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[This paper is included in this Volume because it stands uniquely alone amongst all others on the subject that I have read. The writer’s extensive research to establish the precise location of the various Freemasons’ Halls in Singapore is interestingly interlaced with the history of developments not only of Freemasonry, but of Singapore also. He has successfully argued to set right several of the past misconceptions too. Interestingly though, the existence of “Zetland House” is left in the air despite being referred to in two books by different authors (see endnote 17). It is conceivable, as the writer concedes, that Robert Woods decided to call his residence in Armenian St. the “Zetland House” sometime after the consecration of The Zetland Lodge. The question remains in the air! There is no doubt, however, that Zetland House is of historic importance to Singapore for more reasons than Freemasonry. – Editor]        

A number of papers and articles have been written about Freemasons’ Hall, Coleman Street, Singapore over the years, but a fully comprehensive paper covering the Hall, its predecessors and its own historical nature have yet to be fully recorded.

This preliminary paper attempts to put this lack to rights. It is my intention to cover the history of the various Freemasons’ Halls recorded in Singapore from Freemasonry’s inception in 1845, up until 1879, when the present Masonic hall was consecrated, then in a further paper, to review 23A Coleman Street from its conception up to the present day.   

Freemasonry was first established in Singapore with the consecration of Lodge Zetland, No. 748 on the 8 December 1845. This was followed by the consecration of Fidelity Lodge No. 1042 on 5 August 1858.   Fidelity however was destined to be short lived and united with Zetland in the East in 1863
.  The last ‘blue’ Lodge to be consecrated in Singapore before the turn of the Century was the Lodge of St. George No 1152, consecrated on 24 June 1867.

There were however, a number of Masonic bodies using the various facilities, which I shall refer to in due course. These were: Knights Templar, Rose Croix, Secret Monitor, Royal Arch and Mark Masonry.

While many, if not all, of the original records of Freemasonry and the Masonic halls retained in Singapore have been lost or destroyed by time and war, there are still avenues available to the researcher and historian. Many of these sources have been used in the past and I have no hesitation of calling upon their services once again, plus a few which have not been used or if so, only fleetingly.

The Pentagram, the “Official Gazette” of the District of the Eastern Archipelago was first printed in 1909 and contains much information of a general nature plus occasional tantalizing glimpses of past history and antique documents once held by the District library and Secretary. The District Secretary at that time, F.A Rickard, seeing the need to collate and consolidate information about the happenings and history of the region into a permanent form, had published in 1906, a short booklet entitled, Freemasonry in Singapore, something along the lines of our current Year Book.   

It is rather unfortunate that there are a number of errors in this first publication both in date and Lodge/Chapter numbers, which have caused the less meticulous researcher to perpetuate the mistakes. Bro. Rickard and Makepeace were undoubtedly the moving force behind The Pentagram a few years later in 1909, and without their foresight and imagination modern researchers would be hard pressed to find anything of an historical nature or interest locally of the years before the Second World War, but more about them later.

However it is to the doyen of Singapore historians “Buckley”
 that we are in deepest debt for it was he who recorded the first consecration and meeting places of Freemasonry in Singapore. Past researchers and compilers have used his information at length and I have no qualms in following in his and their footsteps. Unfortunately, little acknowledgment of this debt is given to him (Buckley), or indeed to any other source of information, by past researchers.  

One may question why Buckley, himself a non-Freemason, included so much information on Freemasonry. Buckley acknowledged the vast debt he owed to Thomas Braddell
, the same Thomas Braddell who became WM of Zetland in the East in 1869 and DDG Master at various times from 1872 to 1879. He also stated that anyone who was anyone at the time i.e., the mid 19th century, was also a Freemason.  Little wonder therefore at Buckley’s interest.

Let me illustrate his point. In a letter to the Editor at the time of the Official visit of Lord Dalhousie to Singapore in 1850, a few months before the formation of Dalhousie RA Chapter, the Singapore Straits Times
 reported: “Gentlemen … were presented as masons, and that ceremony finished, whipped off aprons and went in to be presented again as Members of the Chamber of Commerce”!

Buckley, in describing the establishment of Lodge Zetland
 in 1845, states that the meeting was ‘held in a house in Armenian Street’. A full disclosure of the setting up of the Lodge, the proceedings including the appointment of officers is recorded as well as the list of Initiates.

