Ontario Masons

John Alexander McRae, MA, PhD, DSc, LL.D., F.R.I.C., F.R.S.C.

Grand Master (1941 - 1943) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons
of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Photo from the Grand Lodge

(1890 - 1960)
Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern.

John Alexander McRae was born on January 24, 1890, in Beaverton, Ontario, of
Highland Scottish parents, Donald McRae and Elizabeth Logan. He was educated in
Beaverton Public School and Gravenhurst High School and entered Queen's University
in 1906, graduating in 1909 with an Honours M.A. in Chemistry. The medal he earned
for this achievement rests in the archives of Queen’s University.

He was a demonstrator and lecturer in chemistry at Queen's University, and at the
University of Toronto. He went to the University of Manchester, England, on a two-
year fellowship in 1919 where he obtained his Ph.D. and afterwards, the University of
Manchester awarded him a Doctor of Sciences based on his research work in organic
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chemistry. He returned to Queen's University in 1921 and advanced to become head of
the Department of Chemistry in 1941, a position he held until retirement in 1956.
Absorbed in his laboratory, he made outstanding contributions to chemistry research,
particularly in the field of drugs and dyes. Queen’s University named him a Professor
Emeritus and conferred a Doctor of Laws degree on him. Professor John A. McRae
was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada in 1938. He was also a Fellow of
the Royal Institute of Chemistry, and of the Chemical Institute of Canada.

On October 25, 1925, when he was 35 years old, he married Catherine Logan (1883
- 1968) of Invernesshire, Scotland. When they married, she was a nurse with a career
in Niagara Falls. They did not have children.

He was an active curler and Club Champion and then President of the Kingston
Curling Club. John A. McRae was elected to the Kingston Board of Education for 6
years and served as Chairman in 1938.

He attended, and was an Elder, in St. Andrews Presbyterian Church, Kingston.

M.W. Bro. John Alexander McRae died at Kingston on April 8, 1960. A funeral was
held at St. Andrews Presbyterian Church with the Grand Master and many officers of
the Grand Lodge present. Also attending were many University associates and friends.
He was interred in the Stone Church Cemetery at Beaverton, Ontario. The monument
marking the grave names him, and his wife Catherine. There are no Masonic
identifiers on the monument.

A large portrait of M.W. Bro. John Alexander McRae is displayed at Wentworth
Lodge No. 166 in Stoney Creek.

Masonic Career

Mr. John Alexander McRae was initiated in Ancient St. John's Lodge No. 3,
Kingston in 1911. On his return from studies in England, he affiliated with Queen's
Lodge No. 578, Kingston, and in 1926 was elected to the office of Worshipful Master. In
1930 he was elected District Deputy Grand Master of Frontenac District. There were
eighteen lodges under the care of DDGM McRae. He summarized the status of his
year as DDGM by stating: “In general the lodges continue to make suitable progress,
are in good condition financially and are well officered by keen active masons who
are ably supported and encouraged by the past masters. The degree work that I had
the privilege of seeing showed that in this district the ritual is effectively and
accurately delivered.”

Elected to the Board of General Purposes in 1932, he served until he was elected as
Deputy Grand Master in 1939. M.W. Bro. McRae was elected as Grand Master for the
1941 - 1942 and 1942 - 1943 terms.
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He became an Honorary Inspector General 33° of the Ancient and Accepted
Scottish Rite of Canada in 1928.

He was also a member of the Royal Order of Scotland.
As Grand Master

Our 40th Grand Master described how the Grand Lodge Communication of 1942
was never ‘met under more sombre circumstances or in graver and more perilous
times”, for “To-day we approach the end of the third year of this fateful struggle.” He
gave a summary of the war and stated, “it is not Freemasonry as we were once fondly
able to say that is spread over the four divisions of the globe, but ghastly, hideous war
waged on us by foes that give no quarter and show no pity.” Having acknowledged the
external forces, M\W. Bro. McRae gathered those listening to his Address with
“Preoccupied as we are with the pressing needs of the moment, engrossed as we are
with war and preparations for war and for defense, the ways of Masonry are
essentially ways of pleasantness and her paths those of peace and to them we turn.”

A special War Service Committee continued to provide benevolence and relief to
the families of Masons in Canada, as well was to deliver funds to the United Grand
Lodge of England and the Grand Lodge of Scotland.

