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James Alexander Henderson, DCL, LL.B., QC 
 

Grand Master (1879 – 1881) of the Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons 
of Canada in the Province of Ontario 

 

 

Photo from the Grand Lodge 

(1821 - 1870) 

Prepared by V.W. Bro. Marshall Kern. 

James Alexander Henderson was born at Stoke, near Plymouth, England, in 
February 1821. He came to Canada in 1835.   

He studied law in Kingston and Toronto, articling under notable jurists.  He was 
called to the bar in 1843 and practiced law in Kingston.  His success and leadership in 
the legal profession was such that James Alexander Henderson was an Elected Bencher 
of the Law Society of Ontario in 1858.  The degree of Doctor of Common Law (D.C.L) was 
conferred on him by the University of Trinity College in Toronto in 1863 where he 
served as a member of the council of the University. 

A new form of court was introduced in Upper Canada in 1837 with the passing of 
the Chancery Act, 1837.  It was modeled on the Court of Chancery in England.  The court 
was given authority for cases of in cases of fraud, accident, trusts, executors, 
administrators, co-partnerships, account, mortgages, awards, and care for persons not 
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able to care for themselves.  The Court of Chancery introduced equity as a complement 
to common law.  James A. Henderson served as Master in Chancery from 1851.  The 
Court became a division of a new Ontario Supreme Court of Judicature in 1881.  James 
A. Henderson was elevated to Master of the Supreme Court of Judicature in Ontario. 

  His military career began as a young ensign in the Third Regiment of the Frontenac 
Militia during the time of recurring rebellions in Canada.  In December 1837 authorities 
in Upper Canada put down an attempted rebellion led by William Lyon MacKenzie.  
Many of the leaders of this uprising fled to the United States where they found 
sympathetic support for their proposals to liberate Canada from what was 
characterized as the oppression of British colonial rule.  Throughout 1838, forces 
operating out of the United States launched small raids and acts of piracy along the 
Canadian border.  Canadian militia and British regular army units were kept busy 
responding to these raids from Windsor through Niagara to Prescott. 

Ensign Henderson was still a teenager when he was present at the Battle of the 
Windmill, near Prescott, in 1838.  The Canadian and British forces defeated the small 
invasion force.  The location of the battle is now a National Historic Site.  James 
Alexander Henderson continued with the militia and rose to the rank of Lieutenant-
Colonel of the reserve militia, the City of Kingston Regiment. 

In business he was president of the Frontenac Loan and Investment Society, and 
the City of Kingston Gaslight Company.  

 He married Mary Ann Wilson (1826 – 1921).  They had seven daughters and one son.  
A daughter, Emilie Anne, married Richard Thomas Walkem who became M.W. Bro. 
Walkem and served as Grand Master for the years 1888 – 1890. 

A devoted and prominent member of the Church of England (Anglican Church), he 
was appointed a Chancellor of the Diocese of Ontario in December of 1862.  He was 
active on the synod of the Diocese. 

James Alexander Henderson died December 7, 1890, in Kingston.  On this same day, 
his grandson Walter Charles Anthony Walkem died at the age of 19.  His grandson was 
the son of Past Grand Master Richard Thomas Walkem.  

James Alexander Henderson is buried in Cataraqui Cemetery, Kingston.  The 
monument for his grave notes his role as Chancellor of the Diocese.  There are no 
Masonic designations on the monument. 
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Masonic Career 

Mr. James Alexander Henderson was initiated into St. John’s Lodge, Kingston, UC, 
on November 21, 1843 and was Master of the Lodge in 1847. He took part in the union of 
the two Grand Lodges in 1855 and was elected as District Deputy Grand Master of the 
Central District for 1862-1863. 

He served on the Board of General Purposes.  He was elected as Deputy Grand 
Master (1877-1878 and 1878-1879) and as Grand Master (1879-1880 and 1880-1881) of the 
Grand Lodge A.F. & A.M. of Canada. 

In Capitular Masonry he was Grand Superintendent in 1862. 

He was Installed as a Knight Templar in Hugh de Payens Encampment (then No. 22 
ER, now No. 1 Canada) in 1854 and assisted Colonel MacLeod Moore in establishing 
Knights Templary in Ontario. He was Deputy Provincial Grand Commander in 1855, 
Provincial Prior of Ontario East in 1873, and both Great Sub Prior and Deputy Grand 
Master from 1879 to 1890. On October 21, 1890, he was unanimously elected as Supreme 
Grand Master of the Sovereign Great Priory of Canada on the death of Colonel William 
James Bury MacLeod Moore, a rank he held for only two months, until his own death. 

He was appointed the representative of the Grand Lodge of New York at the Grand 
Lodge of Canada for many years. 

As Grand Master 

In his opening remarks as our 8th Grand Master, at the Grand Lodge 
Communication held in Guelph, and marking the 25th Anniversary of the Grand Lodge 
of Canada, M.W. Bro. James Alexander Henderson noted that the Grand Lodge had 
grown from 33 lodges in 1855 to 340 lodges.  And “nothing has transpired to interrupt 
our amicable relations with foreign Grand Lodges”.   

There were many requests for dispensations.  M.W. Bro. Henderson, being a lawyer 
and judge in his professional career, commented that the “paramount duty of the Grand 
Master is not only to enforce the ancient charges and regulations, the Constitutions, the 
statutes, rules, resolutions and ceremonies of the Grand Lodge, but to observe and obey 
them himself”.  He explained that granting dispensations would be done with the utmost 
prudence and caution. 

He reinforced an earlier ruling that just as it is improper for other societies to take 
part in a Masonic funeral, Masons should not participate in the ceremony of another 
society while clothed as Masons.   

In 1881, M.W. Bro. Henderson had the sad duty of announcing the passing of Past 
Grand Master M.W. Bro. William Henry Weller.  “He was laid to rest by the Brethren of 
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his Lodge, and the deputations from the Grand Lodge and many Lodges, show the 
esteem in which our brother was held.” 

Goderich Lodge, No. 33, and Maitland Lodge, No. 112, both of Goderich, submitted 
an application to amalgamate.  This appears to be the first such amalgamation in our 
Grand jurisdiction.  M.W. Bro. Henderson brought to the Grand Lodge Communication 
a carefully considered course of action to set out the rules and procedures for 
amalgamation.  Many of these procedures continue today. 

 
Grand Master Henderson notes that he visited several lodges where he saw 

Masonic work done well, with “zeal and ability”.  But he noted that some changes have 
crept into the Ritual.  This was at a time when Ritual was learnt ‘from mouth to ear’, 
without the assistance of a printed edition of the work.  Grand Master Henderson 
called for the working of the Ritual at the Grand Lodge Communication as a 
demonstration to all and to “restore the ancient purity of our ritual.” 

 
Every Grand Master has to deal with issues of jurisprudence.  M.W. Bro. 

Henderson describes several cases in his Address to the Grand Lodge.  He also notes 
that a new book of “Canadian Masonic Law” was recently published.  He praised the 
author R.W. Bro. Henry Robertson (later to become M.W. Bro. Henry Robertson, 
Grand Master for 1886 – 1888) for so ably collating and editing the book. 

 
He concluded his time as Grand Master with the words: “Let each and all, during 

this communication, cultivate that unity which is the cement that unites, and that 
harmony which is the bond that binds us together, and gentle peace will hover over 
our deliberations and rest among us.” 
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