He later notes that, a special meeting was held on St. John’s day 24 June 1848, ‘…to receive in due form James Brooke, Governor, and Walter Napier, Lieut. Governor, of Labuan’, who stayed to witness an Initiation. He continues, ‘The Lodge was then in North Bridge Road on the West side, near where Hock Lam Street is now
’. At the Installation of the now Zetland in the East Lodge held on 27 December 1848 he remarks: “the Lodge room was so much improved by its enlargement to more than double its former size”. This increase in size probably allowed the brethren to hold the first Grand Masonic Ball
 on 25 January 1850 within the premises.  

A further Ball and supper were held on 21 January 1853 on the departure of Bro. Lewis Fraser, although this Ball was given in the Assembly Rooms
. While on the subject of Balls, Zetland gave yet another successful ball and elaborate supper on 6 February 1857. The mercantile community entertained the 10th Lord Elgin of Indian Mutiny fame at a ball and supper in the same venue on 12 June 1857.

Buckley’s next reference to the Masonic Hall is in regard to maps of Singapore and he comments that on JT Thomson’s map of 1857, “The Masonic Hall is marked at the house vacated by Mr. Church, at the corner of the Esplanade and Coleman Street.”

This house is described as opposite the Cathedral and standing at the corner of Coleman Street and the Esplanade (Exhibit B). Church, a friend and contemporary of Raffles in Bencoolen, then Resident Councillor, had apparently always lived there after his arrival in 1837 from Calcutta, after serving in Penang and Malacca and until his departure from Singapore on Monday 22 September 1856
. Buckley states categorically that it became the Masonic Hall and remained so until the new building was erected in Coleman Street in 1879
.  While his first statement can be verified as factual, the latter part is definitely incorrect.

Mr. Tan Kim Seng, the well-known local philanthropist is also reported as giving a Ball to all the Europeans at the Masonic Lodge on the Esplanade in 1861, during yearly Race Week, held in March.

An 1854 map (exhibit 1) lithographed in London shows the position of the Assembly Rooms, occasionally used by the Craft for special functions. These Rooms were at the corner at the foot of Fort Canning and River Valley Road; that is, at the North West corner of Hill Street and River Valley Road.  It had been proposed to have a Masonic Lodge and Library there, but this came to nothing.
  The 1857 map (see exhibit 2) shows the Commissariat offices on this location, for many years the Hill St Police Station and with what was to become Read Street then called North and South Roads to the West.

Quite a number of street and canal names were changed and added by the Municipality in 1858. One good example was the renaming of Flint Street to Prinsep Street
 as there already was a Flint Street, where it is today off Battery Road, Hospital Road to Stamford Road. Others such as Neil, Outram and Havelock Roads were named after some of the Indian Mutiny heroes.

The map of Singapore Island, (exhibit 3) shows the outline of the Island in 1981. A close examination will show the changes made to the coastline by massive reclamation schemes carried out over the years, especially since 1967. The author was in charge of the land fill opposite the Esplanade from the east side of the Singapore River to Merdeka Bridge at the mouth of the Kallang River, from 1970 to 1973, on which now stands Suntec City and various hotels such as the Marina Mandarin.  

Map marked (exhibit 4) shows the street plan in 1846, i.e. before the additions and changes made in 1858 referred to above.

An article in the Sunday Times, 30 March 1997, stated that the current Masonic Hall in Coleman Street was constructed on the location of Zetland House. This I feel must be incorrect as Zetland House was in Armenian Street opposite St. Andrews House and still standing when Buckley printed his book in 1902.
  A photograph dated 1863
 taken from the spire of St. Andrew’s Cathedral clearly shows the Armenian Church and the land opposite on the corner of Hill Street and Coleman Street is quite unoccupied. There are however houses in Armenian street at the rear and side of the Church and in what was, until recently the American Embassy’s back yard (1894 map - Exhibit D – Editor).

Further investigation found that the information on Zetland House in the Sunday Times had been obtained from Dateline Singapore
 a book by C N Turnbull, unfortunately the source reference is not given. I feel the mistake may have arisen by the fact that Bro. Robert Carr Woods, born 31/7/1816, died 16/3/1875, then 29 years old, recently appointed editor of the newly founded Straits Times, who had just arrived from Bombay, was probably living in “Zetland House” at the time of the foundation of Zetland Lodge, and the first meetings were probably held in his house. 

