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“Some Ceremony Peculiar to Themselves”:
The Continuation of a European Masonic Ceremony 

in Nineteenth-Century Wisconsin

With organ music playing in the background, six young children followed 
a procession of lodge officers toward the symbolic East of the lodge room, 
where the Master of the lodge awaited them. When the children approached, 
accompanied by their parents, the Master asked questions of each child’s 
father. Their answers adequate, the Master of the lodge dipped one hand of 
each child in a font of water, saying, “I wash thee with pure water. May God 
maintain thee in that innocence and purity of heart, of which this cleansing 
is a symbol.” He then held a gold triangle bearing Masonic emblems to the 
forehead of each child while reciting a blessing. The brethren of the lodge 
made a vow to protect the children throughout their lives. The Senior and 
Junior Wardens, two officers of the lodge, announced the end of the ceremony. 
After a speech by the Orator and a prayer by the Chaplain, the children, lodge 
officers, parents and others in attendance recessed from the room.

Albert Pike, one of the most influential American Freemasons of the 
nineteenth century, provided an account of the episode just described in an 
1865 article in the New York Times.1 In a way, Pike was promoting his own 
work. He was not only the presiding officer during the ceremony, but had 
written the ritual script. Though the event was hosted by a local Masonic 
body, Pike was the head of the Southern Jurisdiction of the Ancient and 
Accepted Scottish Rite, a Masonic organization whose jurisdiction covered 
most of the United States of America. Beginning in 1855, Pike had been 
serving on a committee of the Southern Jurisdiction to revise its rituals, and 
doing so claimed the next three decades of his life.2 His revised rituals have 
since become the basis for the rituals of Scottish Rite jurisdictions around the 
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world, and are still in use in the United States today as the Revised Standard 
Pike Ritual.3 Less familiar is Albert Pike’s Ceremonial of Masonic Baptism, 
authorized by the Supreme Council of the Southern Jurisdiction in 1865.4 
While one Masonic historian maintains that the ceremony was “presumably 
rarely conducted,” Scottish Rite lodges throughout the country conducted 
Masonic baptism ceremonies using Pike’s ritual on more than a few occasions 
during the second half of the nineteenth century.5 When Pike referred to 
the ceremony he performed in 1865 as “one of the most interesting, and, 
at the same time, novel ceremonies connected with Free Masonry,” he did 
not acknowledge its European origin.6 Six years earlier, two Masonic lodges 
performed baptisms which were not based on Pike’s ritual. In February 1859, 
Le Foyer Maçonnique Lodge No. 44, a French-language lodge in New Orleans, 
held a ceremony for the baptism of sixteen boys, and newspapers called it 
interesting and unusual.7 Six months later, the members of Concordia Lodge 
No. 83, a German-language lodge in Madison, Wisconsin, held a baptism 
event. In both cases, the lodges drew condemnation from their respective 
grand lodges. When officers of the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin sanctioned 
Concordia Lodge, the members of Concordia claimed baptism was a regular 
practice in European lodges. After a brief look at the membership of Concordia 
Lodge, this article will take a glimpse into the European background of the 
Freemasonry with which they were familiar.

American Freemasonry, a fraternal organization with a set of rituals and 
ceremonies organized in a series of degrees, traces its tradition and heritage to 
the origins of Freemasonry in early eighteenth-century Britain.8 Part of that 
heritage is an opposition to innovations. After the anti-Masonic period of 
the 1820s and 1830s, during which lodges and state-level grand lodges lost 
members, American Freemasons responded to a variety of cultural, social, 
and institutional changes.9 One major issue in mid-nineteenth century 
American Freemasonry was the opposition of two different rites, or systems 
of rituals and degrees: the Scottish Rite and the York Rite.10 The York Rite 
was a tradition carried from England to the American colonies in the 1730s. 
Within the York Rite there had been a schism in England which, though 
healed in 1813, left repercussions in America.11 The Scottish Rite, though 
officially founded in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1801, had origins in 
mid-eighteenth-century France.12 The two rites fought over jurisdiction of 
geography and of rituals and degrees. Meanwhile, other organizations and 
rites, some semi-legitimate, and some fabricated by degree peddlers, added to 
the confusion.13 One of these was Adoptive Masonry, which allowed women 
to participate.14 Another was the French Rite, organized by the Grand Orient 
(equivalent of a grand lodge) of France in 1786, which took hold in New 
Orleans in 1798 and became popular during Lafayette’s visits in the 1820s.15 
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Le Foyer Maçonnique and Concordia were both French Rite lodges. Though 
they caused disruptions in American Freemasonry, both Adoptive Masonry 
and the French Rite were the results of changes within Freemasonry on the 
European continent.

