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Haunted Chambers:
the Lives of Early Women Freemasons
In April 2010, the Grand Orient of France, the largest and oldest Masonic jurisdiction
in continental Europe, ruled that women can be initiated as full members of its lodges.
For the
While this decision is of limited importance to regular Masonry (such jurisdictions having
first time
severed ties with the Grand Orient of France in 1877 over its admitting atheists), it is
ever, the most
complete stories nevertheless historic. Women, for the first time in more than four hundred years, are
of early women being admitted directly into our mysteries. Or so we have been lead to believe. Such
milestones are rarely so simple.
Freemasons
Karen Kidd’s Haunted Chambers: the Lives of Early Women Freemasons has two apparent
goals. First, to demonstrate that women have already had a share, albeit a small one, in regular Masonry since
its inception. Second, that female Freemasons, possessing the same abilities and Masonic passions as their
male counterparts, deserve to enjoy full recognition and acceptance
by all-male lodges. Kidd acknowledges the meagerness of her
source material, yet manages to build some interesting biographical
sketches of women who claimed Masonic affiliation with regular
Masonry. Her plea for full female recognition, on the other hand, is
another matter altogether.
Kidd contends that mainstream Masonic histories unfairly conceal
the existence of female craft masons when discussing the Fraternity’s
origins. She notes that the “Old Charges,” being a body of some
hundred or so early manuscripts, contain numerous references to
women, including the use of the word “Dame” in some texts as
the equivalent of “Master.” Of particular interest is York MS No. 4
(dated 1693):
The one of the elders takeing the Booke and that hee or
shee that is to be made mason shall lay their hands on
thereon, and the charge shall be given.
Kid also provides examples of women operative apprentices
and men being assigned to female masters as late as the early
18th century. So why, ponders Kidd, were women excluded from
speculative Masonry? Regrettably, there is no certain answer
to this question. Andersen and Desaguliers made the injunction
explicit in Masonry in 1726. Kidd, in a nutshell, believes it was
because 18th century women were not “free” under the law and
moral codes of their day and that women posed a sexual threat of
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scandal for speculative lodges making a break from their operative origins.
Haunted Chambers also contains a catalogue of women alleged to have breached regular Masonry’s gender
barrier. The number, it should be noted, is little more than a handful and several strain credulity. Only three are
generally accepted to have been initiated - Elizabeth St. Leger Aldworth (1712), Henriette Heinken (1795), and
Helene, Countess Hadik Barkoczy (1875) – having drawn particular notice and either recognition or censure from
their local Masonic communities. The others constitute an array of eavesdroppers who, like Elizabeth Aldworth,
may or may not have been regularly initiated, two early “adoptive” masons, a transvestite (who, being a man,
really oughtn’t count), and one or two more whose Masonic pedigrees persist more in the realm of legend rather
than historical fact. It is also clear that none, other than perhaps Elizabeth Aldworth, was ever permitted to enter
a regular lodge again.
Karen Kidd is a member of a co-Masonic lodge and Haunted Chambers, a little too frequently, reads more like
a polemic against gender exclusivity in regular Masonry than a straightforward history. There is no reason
to question her or any woman’s commitment to Masonic ideals and principles. They are, after all, universal.
But speculative Masonry, regardless of operative masonry’s actual traditions, was established as an all-male
organization. And there need not be anything sinister or controversial in this fact. During an age of clubs, men
liked to organize socially as men. And we still do. Let those who wish pursue co-Masonry, adoptive Masonry, or
female lodges do so. They do not need our permission, nor is there any reason for regular Masonry to recognize
them. It is enough that we have our traditions and they have theirs.
Haunted Chambers contains some very interesting and useful material. It is a shame that Kidd did not discuss
the advent of either co-Masonry or female Masonry. Women being barred from regular Masonry, it would
have been interesting to learn more about the development of these bodies and their early female champions.
Perhaps Kidd is leaving that to another book. I must also point out that there are two factual errors which caught
my eye and which, I confess, irritated me (as they do in any non-fiction work). On p. 64, Kidd refers to “Ancient
Mason Laurence Dermott,” author of Ahiman Rezon, as “Grand Master of Ireland.” Dermot was a Past Master
of an Irish lodge and Grand Secretary of the Ancient Grand Lodge of England from 1752 to 1771. He was never
Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Ireland or any jurisdiction. Also problematic is Kidd’s assertion on p. 42
concerning whether or not Elizabeth Alworth received the 3rd degree in Masonry:
These Masonic historians seem not to know, forget, or ignore the fact that what was known as
“the Master’s Part” was not yet separated into its own degree from the Second Degree. The Third
Degree did not yet exist this early in the 18th Century.
Kidd is apparently unaware that the Trinity College, Dublin MS, dated 1711 (a year BEFORE she suggests
Aldworth was initiated) demonstrates that in Ireland, at least, all three separate degrees were already being
worked. Given that Aldworth accidentally overheard the Fellowcraft Degree, there is no reason to assume that
she ever received any more “light” in Masonry than what she had already improperly obtained, let alone be
granted the Master Mason degree or be allowed to sit in the East. On the contrary, common sense dictates she
would only have been obligated as far as necessary to maintain secrecy. But all of this, like so much concerning
these early women Freemasons, is conjecture owing to the scant historical record.
Karen Kidd, Haunted Chambers: the Lives of Early Women Freemasons (Cornerstone 2009, $24.95 US). Website: http://www.hauntedchambers.com

According to her web site, She was initiated into Freemasonry in August 2006, into a Seattle, WA-based Lodge
that works under the Honorable Order of American Co-Masonry, American Federation of Human Rights. The
Honorable Order is based in Larkspur, CO, and was founded in the US in the early 20th Century. She is also a
member of the Honorable Order’s Lodge of Research, for which she written several architectures/research papers
and more are in the works. In March 2008, She was honored by many of Malecraft Brethren during a ceremony
in Machester, England. Karen essay, “I am Regular”, won the World “If I have any hopes for “Haunted
Award in Internet Lodge No 9659’s Short Paper’s competition. Internet Chambers”, it’s that the book gets to
Lodge is a Lodge in Manchester England that works under the United the readers who most want it. There are
a few folks who will find this book
Grand Lodge of England. It’s biannual short papers competition attracts quite
a challenge and would rather it never
entrants the world over. She was the first Co-Mason and the first woman had been written. I’m not out to convert
Freemason to win such an award in a contest sponsored by a Lodge under anyone. Those who’d rather dismiss it out
the UGLE. During the ceremony, She was addressed as “Brother” and of hand are free to do so. But I know there
readers who really want to know this
She received the award from the then Pro Grand Master of the UGLE, are
history. Those are the readers I hope to
the Most Hon the Marquess of Northampton.
reach.”

Source: http://www.hauntedchambers.com/About__Biography_.html
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