
Chapter of Sincerity 261 – Brief History

In October 1817, seven Royal Arch Companions from the Chapter of Union in Bridgwater
who all were residents of Taunton together with Frederick Walker (who described himself as
a Companion of Caledonian Chapter, London) signed a petition for a Charter to establish a
Royal Arch Chapter in Taunton, suggesting that it should bear the name ‘Unanimity’. The
three Principals of Union Chapter No 47 added their recommendation and Supreme Grand
Chapter  gave  its  approval  and  established  the  Warrant  on  4th February  1818  but  they
preferred the name ‘Sincerity’.  No one appears to have been upset by this recommendation
and so the Chapter became Sincerity Chapter. The Chapter, then numbered 497, did not
meet  for  the  first  time  until  30th November  1818  although  no  reason  for  this  delay  is
recorded in the minutes.
 
The first Exaltee, in December 1818,  was the redoubtable Brother Aaron Smetham, who
had been the WM of the Lodge several times by 1818, and who had done much to keep the
Lodge alive.  He became Z of the Chapter in 1823, and was Z a further 5 times thereafter.
The ‘Passing the Chair’ ceremony was practised in the early years, as in other Chapters, in
order that candidates might qualify for exaltation, and so at that first meeting in December
1818, Brothers Henry Townsend and James Billet passed the chair and were also exalted at
that meeting. The early convocations all saw new companions. The majority were Brethren
of  Unanimity  &  Sincerity  Lodge  in  Taunton  and  in  the  first  30  years  of  the  Chapter’s
existence only 6 brethren from other Lodges were exalted.

The Minutes record several premises where the Chapter met before finding a permanent
home here in the Taunton Masonic Hall. These included “The Bird in Hand” in Mary Street
(an Inn owned not entirely by coincidence by our inaugural first Principal, Thomas Jacobs
and which is now the premises of Selwood’s antiques) “The London Inn” (then owned by Bro
William Willie,  and now the premises of Marks and Spencer) and “Sweet’s Hotel” which
became “Fackrell’s Hotel” in 1840, which became “Clarkes Hotel” in 1850 and is now known
as “The Castle Hotel”. In 1863 the re-numeration of lodges took place and both Unanimity &
Sincerity Lodge as well as Chapter of Sincerity were given the number they now hold,  261.
 
The Chapter of Sincerity has had many colourful companions.  The first of these being Dr
Robert Thomas Crucefix who was described as ‘turbulent and he was one who was entirely
satisfied with his own infallibility’. Elected as an Honorary companion on 7 th April 1837, he
twice came into conflict with the Duke of Sussex, the then Grand Master, and the fact that
the Duke was also the brother of the King did not overawe this forthright mason. In the first
instance  the  Duke  was  critical  of  certain  articles  which  appeared  in  the  ‘Freemasons’
Quarterly Review’ edited by Dr Crucefix. Another bone of contention concerned homes for
the elderly, for the Duke strongly advocated financial help and support, whilst Dr Crucefix
had decided in favour of homes and was a prominent founder of what was then known as
the  “Aged Masons Asylum”. Both were satisfied in the end, but not before the editor of the
‘Freemasons’ Quarterly Review’ had almost been expelled from the Craft.
 
Another problem Companion was Comp William Tucker who made rapid progress.  He was
initiated in Lodge of Unanimity in March 1842 and Exalted in the Chapter in June 1842 and
was installed in January 1846 as Provincial Grand Master of Dorset and Provincial Grand
Superintendent of  Dorset in 1846.  He became a prominent member of  the Antient  and
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Accepted Rite, which had only recently been introduced in its present form and was so keen
an exponent of the Order that he attended a meeting of Provincial Grand Lodge in August
1853 wearing the robes of the 33 degree over his Craft Regalia and was immediately in
trouble with Grand Lodge. As a result of this action he was immediately relieved of his Office
and Provincial Grand Master and Grand Superintendent. He died in 1855.
 
The  Chapter  went  through  a  long  period  of  inactivity  after  1844  before  Comp  Robert
Durham brought about a re-awakening. He had the happy inspiration of welcoming into the
Chapter some of the soldiers who were stationed in the military headquarters in the town.
Among these was Lieutenant Alexander William Adair of the Coldstream Guards. 
 
It is no surprise that Chapter of Sincerity played an important part in the 1880 project of
establishing a Provincial Grand Chapter of Somerset, especially as one of its most respected
companions  was  to  be  installed  as  the  first  Grand  Superintendent.  E  Comp  Alexander
William Adair was enthusiastically supported on the 16 th December 1880 at the Masonic
Hall, Taunton, by many companions from the Chapter of Sincerity No 261 and from the list
of those attending one third of these were Companions from Taunton.  Also at this meeting,
three companions from Chapter of Sincerity were appointed to Provincial Grand Chapter
Rank. 

2015  marked the  135th Anniversary  of  this  consecration of  Provincial  Grand  Chapter  of
Somerset  and  at  an  Especial  Convocation  held  at  The  Webbington  Hotel,  the  Grand
Superintendent,  E  Comp  D  John  Bennett presented  to  this  Chapter  a  commemorative
Banner to mark the part that Chapter of Sincerity played in the founding of the Province.
 
==========================================================================

In 1839, the Minutes stated “.. the M E Z reported that Companion Lake had placed in his
hands the Warrant of the Chapter which was ordered to be placed in the archives of our
Chapter with the other regalia, which was done accordingly.”   However, in February 1891
the Grand Superintendent, E Comp Richard C Else was present at a convocation here and
called the attention of the Chapter to the fact that they did not have a Charter and therefore
they were acting unconstitutionally. A committee was appointed to investigate the matter
and to see if it could be found.  The result was that it was missing and in May 1891 an
application was made to Grand Chapter for a new Warrant or charter, which resulted in the
issue of a Charter of Confirmation that is dated 6th May 1891 and which was framed by the
then Scribe E, Comp Strawbridge. 
 
