eventually the idea faded.  In its place was 
the appointment of a permanent secretary to supervise and report on benevolence. 

Noting that the annual Grand Lodge Communication was held in different cities 
each year across Ontario, M.W. Bro. Ponton asked that there be consideration of 
“erecting a Central Temple where Grand Lodge Officials would transact the increasingly 
complicated business of Grand Lodge, and where Grand Lodge could assemble in a 
worthy auditorium of its own.”  This suggestion led to the construction of the Masonic 
Temple at 888 Yonge Street in Toronto. 

An evening meeting of the Grand Lodge Communication was held in Massey Hall, 
Toronto, on Wednesday July 18th, 1923.  The visiting dignitaries of the United Grand 
Lodge of England were feted.  And a portrait of M.W. Bro. Ponton was unveiled to cheers 
and applause.  On May 4, 1967, the members of the Temple Corporation of 888 Yonge 
Street, Toronto, visited The Belleville Lodge, No. 123, and presented the portrait of M. W. 
Bro. W. N. Ponton, K. C, in a very informative and impressive ceremony. 

As Past Grand Master 

The Annual Proceedings include pages devoted to Fraternal Correspondence, 
which are reviews and descriptions of the activities of Grand Lodges around the world.  
For many years these were written by M.W. Bro. Ponton, and he continued this work as 
a Past Grand Master.  Through the years there are many positive comments on the wit, 
and insights, shared by M.W. Bro. Ponton as he reviewed the Proceedings and efforts of 
other Grand Lodges. 

Several of the committees of Grand Lodge enjoyed the attendance and 
contributions of M.W. Bro. Ponton.  These included the ‘Grievances and Appeals’, and 
‘Constitution and Laws’ committees. 

M.W. Bro. Ponton was a vital member of the Belleville community.  He actively 
supported fundraising for a monument to commemorate the arrival of United Empire 
Loyalists in the Bay of Quinte area.  On June 17th, 1924, he officiated at the laying of a 
cornerstone for the monument.  It was September 8th, 1924, when the completed 
monument was unveiled before a crowd numbering in the thousands.   
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