American Freemasons responded to Pike’s baptism ceremony with 
skepticism and criticism. Some disapproved of the ritual’s apparent religious 
nature. Editors of Masonic periodicals argued that “the performance 
borders on blasphemy” and called it “sacrilegious.”16  Others agreed with 
Masonic authority Albert Gallatin Mackey, an officer in both the Scottish 
Rite and the York Rite, that “in fact, the Masonic baptism has no allusion 
whatsoever, either in form or design to the sacrament of the Church,” nor 
was it “intended to interfere . . . with any religious faith.”17 Recognizing the 
possibility of misperception, some Masons, like Mackey, acknowledged that 
perhaps Masonic baptism should have another label, like “adoption.”18 Those 
who claimed that Masonic baptism was at least “unmasonic” were generally 
opposed to any innovations in ritual and customary usage. For example, the 
author of a piece in the Freemasons’ Monthly Magazine urged the “fight against 
innovations and the introduction of foreign matter into our time-honored 
Order.”19 Masonic baptisms became somewhat popular among Scottish Rite 
Masons in America, but Masons of the York Rite, including the Grand Lodge 
of Wisconsin, were uncomfortable with such innovation.20

The Grand Lodge of Wisconsin, founded in 1844, was fully prepared to 
accommodate German members, but not German members from a different 
Masonic tradition. During the 1850s the grand lodge issued charters to a 
number of German-language lodges formed by members of the growing 
immigrant population within its jurisdiction. This was part of a nationwide 
trend. Beginning the 1840s, American Freemasonry spread rapidly with 
westward expansion and in many cases immigrants to the United States 
established lodges to operate in their own languages, state-wide grand lodges 
encouraging them to do so.21 San Francisco, Pittsburgh, Chicago, and New 
York hosted Italian, French, and German lodges. In New Orleans, lodges 
worked in German, Italian, French, and Spanish, and in the York, Scottish, 
and French Rites.22 German-language lodges chartered in Wisconsin included 
Aurora Lodge No. 30 in Milwaukee (1850), Concordia Lodge No. 83 (1857), 
and Astrea Lodge No. 104 in Port Washington (1858).23 A group of German-
speaking Masons from Kentucky had formed another (though short-lived) 
German-speaking lodge in Superior, Wisconsin, in 1856.24 The influence of 
the growing population of German immigrants in Wisconsin can also be seen 
in the 1860 vote of Sheboygan Lodge No. 11 (established in 1846 by Masons 
from New England) to conduct two meetings per month in German.25 
Since German immigrants to Wisconsin were the largest ethnic group to 
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migrate there, and were particularly heterogeneous, it is not surprising that 
they brought with them a variety of cultural traditions – including different 
versions of Freemasonry.

Historians have tended to look at Freemasonry through a sociopolitical 
lens, with particular attention to its development during the Enlightenment 
era.26 Some have analyzed Freemasonry within its broader cultural contexts, 
with particular emphases on religion and gender.27 In general, though, as 
historian James Smith Allen puts it, scholars “have overlooked the non-political 
side to Masonic activities – the rituals, the legends, the mixed company, 
the eating and drinking, above all the pleasures of Masonic socializing.”28 
Moreover, if European scholars have mainly concerned themselves with earlier 
periods, American historians have largely ignored Freemasonry altogether, 
with the exception of a few books directly on the subject, but for a few 
passing mentions.29 Most books on Freemasonry are written from an Anglo-
American perspective, and scholarship about Freemasonry has neglected non-
English Masonry, particularly the French Rite and others that developed in 
non-Anglophone countries.30 Investigating the activities of German-speaking 
lodges in America, and their individual members, can provide insight into 
American civil society since, as one Masonic author observed, “Freemasonry 
is a reflection of the society to which its members belong.”31 Furthermore, 
recognizing immigrants’ backgrounds, especially German Masonic sociability, 
can facilitate a better understanding of their experiences in America.32

