{51 Ontario Masons

James Kirkpatrick Kerr, QC

Grand Master (1875 - 1877) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons
of Canada in the Province of Ontario

Photo from the Grand Lodge

(1841 - 1916)

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern.

James Kirkpatrick Kerr was born near Guelph, Ontario, on August 1, 1841, the son of
Robert Warren Kerr (City Chamberlain of Hamilton) and Jane Hamilton Kirkpatrick
(daughter of James Kirkpatrick, County Treasurer of Wentworth County). He was
educated at the Galt Grammar School and was called to the bar of Upper Canada at
Osgoode Hall in 1862.

He joined the firm of Blake, Kerr and Wells in 1862 where he practiced law with
Edward and Samuel Blake - both Blakes were active in law and politics, Edward as an
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MP from 1867 onwards and Samuel as a judge. This law firm continues today as Blake,
Cassels and Graydon LLP.

In 1884 James Kirkpatrick Kerr became a partner in Kerr, Macdonald, Davidson and
Paterson, a large and influential Toronto legal firm. At the time of his death was the
senior member of the law firm of Kerr, Davidson, Paterson & McFarland. During his
career he handled a number of important constitutional cases and appeared before the
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council.

He was named as a Queen’s Counsel in 1874 and became a bencher of the Law
Society in 1879.

He became a member of the Liberal Party and stood for the constituency of Toronto
Centre in the election of 1891 but was unsuccessful. He became President of the Ontario
Liberal Association in 1892. He was called to the Senate on March 12, 1903, by Governor-
General Earl Minto on the recommendation of Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier. On
January 16, 1909, he was named as Speaker of the Senate, a position he held when he
died. On October 18, 1911, he was created a Privy Councillor of Canada.

He was active in civic affairs and was one of the founders of the Havergal Ladies
College in Toronto. He was a Director of the Canadian General Electric Company, and
the Canadian Loan and Investment Company. Of note to Masons, he was President of
the Canadian Craftsman Publishing Company.

On October 19, 1864, he married Anne Margaret Blake (1840 - 1882), at Humewood,
the residence of the bride's father, the late Hon. William Hume Blake. The officiant was
the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Huron, assisted by the Venerable the Archdeacon
of London. There is no record of any children. This marriage lasted 18 years until Anne
Margaret died.

In December 1883 he married Adelaide Cecil Staveley Pinhorne (1862 - 1932). She
would become the President of the Women's Welcome Hostel in 1908. She was the
niece of the Right Honourable Staveley Hill, QC, of London, England. They had one son
and four daughters. This marriage lasted 28 years, with his wife surviving him a further
two decades.

He was an Anglican and served as a delegate to both the Diocesan and Provincial
Synods.

He attended the Coronation of King George V and Queen Mary in 1911 and was
presented to their Majesties in June 1911
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M. W. Bro. James Kirkpatrick Kerr, KC, died at his home, “Rathnelly” in the city of
Toronto on December 4, 1916, after a long illness.

He is interred at St. James Cemetery, Toronto. His gravestone records his role as a
Canadian Senator, but no Masonic affiliation is noted.

A framed display containing an enlarged photograph of the portrait of M.\W. Bro.
James Kirkpatrick Kerr, the sixth Grand Master of our Grand Lodge, as well as his Grand
Master’s Collar and Jewel, were presented to Kerr Lodge No. 230 in Barrie. Kerr Lodge
No. 230 was named to honour M.W. Bro. James K. Kerr.

Masonic Career

Mr. James Kirkpatrick Kerr was initiated into Ionic Lodge, No. 25 GRC, Toronto on
May 5, 1863, while still 21 years of age. He was passed to the second degree on June 2,
1863, and raised to the degree of Master Mason on September 1, 1863. Bro. Kerr's
registration number, allocated on initiation into Ionic Lodge, was 89. Bro. Kerr became
the 13th Master of Ionic Lodge at age 24 in 1865 having served as Junior Warden the
previous year but never as Senior Warden and having been a member for only two
years. He was worshipful Master again in 1866, became a life member in 1874 and was
voted into honorary membership on May 7, 1895.

Bro. Kerr was the first of Ionic Lodge No. 25 brethren to serve as Grand Master of
the Grand Lodge of Canada. M.\W. Bro. Frederick Weir Harcourt was made a Mason in
Ionic Lodge No. 25 in May of 1889 and served as Grand Master 1919 - 1921.

He was elected as District Deputy Grand Master of the Toronto District (1874 - 1875)
and later appointed as Grand Representative for the Grand Lodges of Indiana, Missouri,
New Jersey, Texas and Utah, near our Grand Lodge.