In 1918 Chapter of Sincerity No 261 achieved the centenary of its consecration.  The Chapter
applied for, and was granted, a Centenary Charter in 1920.  The Accounts for that season
show  that  the  sum  of  five  guineas  was  paid  for  that  document,  which  authorised  the
Companions to wear a Centenary Jewel. The Chapter was granted this Centenary Charter
despite the fact  that  there had been periods when the Chapter had not met and it  did
therefore not comply with the rule which states that to be entitled to a Centenary Charter
the Chapter has to prove 100 years of continuous workings.  Supreme Grand Chapter of
England  now admits  that  in  1918  they  were  unable  to  prove  continuous  workings  and
appeared therefore to issue the Centenary Charter without certain proof. The Centenary
Charter is on show within the Taunton Masonic Hall. The First Principal also has attached to
his Collar a Centenary Jewel. By the way, the other jewel worn by the First Principal is the
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original First Principal’s jewel from 1818 and was manufactured by Thomas Harper, a very
famous name in Masonic jewellery.  
 
Since the Consecration of Provincial Grand Chapter in 1880 Chapter of Sincerity has played a
leading role within Provincial Grand Chapter. Not only was the first Grand Superintendent a
companion of the Chapter but E Comp Richard Else, who had been appointed as H in 1880,
and was the second Grand superintendent, was also a companion of 261. In 1890 E Comp
Viscount Dungarvan was appointed to succeed E Comp Else and he also became a member
of Chapter of Sincerity. He later occupied the Third and Second Principals Chairs here but
did not progress to occupy the First Principals Chair. Several Companions of the Chapter
have been appointed as Second Provincial Grand Principal, E Comp H Maynard 1917, J A
Macdonald 1918, A P French 1938, E M Chapman 1941, R J L Stenlake 1948, W B Clatwothy
1958, B U Taylor 1963, J D Went held the office between 1982 and 1985 and A D Wood
between 1988 & 2000.
 
Third Provincial Principals have been F T Elworthy 1888, T Meyler 1895, G Henry 1909, W A
Stenlake 1922, H O Samson 1929, H H Hallet 1930, A J H Iles 1939, C W Stansell 1944, D
Hartley 1988 and A D Wood 1998.
 
Chapter  of  Sincerity  also has  supplied more Provincial  Grand Treasurers than any other
Chapter. This started in 1911 with the election of E Comp H Maynard - he served until 1917
when he was appointed as Second Provincial Grand Principal and his place was taken by W
A Stenlake who only served for one year.  In 1918 E Comp H Maynard was re-elected and
continued in office until 1934. The next Provincial Grand Treasurer was E Comp H A Samson,
elected in 1934 and continued in office until 1955. His successor in 1955 was E Comp J D
Went and he was Provincial Grand Treasurer until 1982. Chapter of Sincerity supplied four
Provincial Grand Treasurers and between them they served the Province for a total of 71
years.
 
Other  Provincial  offices  have  been  filled  by  Companions  of  the  Chapter.  At  least  nine
Provincial Grand Directors of Ceremony, four Provincial Grand Organists including Comp A J
Betty who was Provincial Grand Organist between 1987 and 1997. The first Provincial Grand
Janitor was Comp R Couzens appointed in 1880 and he continued in office until 1885. Comp
N G Oram was appointed as Provincial Grand Janitor in 1977 and he served in that office
until 1985.

 All of the Royal Arch furnishings at Taunton Masonic Hall originally belonged to Chapter of 
Sincerity  and although many items have been replaced during the last  200 years,  these
today have been financed by all Chapters in Taunton, Chapter of St George No 3158 and
Taunton Deane Chapter No 5221. 
 
An item that Chapter of Sincerity is rightly proud of is the Royal Arch Tracing Board - until
2015, this was the only Royal Arch Tracing Board within Somerset. This Tracing Board is first
mentioned in the minutes of 5th February 1827 when ‘it was resolved to purchase the Floor
cloth for the Chapter from Companion Townsend for three guineas’. It is mentioned again,
virtually 100 years later, when MEZ “…referred to the beautiful and valuable Tracing Board
cloth belonging to the Chapter, which had been recently renovated and mounted in a very
admirable manner”  Recently a great deal of research has been done on Royal Arch Tracing
Boards and in 2017 the Chapters that meet at the Taunton Masonic Hall were presented by
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the Grand Superintendent, E Comp D John Bennett with a new Tracing Board. Further afield,
research has resulted in the discovery of an identical Royal Arch Tracing Board in Liverpool
Masonic  Hall  and  the  Chapters  that  meet  there  have  the  original  explanation  that
accompanied the Tracing Board.
 
An interesting portrait  on show in Taunton Masonic  Hall   is  the portrait of Bro Thomas
Jacobs  who  was  the  third  initiate  of  Lodge  of  Unanimity  &  Sincerity  in  1797  and  the
inaugural First Principal of the Chapter in 1818. A prominent local businessman, publican
and brewer, he is shown in the portrait wearing his Craft regalia and his Royal Arch sash as
was the custom before the union in 1813.
 
This is but a brief history of the chapter, just selecting a few highlights.  Chapter of Sincerity
played a major role in the foundation of the Provincial Grand Chapter and continues to be a
vital part of the Royal Arch Province of Somerset as it has been for the last 200 years.
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