The German-speaking members of Concordia Lodge came from a 
different tradition of Freemasonry than their American-born neighbors. They 
brought a version of Freemasonry as it was practiced in Germany, and their 
lodge membership connected this diverse group of individuals. Unlike other 
instances of Masonic baptisms in the nineteenth-century United States, that 
conducted by the members of Concordia Lodge in 1859 continued a practice 
that had been familiar in their home countries. This is a part of the larger 
German-American experience, and it fits within the larger context of German 
immigrants continuing their Vereinsleben in the United States.

Concordia Lodge No. 83 in Madison, Wisconsin

The members of Concordia Lodge were well integrated into the broader 
community of Madison, Wisconsin, and in many ways helped build it. They 
also retained their ethnic identity and cultural values. German immigrants’ role 
in community development in the American Midwest cannot be overstated, 
and their relatively high percentage of the population in that region is well-
known.33 Midwest historian Paula M. Nelson demonstrates that voluntary 
associations were central to the development and maintenance of Midwestern 
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communities in the nineteenth century.34 Kathleen Neils Conzen explains in 
Immigrant Milwaukee, 1836-1860 that through their Vereinsleben immigrants 
could embrace their German culture while also participating in American 
life. For immigrants in the United States, Vereine, including ethnic churches, 
fire companies, shooting and singing societies, and other social and cultural 
associations, provided “a sense of community based on a mutual background 
and rituals, and . . . a similar value system.”35 While immigrants’ participation 
in these groups was not merely a way to deal with their new situations in 
the United States, it was still an integral part of their assimilation process, 
allowing immigrants “not only to reestablish former ties, but also to maintain 
patterns of language and custom.”36 Most importantly, the Vereine of German 
immigrants continued the organizational life that had been central to German 
society in Europe.37 Just as voluntary organizations like the Masonic lodge or 
the Turnverein were central to building the broader community, they also 
“served as cultural and social centers of the [ethnic] community” itself.38

German-speaking immigrants who settled in Madison, Wisconsin in 
the early 1850s quickly established a close-knit community by establishing 
their businesses and actively participating in a variety of local social, political, 
and religious groups. Soon after John George Ott, a native of Switzerland, 
arrived in Madison in 1850, he built a house and set up a brick kiln.39 Samuel 
Klauber, born in Bohemia, arrived in Madison the next year, after having 
spent time in New York, and opened a dry goods store.40 Klauber and Ott 
were part of a neighborhood of German-speaking shopkeepers, merchants, 
and craftsmen located east of downtown and the capitol building in an area 
known as Third Lake Ridge. The “largest and most culturally significant 
immigrant group,” Madison’s German immigrants ran businesses and worked 
in ways that supported the city’s early economic development.41 Within five 
years this German community established a Männerchor and a Turnverein, as 
well as Madison Fire Engine Company No. 2, a volunteer group to support 
the city’s fire department. 42 As in other cities like Milwaukee, these early 
ethnic organizations would be of great benefit for immigrants arriving in later 
decades.43 But their community involvement was not restricted to German 
organizations.44 As in the larger city of Milwaukee, while Madison’s German 
Americans formed and participated in traditionally German groups, they also 
actively participated in a variety of other local clubs and societies, like the 
Odd Fellows and the Freemasons. For example, John G. Ott and Samuel 
Klauber each served as officers of Madison Masonic Lodge No. 5.45 German 
Americans were also involved in the 1854 founding of Hiram Lodge No. 
50.46 Most of Madison’s Germans were Democrats and actively participated 
in local Democratic clubs, though a few, including Samuel Klauber, were 
Republicans.47 Some served in elected or appointed public office. The German-
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American Freemasons in mid-nineteenth century Madison, Wisconsin, lived 
within a wide range of occupational and economic status, reflecting the 
situation in German Masonic lodges.48

