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 In 1874 a new Masonic magazine began publica-
tion in northern California. The Craftsman was 
edited by Bro∴ Charles W. Crocker of Mount 

Moriah Lodge No- 44 in San Francisco. Its introduc-
tory article bears these very strong words :

The day is past when the ignorant Mason can shine. 

The time has come when more is demanded of a 

‘bright ’ Mason than the knowledge of the Ritual. 

The Mason who claims to be ‘well posted ’ must read ; 

he must inform himself of the origin, the history, 

the philosophy, the laws and literature of our art, or 

he is a drone on our hive, and only valued for the dol-

lars and cents he pays into the treasury of his lodge. 

Knowledge makes prosperity, and prosperity free-

dom ; and he who has not these three qualifications is 

not a fit Craftsman, and can not be used on the build-

ing of that Temple Masonry intends to erect. 1

	 A statement like this reminds us that the 
Beehive, like other monitorial symbols of the third 
degree, holds very serious and somber connota-
tions _ even a hint of warning.
	 We are quick to remember that “The Bee-Hive 
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Shawn Eyer looks at some of the challenging 
lessons of one of the third degree’s classical emblems

is an emblem of industry, and recommends the 
practice of that virtue of all created beings, from 
the highest seraph in heaven, to the lowest reptile 
of the dust.” 2 But this symbol is no mere reminder 
to “keep busy,” as so many interpret it. Our third 
degree lecture is clear :

Thus was man formed for social and active life, the 

noblest part of the work of God ; and he that will so 

demean himself as not to be endeavoring to add to 

the common stock of knowledge and understanding, 

may be deemed a drone in the hive of nature, a useless 

member of society, and unworthy of our protection 

as Masons. 3

	 Each Mason knows that he has certain obli-
gations to every “worthy brother.” But the same 
responsibilities do not necessarily apply, accord-
ing to this lecture, to a brother who cannot be so 
described. Our tradition explicitly defines this un-
worthiness : in the first degree, in reference to one 
who refuses to conform to the initiatic process, and in 
the third to anyone who demeans himself by means of 
a literal or intellectual laziness.
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	 Although these lessons seem unfamiliar to 
many, they are not tangential Masonic teachings; 
they are given good emphasis in the lectures of 
most American jurisdictions. Even the villians of 
the third degree are depicted as individuals who are 
not willing to become “worthy” through labor and 
expertise, but demand shortcuts to  the attainment 
of Master Mason status, with disastrous results.
	 The harshness of the Craft’s teaching that 
drones are “unworthy of our protection as Masons” 
is based on a fact of nature : when autumn arrives 
or resources are scarce, drones are expelled from the 
hive by the worker bees. Drones do not build the 
hive, nor do they make honey; a drone’s only real 
purpose is to mate with the queen bee, which is fa-
tal to him _ so any drones still in the hive as winter 
approaches are ones who never mated. The worker 
bees, who up until this time have served, fed and 
defended the drones, expel them. The layabouts 
are physically pushed out, one by one _ banished 
from the protection of the hive. Even though all 

of the bees in the hive (except for the queen) will 
eventually freeze, still Nature sees fit to proactively 
dispose of worthless members of the social order.
	 The unknown authors of the lecture chose this 
harsh reality to impress upon us the fact that our 
Freemasonry must not be passive. The Craft must be 
continually re-engaged through mindful endeavor.
	 Neglect of this can make us little more than 
liabilities to our Order’s noble mission, however 
contentedly we dine. This is a lesson that may have 
been with us since the beginning of modern specu-
lative Freemasonry. A satirical essay on Freema-
sonry (likely written by Bro∴ Jonathan Swift, circa 
1725) claimed that :

