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            Thomas Bird Harris was one of the most prominent Freemasons of his era and the first Grand Secretary of the Grand Lodge of Canada when the amalgamation took place between that Grand Body and the Ancient Grand Lodge of Canada, July 14th, 1875.  Of his private life very little is known.  History is silent as to his activities outside of Freemasonry.  He is known to have been an Anglican by faith and a member of the St. George’s Society, Toronto.  He was also a member and director of the Mechanics Institute, Toronto.  Doubtless he was active in many other fields, but of these we are told nothing.
            The minutes of St. Andrew’s Lodge, No. 16, Toronto, where he was initiated in 1848, do not give his occupation, and one has to search obituary notices to find out much about the man.  He was born at Bristol, England, in 1819; he and his family came to Canada in 1832,1 but a search of early director-ies of the City of Toronto fails to show his name.  It may be fairly assumed, however, that he was residing with his family in Toronto in 1848 as the minutes of the 12th September for St. Andrew’s Lodge No. 16 show that Thomas Bird Harris and John Harris were both proposed for membership by Bros. T.J. Smith and R. McClure, P.M.  John Harris was probably his brother and was also active in the Craft.
            Between 1848 and 1849, Bro. Harris moved to Hamilton  where he lived the rest of his life.  He affiliated with The Lode of Strict Observance on November 20th, 1849, giving his occupation as that of a merchant.  He took his demit thence December 19th, 1854.2   In 1850 he I shown as a Grand Steward – number of Lodge No. 22 – and it can be presumed that he was then one of the Wardens as the account notes the presence of the Masters, Past Masters and Wardens of several lodges.
            
ST.  JOHN’S  LODGE  NO. 231  (IRISH)
            Early in 1852 Bros. J. W. Blaine, H. Langton, T. B. Harris, A. Booker, J. F. McCuaig, and others made application to the Grand Lodge of Ireland for a charter to open a lodge in Hamilton.  The Grand Lodge acceded to their request and a warrant, numbered 231, and dated July 2nd, 1852 was issued, stating that: “Our trusty and well-beloved brethren, T. B. Harris, A. Brooker Jr., and John W. Kerr, having besought us that we should be pleased to erect a Lodge of Free-masons in Hamilton, in the County of Wentworth, and in the Province of Canada West, of such persons, who by their knowledge in Masonry, may contribute to the true advancement thereof.  We, therefore, having nothing more at heart than the prosperity of Masonry and reposing special confidence in our said trusty and
Well beloved brethren, do by these presents, constitute and approve them, the said Thos. Bird Harris, Alfred Booker and John William Kerr to be Master and Wardens of a lodge of Free and Accepted Masons, to be holden in Hamilton,, County of Wentworth, and Province of Canada West, aforesaid.”3
            Thus on St. John’s Day, December 27th, in the old Masonic Hall, at the corner of Main and John Streets, now called Germania Hall, the first officers of St. John’s Lodge No. 231, G.R.I. – now No. 40 G.R.C. – were installed, with Bro. T. B. Harris as the first Worshipful Master.  Wor. Bro. Harris was re-elected Master again on June 16th, 1853.
PROVINCIAL  GRAND  LODGE  FORMED
            Then on November 24th, in the lodge-room of St. John’s Lodge No. 231, was held the first meeting of the lodges working under the jurisdiction of the Grand Lodge of Ireland to discuss “Matters of the utmost importance to the progress of Masonry in Canada West.”4  Brethren from five Irish Lodges attended, and Bro. Harris was chosen President of the convention, commun-ications being received from two other lodges not represented approving a copy of resolutions passed by King Hiram No. 226 Ingersoll, and also approving the formation of a Provincial Grand Lodge.  A motion was passed “that the rapid increase of Lodges working under warrants granted by the Grand Lodge of Ireland, requires a provincial governing authority, to be composed of represent-atives from the several private lodges in Canada.”