German Masons were active in Madison’s churches and religious 
organizations. Their example stands in opposition to those who have 
postulated that immigrants sought in the lodge a substitute for the religion 
they may have left behind.49 It also blurs the lines between Vereinsdeutsche 
and Kirchendeutsche.50 In March 1856, seventeen German families, including 
those of Marcus Kohner, Simon Sekles, and Samuel Klauber, formed a Jewish 
congregation in Madison.51 After they incorporated as Shaare Shomaim 
(Gates of Heaven) Synagogue in 1859, they met in Klauber’s home until 
they built a new building in 1862 (which was designed by August Kutzbock, 
a member of Hiram Lodge).52 In 1857 German Catholics in Madison split 
from St. Raphael’s parish to form Holy Redeemer parish.53 Among the ardent 
supporters of Holy Redeemer was Hiram Lodge member Casper Mayer, a 
native of Baden who ran a restaurant in Madison.54 While German-speaking 
Catholics and Jews could sometimes become isolated from other German-
speaking immigrants, in Freemasonry they saw opportunities for broader 
association.

Because of the community involvement of its members, Concordia 
Lodge was not as isolated as some other ethnic lodges in the United States.55 
In the spring of 1857, Sekels, Kohner, Mayer, and Ott, with about a dozen 
other men, mostly members of Madison Lodge No. 5 and Hiram Lodge, 
No. 50, petitioned the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin for a charter.56 Grand 
Master Henry S. Baird granted a dispensation in March for them to meet as 
Concordia Lodge and to use the German language for their meetings. When 
they received their charter as Concordia Lodge No. 83 in June 1857, they 
became one of about eighty five lodges under the jurisdiction of the Grand 
Lodge of Wisconsin.57

Concordia Lodge regularly cooperated with the other lodges in Madison 
and its officers attended grand lodge meetings.58 Of course German-American 
Masons’ linguistic and cultural separation from their grand lodge could allow 
for inconsistencies to creep in. For example, District Deputy Grand Master 
Orlando Foster expressed the difficulty he experienced during his 1856 visit 
to Aurora Lodge in Milwaukee: “This Lodge is composed wholly of Germans, 
doing their work in the German [language], with which I am unacquainted 
and could not judge as to the letter of their work.” He “attempted to give 
them instruction,” but “could not judge of their accuracy.”59 Wisconsin 
grand lodge officers attempted to prevent similar situations by requiring 
German-language lodges to keep records in English as well as in German.60 
They went a step further by creating a second grand lecturer position, one to 
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work specifically with German-language lodges. In American grand lodges, 
the grand lecturer was a grand lodge officer whose responsibilities included 
overseeing ritual matters, discipline, and jurisprudence within subordinate 
lodges. In 1858, a committee, which included Concordia member Marcus 
Kohner and Astrea Lodge member William A. Pors, recommended adding 
the position of German Lecturer, who “shall have the same rights and powers 
and shall have the same duties to perform as the . . . Grand Lecturer.”61 In 
1859 Dominick Hastreiter, the Worshipful Master of Concordia Lodge, 
served in that role.62 Nevertheless, what happened later that year was not a 
matter of language, as in the case of Aurora, or of “variation in the work and 
Lectures,” like that which happened a few years earlier in Madison Lodge, 
“arising from the fact of having received instruction from a Brother not of 
our jurisdiction.”63 Concordia produced something wholly unusual from the 
perspective of Wisconsin Freemasons.

On a Sunday afternoon in 1859, the members of Concordia Lodge held 
a special meeting with their wives and children present. The lodge officers 
opened what they called a Sisters’ Lodge and, “after a ceremony peculiar to 
themselves, proceeded to baptize the male children present.” Grand Master 
Luther Tracy, shocked after hearing of the event “from three brethren in 
high position in the Fraternity,” sent M. L. Youngs, the Grand Lecturer, 
to investigate. Tracy and other grand lodge officers considered the event 
“irregular” because it had taken place on a Sunday, included women, and had 
the trappings of a religious ceremony. Youngs found that, not only did the 
incident take place, but the officers of Concordia Lodge claimed that baptism 
was a normal practice among Masonic lodges in Germany. Tracy, figuring 
“that the continuance of the practice in this jurisdiction would . . . lay us open 
to the criticism of the world,” suspended the charter of Concordia Lodge and 
ordered them to explain themselves at the next annual meeting of the grand 
lodge.64