Grand Master McRae had the sad task of announcing the death of M.\W. Bro. John
A. Rowland, who was Grand Master in 1925 - 1927, and served as Grand Treasurer for
eight years.

M.W. Bro. McRae also announced the tragic death of H.R.H. The Duke of Kent,
K.G., Grand Master of the United Grand Lodge of England. His Royal Highness was
killed in a flying accident in the north of Scotland while on active service. He served
as the Grand Master of the United Grand Lodge of England for three years.

With a view to administrative matters, M.\W. Bro. McRae struck a committee to
examine procedures for the annual Grand Lodge Communication. The committee
was given a wide scope to consider changes in the timing of the Communication, and
the schedule of nominations and elections, and other events in the programme of the
Communication. He reviewed a number of decisions he was asked to make regarding
qualifications of a man for Masonry, and the tasks of the Secretary. He specifically
reminded the Secretary to keep track of long-service recognition of members. And he
emphasized that requests for dispensation for events should be obtained before the
planning of events occurs.

The accounts of Grand Lodge show a return to a surplus after many years of
running a deficit.
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In view of the need to share information about the activities and decisions of
Grand Lodge with DDGMs and lodges throughout the year, M.\W. Bro. McRae set out
the principles for the publication of a regular bulletin by Grand Lodge. This was
implemented in 1944, by his successor.

Although there was growth in membership, Grand Master McRae issued a
reminder to “guard well the portals of the lodge.” The growth in membership was
accompanied by a growth in interest in Masonic education. He supported continuing
instruction and education: “It cannot be emphasized too strongly that a Worshipful
Master should allow no regular meeting of his lodge to pass without having a short
portion of the evening devoted to instruction.”

Over the course of his two-year term, Grand Master McRae accomplished a
personal objective of visiting every District in the jurisdiction. This was achieved
through District receptions, special lodge nights, and dedications.

M.W. Bro. McRae traveled with a small delegation of Grand Lodge Officers to the
Grand Lodge of Scotland. There, on St. Andrew’s Day of 1941, he received the rank of
Honourary Past Grand Senior Warden.

Two other events of importance were part of M\W. Bro. McRae’s Address. On
Sunday, June 14, 1942, M.W. Bro. McRae unveiled the memorial stone over the grave of
M.W. Bro. T. Douglas Harington, our second Grand Master. His grave in the Blue
Church Cemetery near Prescott had remained unmarked for sixty years. The other
event was on July 14, 1942, when a tablet was unveiled in the lodge room of Niagara
Lodge No. 2 to commemorate the 150th Anniversary of Masonry in Upper Canada.

In his final Address as Grand Master, M.\W. Bro. McRae offered: “To review thus
briefly the state of affairs then is to emphasize the brightness of the picture now.” He
continued in his speech to declare that: “Today we are on the threshold of great,
dynamic and incalculable events; a new phase in the ‘unrelenting struggle’ has
commenced, the battle is again being joined. Preparations of gigantic proportions have
gone on unceasingly for months and the hour of the attack has been anxiously
awaited.” And he observed that: “War makes no direct demands on Freemasonry, but
Masons, as citizens, are called on to assume fresh and oft-times onerous duties.”

As his term of office drew to a close, he reflected on the deeper insight into the
meaning of Freemasonry he had experienced first-hand. He then turned to others
and said: “In that great masonic fellowship are bound together men of goodwill and
rectitude of conduct, men of similar sobriety of thought and judgment, men who,
above all else, have engaged themselves in a never-ending search to seek out and
grasp the ultimate and enduring values of life — beauty, wisdom, goodness and truth.
Therein lies the fundamental sanction and strength of Freemasonry.”
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As Past Grand Master

In 1954, M\W. Bro. J. A. McRae was presented with the Erasmus James Phillips

Medal by the Grand Lodge of Nova Scotia.

The 1960 Annual Communication heard the announcement of the passing of four

Past Grand Masters. In addition to M.W. Bro. John Alexander McRae, M.\W. Bros. Frank
A. Copus, Charles S. Hamilton and Nelson C. Hart also died.

The McRae Memorial Lectures of the Queen’s University Department of Chemistry

were established by donations from former students, with the first J.A. McRae
Memorial Lecture being given in 1964, and continuing to the current time.
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