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Military and Freemasonry 
by W.Bro.Gordon Sylvester, PM 

 
Depending on what you wish to read Freemasonry has been in existence for several 
hundreds of years. The military has been attracted to the organization since the early 
1700’s.  Forming lodges with travelling charters. Quite a few of these were in the US and 
later in India and possibly in New Zealand. All of them originated from Irish or Scottish 
Lodges. 
 

During the both World Wars freemasons and freemasonry was practiced in the field on 
both sides and no doubt in the internment camps by prisoners and possibly their guards.  
There is an occasional demonstration of a Masonic Working in a German POW Camp as 
part of ANZAC Day Remembrances. 
 

New Zealand created two groups of Freemasons. One based in England and France the 
other in Sinai and Palestine. The England France group had no connection with the other. 
But apparently did exchange fraternal greetings with each other. Any Freemason travelling 
to England for convalescence or for leave would probably made contact with a Lodge in 
England to keep up his contacts. Both groups used the term New Zealand Expeditionary 
Force Masonic Association. The Egyptian group used the additional of “in Sinai and 
Palestine”. The Sinai and Palestine did not have a travelling charter and met informally but 
used the traditions usually found in the Lodge structure. 
 

The NZMR conducted meetings of Freemasons in sand dunes YMCA tents and Mess Huts 
where ever available. A look at the list below shows that there were several men belonging 
to the same lodge. This will have been the first line of the contacts. The next line was the 
use of recognition signs and words. And the introduction of other freemasons through 
mutual acquaintances and fellow soldiers. 
Any one travelling overseas would not have carried any of their Lodge regalia.  But they 
may have carried their ritual books to keep up their skills for their return to their home 
lodge. 
 

Recognition “signals” would have been given and received resulting in small groups 
congregating together.  This obviously led to a discussion that eventually led to the 
formation of the NZEF Masonic Association in Sinai and Palestine. 
 

Both groups created their own jewels and were worn in Lodge meetings . There is still a 
NZEF Masonic Association in existence.  In all there are three “jewels” relating to both 
World Wars.  The  1st World war has two jewels.  The second has only one jewel. 
 

While I am not going to go into the history of these groups. It is covered in more detail in 
an appropriate forum.  The men however involved make an interesting aspect of the 
conflict. 
 



The Shrine of the Dome of the Rock is the only known photograph taken of the one and 
only meeting ever held in the Moslem Shrine in Jerusalem. This in itself is an interesting 
paradox about how this happened. The city of Jerusalem had recently been liberated from 
the Turks and was under a military governor. Access into the city was by permission of the 
governor and the man in charge of the Shrine of the Rock. One man achieved both of 
these objectives as well as obtaining all of the Ford Cars allocated to the Army to get the 
group of men into town to hold the meeting. Brigadier General William Meldrum. 
 

The men who had Masonic connections joined for a variety of reasons both here and 
overseas.  There is some suspicion that a few men joined so as to give their families some 
assistance should they perish in battle.  This can be deduced by the Masonic Rank they 
held when they embarked and to some extent the location of lodges close to the military 
camps here in New Zealand.  Especially the camps in the Wairarapa. 
 

Southland members of the NZEFMA:- Tpr.W.E.Tomkins MM, Auckland MR, Orepuke 
No137;  Tpr.H.Judge, Canterbury MR, Wallace No.129;  Tpr.B.Ward, Auckland MR, 
Fortitude No.64: L.Cpl.J.H.White, Wellington MR, Fortitude No,64; Tpr.R.W.R.Bradley, 
Canterbury MR, Wallace 129. 
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