However, in December, the officers of Concordia petitioned to be 
reinstated, “promising in that event to conform to the requirements of the 
constitution.” But they held their position that “as Masonry was universal [sic] 
the same in all countries, they had the right to practice it in this jurisdiction.” 
In February 1860, Tracy sent Deputy Grand Master Amasa Cobb to act on 
his behalf. Cobb conducted interviews with the members of Concordia “and 
other Masons in Madison, who had some knowledge of the circumstances,” 
likely German-speaking Masons in other Madison lodges. With the interviews 
and Youngs’ report, Cobb realized the ideological and cultural differences at 
play, writing that he considered Concordia’s actions to be “errors of the head, 
and not of the heart.”65

At a meeting the next month, Cobb instructed the officers and other 
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members of Concordia that “such things as Masonic Baptism and Sisters Lodges 
are unknown to Free Masonry, as recognized and practiced in and under the 
authority of the Grand Lodges of the United States of America, most certainly 
not attempted and practiced by the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin.”66 He also 
lectured “them upon the principles of Free Masonry as recognized by the 
Grand Lodges of the United States of America.”67 The officers and members 
of Concordia Lodge then agreed “to yield a ready and willing obedience to 
the Grand Lodge, and its Grand Officers in all things appertaining to Free 
Masonry, and more particularly in this: that no Lodge, as such, can appear 
in public, or perform any Masonic ceremony in the presence of persons not 
Masons.”68 Cobb then reinstated their charter. Rather than cause a scandal, 
when threatened with a revocation of their charter and a permanent closure 
by the grand lodge, the members of Concordia decided to conform to the 
standards of Wisconsin Freemasonry and to confer no more baptisms. 
Trying to navigate the complicated nineteenth-century American Masonic 
landscape, and trying to keep their subordinate lodges in order, the officers of 
the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin acted in accordance with Masonic tradition 
as they understood it.

European Background

The Grand Lodge of Wisconsin’s German Lecturer was to “fully 
understand the work of Ancient York Masonry [i.e., the York Rite] in the 
German Language.”69 But Concordia Lodge worked in the French Rite.70 
Astrea Lodge in Port Washington, like some other German-language lodges in 
the U.S., used a York Rite ritual.71 Aurora Lodge in Milwaukee used a modified 
version of the French Rite, and this was likely the case with Concordia, since 
the proceedings of the grand lodge at the time of Concordia’s founding refer 
to “necessary alterations in the bylaws” having been completed before the 
lodge received its charter.72 In the mid-nineteenth century, the Scottish Rite 
was spreading in the U.S., but the French Rite was generally unknown to 
American Freemasons. As District Deputy Foster wrote regarding his visit to 
Aurora Lodge in 1856, “it seemed to me that their form of work bears little 
resemblance to ancient York Masonry.”73 Though not necessarily a part of the 
French Rite, Masonic baptism, a practice alien to English-speaking Masons, 
would, like the French Rite, nonetheless have been familiar to Masons in or 
from Continental Europe.74

The origins of every grand lodge in the United States can be traced to 
the Grand Lodge of England, founded in 1717, and American Masonic 
discourse has perpetuated the prestige of the Grand Lodge of England.75 
With the publication of James Anderson’s Constitutions in 1723, the Grand 
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Lodge of England secured a hegemonic position in Freemasonry.76 Masonic 
networks have been important in knowledge transfer across the globe, creating 
“a supranational communicative space . . . in which ideas and practices of the 
English and Scottish Enlightenment’s political culture were discussed and 
implemented.”77 The Grand Lodge of England came to dominate Freemasonry 
around the world as it chartered lodges throughout the British Empire.78