A Bee has in all Ages and Nations been the Grand Hi-

erogliphick of Masonry . . . . What Modern Masons call a 

Lodge was for the above Reasons by Antiquity call’d a 

hive of Free-Masons, and for the same Reasons when a 

Dissention happens in a Lodge the going off and form-

ing another Lodge is to this Day call’d swarming. 4

Left: Woodcut from John Daye’s The Parliament of Bees, 1641. Right: The Beehive as visible in 
the Kirkwall Scroll (Scotland, mid to late 1700s). Previous page: Silver medal struck in 1744 by 
Lodge Jonathan of the Pillar in Brunswick, depicting the Beehive surrounded by a swarm, under 
a motto meaning, “I abhor the profane mass, and seal myself within.”
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	 Swift’s essay blurs the line between parody and 
fact, but in this particular case it reveals at least 
something of how this symbol was used at that 
time. George Bullamore, in a seminal Quatuor Cor-
onati paper, documented that the Beehive is well-
represented in the iconography of the early Lodges.5 
Sculptures of the Beehive are found in some ex-
tremely old lodge rooms.6 Images of bees and hives 
are found carved into some of the oldest Masonic 
furniture.7 The Beehive figures prominently on a 
good number of Lodge seals, emblems, medals and 
jewels of the eighteenth century.8 Perhaps most in-
teresting of all, at least one English Lodge is in the 
possession of a pre-Union third degree tracing board 
which features the Beehive ; this Lodge’s ritual even 
retains an explanation thereof in its lectures.9

	 Bullamore notes that “the symbol was kept 
from the Entered Apprentices in many lodges,” 
and theorized that it once possessed a lost esoteric 
meaning that would explain its special association 
with the third degree.10 He and others have sur-
veyed a wide range of ancient folklore and contem-
porary culture in searching for this lost meaning. 
But when we consider the early Masonic repre-

sentations in which the bees around the hive are 
swarming in a strongly defensive posture, together 
with the strident language of the teaching about 
those brethren who “demean” themselves by fail-
ing to enrich the common stock of knowledge, and 
thus becoming “useless” and “unworthy of our 
protection as Masons,” it seems that the early claim 
that the Beehive represents the Lodge is sound. Per-
haps a better way to express it is that the Beehive 
represents an ideal Lodge culture. After all, bees do 
what good Masons ought to do: they build their 
habitation according to the rules of geometry, they 
guard it from intrusion, they labor in union, they 
maintain order, they gather what is scattered, and 
within the confines of their temple, transform it 
into nourishment. A Masonic song penned in 1762 
by Christopher Smart  alludes to honey as a symbol 
of wisdom:

A  M a son  is great and respected,

Tho Cavillers wrangle and mock;

His Plan is in Wis do m  projected,

His Edifice built on a R ock .  . . . .

Left: Embroidery of the Beehive on an apron of the eighteenth century. Right: The emblem of 
the Lodge of Emulation No- 21, established in 1723, with the Beehive as its central symbol.

continued on page 42



42        phil alethes

Then fill up the Glass and be funny, [happy _ Ed.]

Attend to due M et hod  and For m ;

The Bee that can make the most Honey,

Is fairly the Flow’r of the Swarm.11

	 Brethren, we have a choice of destinies. While 
being a mere drone does not mean exile and death 
for us Freemasons, it does lead to a deadened aware-
ness, intellectual poverty and, ultimately, the fail-
ure to fulfill our real Masonic potential. It is up to 
us whether our hearty festivities will be those of a 
merely empty and oblivious contentment, or cel-
ebrations of real wisdom gained. Those lodges that 
“make the most honey” will enjoy the sweetest 
delicacy of all :  mor e  light .


Highest of all in  rank, we must place that	

industry which is devoted to the acquisition	
 of knowledge. This every one may combine with	

that necessary for his  support;  and every one 	
is elevated to a higher position by every increase 

of knowledge that he makes. Even manual labour 
is best  performed by men of intelligence; but  

knowledge leads to far better results than this, 
and as the mind is expanded by it,  new sources of  

delight are opened, which never cease to flow.	

w∴ bro∴  ch al mer s  i .  paton , 1873 12
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