At the Annual Communication in 1874, M.\W. Bro. Wm. Mercer Wilson was elected
Grand Master, RW. Bro. J. K. Kerr was elected Deputy Grand Master, and M.W. Bro.
Thomas Bird Harris (Hon.) was elected Grand Secretary. Bro. Harris had been active in
the formation of Grand Lodge in 1855 and had acted as Grand Secretary in each year
until his death, with the exception of 1856, and in that year he was Grand Registrar. His
death on August 18, 1874, cast a substantial burden on Grand Master Wm. Mercer
Wilson and his Deputy, R:-W. Bro. Kerr.

But this was only the beginning of calamities to come. On January 16, 1875, the Grand
Master Wm. Mercer Wilson died, and R. W. Bro. J. K. Kerr became Acting Grand Master
at the age of 34 years. Somehow, he managed for that period without a Grand Secretary
and without a Deputy Grand Master. At the 1875 Annual Communication he became
Grand Master in his own right and held that exalted rank for two years.
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In Capitular Masonry he was a Royal Arch Mason, but details of his Chapter are
unknown. He was a member of the Sovereign Great Priory of Canada and had been
Provincial Grand Prior, but again details of his membership are lacking. He visited
England and helped to secure the recognition of the Great Priory of England and Wales,
as well as its consent, to the establishment of the Sovereign Great Priory of Canada as
an independent and sovereign body. For his work in this endeavour he received the
Grand Cross of the Temple from the Great Priory of England and Wales at the hands of
the then Great Prior, HM King Edward VIL

He was a member of the Scottish Rite and was a Grand Inspector General, 33°.
As Grand Master

One of the first challenges facing the new Grand Master concerned the request for
a Warrant of the brethren interested in forming a new Lodge in London, to be called
Eden. Opposition from other Lodges in the area resulted in the issue of a Dispensation
to meet but when Eden Lodge attempted to initiate a candidate M. W. Bro. Kerr
instructed the Grand Secretary to immediately write to the Lodge and prohibit the
meeting as exceeding the authority granted by the Grand Master. In a welter of bad
feeling the Worshipful Master and members of Eden Lodge established the “Grand
Lodge of Ontario” with Eden Lodge as a founder.

Grand Master Kerr then summarily suspended all members of Eden Lodge,
including some dissatisfied members of legitimate Lodges who had joined Eden.
Recognition by the Grand Lodge of Texas was almost immediately withdrawn, and no
other Grand Lodge extended recognition, most having concluded that the move was
irregular and revolutionary, spurious and unconstitutional. The issue of Eden Lodge and
the “Grand Lodge of Ontario” would not be resolved until 1879 - 1980.

A second challenge was also posed in 1875 when three Lodges in Manitoba District,
after mature reflection of the needs of Freemasonry in their new Province, formed a
new Grand Lodge. The Grand Lodge of Canada, upon the recommendation of the Board
of General Purposes, extended due recognition to the Grand Lodge.

M.W. Bro. Kerr found it necessary in his Address to quote our first Grand Master
and state “Masonry is not a mere benefit club”. He was eloquent in denouncing those
who became Masons thinking that the sole aim of the institution is to accumulate funds
for the relief of distresses Masons, and support for their widows and children. “The
inculcation of every virtue, the improvement of our species, the advancement of
learning and science, the study of the liberal arts, and especially the cultivation of
brotherly love, these are some of the aims of the craft and of its votaries.”
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M.W. Bro. Kerr made foundational contributions to Masonic jurisprudence in our
Grand Lodge. No provision was made for rules of practice respecting Masonic trials in
the 1855 Constitution. By 1872 the need was felt for a statement, not only of what
constituted Masonic offences and what did not, but also a code of rules and regulations
for the government of Masonic trials. This task was entrusted to R W. Bro. J. K. Kerr, and
he reported at the 1874 Grand Lodge Communication. His rules and Regulations for the
Government of Masonic Trials were adopted and printed in 1875 and bound together
with the Resolutions and Rulings of Grand Masters which had been compiled by R'W.
Bro. Otto Klotz.

As Past Grand Master

M.W. Bro. Sydney A. Luke announced the death of M.W. Bro. Kerr in the 1917 Annual
Proceedings. He said of M.W. Bro Kerr: “He was a man of dignified bearing that won
recognition from every circle of society. Neither in nor out of the fraternity is it granted
to many that they shall be leaders of the people in so many walks of life. The great
majority must be content if they succeed in serving much smaller communities than a
nation; content, if they but develop such qualities of manhood as will enable them to
assist their immediate circle of society, and that attainment is within the grasp of all.”

Kerr Lodge No. 230 in Barrie is named in his honour.
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