Masonic Lodges spread “distinctly British forms of governance,” cultural 
norms, and social ideals, and those included the traditional governing principles 
of Freemasonry as written in what Anderson referred to in the Constitutions 
as the Old Charges and the Ancient Landmarks.79 These documents provided 
governing guidelines for the organization, and also included a moral code 
for its members.80 The Landmarks are, according to one Masonic historian, 
“so essential that they cannot be modified or amended without changing the 
character of the Fraternity.”81 Successive Wisconsin grand masters emphasized 
in their annual addresses to the grand lodge the importance of adhering to the 
Landmarks and traditions of Freemasonry. From the founding of the Grand 
Lodge of Wisconsin in 1843, Wisconsin Freemasonry “built up a body of law 
and procedure based on the Ancient Landmarks,” and “a certain amount of 
tradition and practice.”82 That tradition and practice included the adoption 
of the English (York Rite) ritual, like most other grand lodges in the United 
States.83 Particularly important in the case of Concordia Lodge is the concept 
of regularity. If a lodge or grand lodge acted out of the ordinary, by admitting 
women, for example, other lodges would consider it irregular.84 This occasionally 
became an issue throughout the United States, including at Wisconsin Grand 
Lodge annual meetings.85 

Freemasons on the European continent, however, did not express as 
much concern with regularity. Historian of religion Mircea Eliade referred to 
Freemasonry as the “only secret movement that exhibits a certain ideological 
consistency, that already has a history, and that enjoys social and political 
prestige.”86 Freemasonry’s ideological consistency faded when it spread out of 
Great Britain. By the 1730s, a decade after the founding of the Grand Lodge of 
England, Masonic lodges sprang up on the continent.87 During the following 
centuries many innovations were made to Freemasonry as Continental, or 
Latin, Freemasonry challenged Anglo-American Freemasonry in various ways. 
As one American past grand master wrote: “We have rarely found an essay on 
Masonry in any of the Latin languages [i.e., by French or other Continental 
Freemasons], but what has contained the direct assertion or an inference 
that Masonry is progressive; and there seems to be an incessant undercurrent 
in favor of innovations.”88 From its inception British Freemasonry allowed 
only male members claiming a belief in a supreme being, and proscribed 
discussions of politics and religion during lodge meetings – requirements 
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based on the Ancient Landmarks and reinforced in Anderson’s Constitutions. 
The contrary positions (the admission of women, acceptance of atheists, and 
allowance of discussions of politics and religion) exhibit resistance to the 
British model by more liberal lodges of the Continental system, eventually 
led by the Grand Orient of France.89

Beginning in the 1730s France became the origin of a number of new 
Masonic rites.90 French Masons were partly influenced by a public oration 
by Andrew Michael Ramsay, an officer of the Grand Lodge of France, who 
proposed a chivalric origin for Freemasonry; central to his theory was an 
assumed connection to monastic military orders such as the Knights Templar.91 
French Masons developed over a thousand new degrees, organized in rites such 
as the Knights of the East, the Rite of Perfection, and the Chapter of the Rose 
Croix.92 Because Germany “became the battleground for the conflict between 
the two Masonic systems [the Anglo-American and the Continental],” 
it exhibited “the most luxuriant growth of deviations and offshoots of the 
masonic order.”93 German Masons built onto French foundations to develop 
the Chapter of Clermont, the Order of Strict Observance, and the Rectified 
Scottish Rite, as well as the Illuminati and revised versions of Rosicrucians.94 
The epicenter of Freemasonry in central Europe began in the Protestant 
north, but grew with the increased number of rites, and the situation in the 
late eighteenth century was one of “complete confusion.”95 Reform-minded 
Masons in Germany, such as Ignaz Aurelius Feßler and Friedrich Ludwig 
Schröder attempted to revise rituals and simplify the number of degrees 
authorized by their respective grand lodges.96 In response to the growing 
number of Masonic degrees and rites the Grand Orient of France created the 
Rite Moderne or French Rite in 1786 as a way to simplify Freemasonry within 
its jurisdiction.97 By the nineteenth century, multiple rites and rituals were in 
use among German lodges, and some near the southwest border with France 
used the French Rite.98

Because of ongoing antagonism with the Roman Catholic Church, after 
the Revolution Masons in France developed rituals and ceremonies to replace 
those of the Church. Chrétien-Guillaume Riebesthal’s Rituel Maçonnique 
pour tous les Rites [Masonic Ritual for All Rites], published in Strasbourg in 
1826, includes rituals for Masonic baptism and confirmation for Masons’ 
sons.99 Masonic baptism had an analogue in republican sponsorships, 
in which two adults would sponsor a child’s entrance into the life of the 
republic.100 Similarly, when members of a Masonic lodge sponsored a child, 
the lodge offered the child instruction in the principles of Freemasonry and 
the protection and support of the lodge. If the child were male, he would 
essentially be pre-qualified for membership in the lodge upon reaching the 
appropriate age.101 Masonic sources vary on specific details (e.g., ages or 