            A second convention was held in London, Canada West on the 4th May 1854, at which a committee was appointed “to draft a constitution for the government of the Grand Lodge of Canada West.” Wor. Bro. Harris was a member of this committee, and now held the Provincial Grand Lodge rank of Very Worshipful.  The rank must have come from the Grand Lodge of Ireland as such an appointment definitely did not come from the Provincial Grand Lodge of the English jurisdiction.  At the subsequent convention held at the Masonic Hall in Hamilton on October 10th, 1854, Thomas Bird Harris was chosen Secretary, and thus became Grand Secretary of the A.F. & A.M. of Canada, an office he was to hold in succeeding Grand Lodges until his death.  William Mercer Wilson was elected the first Grand Master at the same Convention.  Their deaths occurred within months of each other.
            On November 2nd, 1855, the officers of the new Grand Lodge were installed by M. W. Bro. the Hon. H. T. Backus, P.G.M. of the Grand Lodge of the State of Michigan.  Bro. Harris continued as Grand Secretary, when the Ancient Grand Lodge of Canada and the Grand Lodge of Canada were united in 1858.
            All told Brother Harris was W. Master of St. John’s Lodge six times; in 1852, when the Lodge was formed, 1853, 1858, 1859, 1869 and 1870.  He was also Junior Warden of Acacia Lodge, Hamilton, Upper Canada, at its formation in 1855.
            The history of Acacia Lodge No. 61, Hamilton, contains the following extract relating to Bro. Harris (p. 8): “The meeting of Freemasons interested in the contemplated establishment of a new Masonic lodge, Hamilton, was held in the City Hotel in June 1855.  There were fifteen present, of whom nine were Past Masters and one an Entered Apprentice.  W. Bro. W. C. Stephens was Chairman and W. Bro. Thomas Bird Harris, Secretary.  He was J.W.  from 1855 to 1857 and twice W.M. in 1863 and 1865.”
ROYAL  ARCH  MASONS
            Bro. Harris joined St. John’s Chapter No. 231 attached to St. John’s Lodge of the same number.  This Chapter is now No. 6 in the Grand Chapter of the Royal Arch Masons of Canada in the Province of Ontario.  As first Principal of this Chapter, he was prominent in the formation of the Grand Chapter of Royal Arch masons of Canada at a meeting of three Chapters held in Hamilton, January 19th, 1875.  At this meeting the formation took place of the new Grand Chapter with R. Ex. Companion Thomas B. Harris, Grand Scribe Ezra.  He was not Grand Secretary of two of the most important constituent bodies of Freemasonry in Upper Canada.  He was also a member of Hiram Chapter No. 7, at Ancaster and was made its First Principal in 1857, and likewise one of the founders of Mount Moriah Chapter No. 19, in St, Catharines, in 1861, as Scribe N.  A copy of his signature is extant in a register.
RED  CROSS  OF  CONSTANTINE
            Brother T. B. Harris was a charter member of Harington Conclave No. 22 at its formation July 28, 1870, and was the first Most Puissant Sovereign.  Other charter members were Thomas White, John James Mason – a subsequent Grand Secretary- Richard White and Alexander Turner.  The Conclave did not survive and was revitalized in 1955 with a new number 16.
KNIGHTS  TEMPLAR
            T. B. Harris continued to join other Masonic bodies, as they were formed.  He was installed in Genessee Encampment at Lockport, New York, in 18545 and in the following year obtained a warrant from the Supreme Grand Conclave of Ireland to open an Encampment at Hamilton, to be attached according, to the Irish constitution – to Lodge No. 231, Irish Registry, Hamilton, of which eh was by now a Past Master.  When this warrant was exchanged for an English Templar warrant, he became the first Eminent Commander of Godfrey de Bouillon Encampment.6  He served on eight different occasions and was the strength and stay of the Encampment on its early history.  On the formation of Plantagenet Preceptory No. 8, St. Catharines in 1866, he was again one of the charter members.  In the Provincial Grand Conclave, he held numerous offices.  In 1861 he was Grand Chamberlain; a year later, he was Grand Sub-Prior, and for the next four years to 1866 he was Prior.  In 1867 he became Chamberlain; in 1868 he was Grand Chancellor of the Dominion Body, an office he held until 1872.