“Some Ceremony Peculiar to Themselves”

31

required gender of children), but the concept of Masons’ sons receiving special 
status predates the founding of the Grand Lodge of England.102 Masons also 
disagree on the extent to which the ceremony is, or should be, religious in 
nature, but their descriptions generally include the use of a ritual, a meal, and 
the adoption of children by the entire lodge or its officers.103

While Masonic adoption/baptism had origins in Britain, Adoptive 
Masonry, which allowed women to participate and was thus irregular 
according to English Freemasonry, was a Continental development. 
Originating in the 1740s among the French aristocracy as a way for women 
to become actively involved with their husbands’ lodges, eventually Adoptive 
Masonry included not only Masons’ wives but their sisters and daughters 
as well.104 Female participation in Freemasonry ran contrary to Anglo-
American Masonic tradition, and was explicitly forbidden in Anderson’s 
Constitutions.105 The addition of women changed the organization, making it 
“much more of a salon . . . than a civic organization in the Anglo-American 
sense.”106 Banquets and toasts apparently became just as important as were 
the symbolic rituals.107 By the 1770s, the Grand Orient of France officially 
recognized lodges of adoption, and, with the help of Louis Guillemain de 
Saint-Victor’s 1781 publication of La Vraie Maçonnerie d’Adoption [The True 
Masonry of Adoption], by the end of the century Adoptive Masonry spread 
across the continent.108

German Masonic practices of the early nineteenth century, “particularly 
varied in form, included adoption rituals similar to those mentioned above. 
Of course this depended on the certain lodge involved, and the grand lodge 
under whose jurisdiction it operated. But Hoffmann shows that in Germany, 
where Masonic lodges “were involved in all domains of their members’ lives,” 
they also “functioned as a form of all-embracing sociability.”109 The sons of 
Freemasons, called Luftons, could petition for membership five years earlier 
than other men. Quite often, a son would join his father’s lodge.110 Although 
German lodges did not practice the Adoptive Masonry popular in France, 
they did celebrate feminine kinship through an annual social event for 
wives and daughters of Masons like that held by Concordia Lodge in 1859. 
During the sister celebration, lodge members granted their wives access to the 
lodge building, even providing a tour and a meal.111 The sister celebrations 
furthered the members’ own goals of sociability and alleviated the women’s 
concerns about what went on during lodge functions. Not all German Masons 
appreciated this festivity, however, and in the 1850s one German grand lodge 
issued a statement forbidding it, “for wise and easily comprehensible reasons,” 
in language similar to that of the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin.112 Interestingly, 
Albert G. Mackey compares the banquets of Adoptive Masonry with those of 
the French Rite.113 However, without determining the exact origin of home 
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lodge of the members of Concordia (not all were Masons before they arrived 
in Wisconsin), it is impossible to conclude whether their baptism ceremony 
was related to their use of the French Rite rituals or simply their German 
Masonic sociability.

Conclusion

The members of Concordia lodge had a different history, and were 
familiar with a different discourse about that history, than their Anglo-
American counterparts. And, while the baptism event may have been an 
isolated incident, they were certainly not an isolated group. They surrendered 
their charter in 1882, and, according to one report, the Grand Lodge of 
Wisconsin intended to end the use of the French Rite by 1886.114 Past Grand 
Master Robert O. Jasperson, writing in 1944, stressed that the early grand 
masters of Wisconsin’s grand lodge “urged repeatedly that Masons become 
familiar with the Landmarks and rules of the Fraternity. They warned against 
innovations and insisted upon standards which were of the highest.”115 Those 
Landmarks and rules followed the norms and traditions inherited from 
the Anglo-American system. The perceived, albeit brief, conflict between 
Concordia Lodge and the Grand Lodge of Wisconsin was a case of cultural 
difference and provides a unique example of the transfer of a little-known 
tradition of an understudied organization to the United States.
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