CRYPTIC  RITE
            R. Ill. Comp. Harris was a Past R. Ill. D.G.M. in this Order and was Inspector-General of Divisions in 1873.7
SCOTTISH  RITE
            The Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite took form in Hamilton in 1868 with the Sovereign Chapter of Rose Croix and Moore Sovereign Consistory, and as a Freemason already prominent in all existing orders, Harris, was one of the original members and was admitted into the 32nd degree.  He was also named one of the first members of Moore Sovereign Consistory and at the second meeting was elected Lieut.-Commander.8  He also became a member of the 33rd degree and an Active Member of the Supreme Council.
            Thomas Bird Harris, a man dedicated to Freemasonry, if ever there was one, died form a severe attack of typhoid fever on August 18th, 1874 at the age of 55.  His funeral must have been one of the largest and most impressive which the City of Hamilton had seen at that time or indeed for many years to come.
The editorial page of the Hamilton Spectator for Friday, August 21st gives an account of over a a column and a half filled with details.  The Masonic service was read in front of his home on Duke Street by the Grand Master, M. W. Bro. William Mercer Wilson.  His body was then borne to the Church of the Ascension, and the Anglican Service given almost in full.  The whole would fill many pages.  Masonic burial hymns are rarely hears these days and I close with the one sung at the open grave.
                        ‘Deep sorrow now pervades each heart
                         And grief our bosoms swell;
                         A brother from our band departs,
                         In that new home to dwell.
                         No more in our loved lodge again
                         Shall we our brother greet:
                         But in that lodge that’s free from pain
                         Shall we our lost one meet.
                        Here rest in peace, thy labour o’er,
                         Our brother we resign,
                         Till the Grand master’s word restore
                         To light and life divine.”
            And so with the dropping of the sprigs of evergreen, Thomas Bird Harris came to his last resting place.
                                                                NOTES
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                                    POSTSCRIPT
            Some additional information respecting Thomas Bird Harris ahs been brought to the notice of the Secretary of the Association.
            1.  With the exception of the year 1856, Thomas Bird Harris was Grand Secretary of the Grand Lodge of Canada form 1855 until his death in 1874, serving under five Grand Masters, beginning with William Mercer Wilson and ending with Wilson again in office, a period of twenty years (W.S. Herrington, History of the Grand Lodge of Canada, p. 351 – 52).
2.  At the 13th Annual Communication at London, Ontario, July 8-10, 1868, the Grand Master, W. M. Wilson presiding, announced that the testimonial  voted by Grand Lodge had been duly presented to R. W. Bro. Thomas B. Harris, Grand Secretary, consisting of a silver claret jug and goblets, with tray, having a suitable inscription thereon. (Graham’s History of Freemasonry in Quebec, p. 220).
3  Shortly after the formation of Moore Consistory, Hamilton, on December 8 , 1868, Bro. Harris was made a 33 Mason and named as 2nd Lieutenant Grand Commander August 10, 1871.
            4.  As Grand Secretary of the Grand Lodge of “Canada” R. W. Bro. Harris signed the letter, sent by the Grand Lodge to the new Grand Lodge of Quebec, October 25, 1869, refusing to recognize the latter.  (The corres-pondence is printed in full in Graham’s History of Freemasonry in Quebec, p, 220)
            5.  His death came on August 18th, a few weeks after his election for the twentieth time.  His funeral was held following a special communication of the Grand Lodge, after the service of the Anglican Church in Hamilton.  The Grand Master conducted the Masonic ceremony.  At its conclusion, he addressed the large gathering of brethren, but was so overcome through the loss of his intimate friend that he could not give utterance to his feelings.  He himself passed away a few short weeks latter.  (Herrington, p.159;  Graham, History of Quebec, p.280).
            6.  Harris Lodge No. 216 at Orangeville and Harris Royal Arch Chapter No. 41 at Ingersoll are both named after this distinguished Masonic leader.
            7.  His portrait.
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