Woods was one of the first Initiates into Zetland Lodge along with Read and Napier. To quote Turnbull, “Woods himself was housed in grand style in the late Aristarkies Sarkies mansion, Zetland House in Armenian Street, which later became the Masonic headquarters”. Perhaps a touch of literary license or freedom of the press here. (Please see endnote No. 17 – Editor).
Another explanation and one I feel quite likely, is that Woods, in a fit of Masonic enthusiasm, having just been initiated in to Zetland Lodge called the house he had just recently moved into, Zetland House. There is no obvious reason why the previous owner, with no known Masonic connections, an Armenian, Mr. A Sarkies, would have called his house Zetland. Woods however had a penchant for naming houses as we see a few years later when he moved to Kallang and called his new residence “Woodsville”
.

If my surmise is correct it is rather sad that this enthusiasm was to be short lived as we find Woods engaged in bitter dispute via the Straits Times, against Brooke and Keppel a few years after viz. a viz. the suppression of pirates in Borneo, or what was called the Battle of Batang Mauara in 1849. Woods published material, which proved untrue, and so antagonized some of the citizens of the Colony that Buckley wrote of Woods, ‘he had come from Bombay, having been obliged to leave there’. An official investigation in 1854 found that ‘false and calumnious stories which had been printed in the Straits Times had been wholly concocted in the offices of the Straits Times’. So much for brotherhood and looking after each others interests. Woods comment in later years, was: ‘Well, it has not done him (Brooke) any harm after all, and it has educated my boys’. It would appear the modern press has little to learn.

Further research has established, I feel without doubt the exact location of Zetland House. A town planning map
 dated 10th January 1923, (exhibit A) places Zetland house at the corner of Armenian Street and Loke Yew Street, on a plot of approx. 126’x 160’ feet, or almost half an acre. There are only 3 plots in the area surrounded by Armenian St., Coleman St., Hill St. and Loke Yew St.  The large block of the Armenian Church as it is today and two equal sized blocks on Loke Yew, with the Armenian St. end block designated Zetland House, i.e. located as earlier surmised, in the back yard of the old American Embassy. The entire lot underwent development in late 1999/2000 after laying vacant for a number of years, and now in late 2001 just completed as a modern business centre.

Two other pieces of information are included. First: that the building was at the date of production of the map demolished and the Second: a date of 1st April 1839. Was this the date of the original building?  Quite possible. The date of the original lease or planning permission, perhaps
.

We can now turn to those other Masonic historians of note, Braddell, Brooke and Makepeace whose two-volume history continues the story of the development of Singapore to its Centenary in 1919
.

While the two volumes promise much, they do not contain a lot more information than Buckley has already given us, save in one important instance. They state that the new Masonic hall in Kampong Glam was consecrated on 10th March 1871
, and repeats the first meeting place as Armenian Street. There are in addition a number of excellent photographs of our first District Grand Masters, indeed the photographs in use in the Coleman Street museum today, are reproductions of the same.

As there are a number of important differences between Buckley’s account and records and others who came after, so it may be of assistance to set out in table form the actual locations and dates as recorded by all sources.

A comparison between Buckley’s account, Braddell and others:



BUCKLEY



BRADDELL/OTHERS

	Years
	Location
	Years
	Location

	8/12/1845
	Armenian St. a House
	8/12/1845
	Armenian St. a House

	
	
	9/2/1846
	High Street


	1848
	North Bridge Rd. West side.*
	1/10/1853
	North Bridge Road

	1856
	Esplanade Mr. Church’s house
	1856
	Esplanade

	
	
	10/3/1871
	15, Beach Rd. Km. Glam

	
	
	1873
	10, Beach Road

	
	
	1875
	59, Hill Street.

	27/12/1879
	23A, Coleman Street
	27/12/1879
	23A, Coleman Street


*Location near Hock Lam Street. Very precise.

The High Street location is the most difficult to establish as no actual house number is given. From 1921 and 1937 street maps it can be seen that the house numbers were changed, 16 becomes 33 then is changed again to 66 so I’m afraid until some further evidence is produced the location will remain a mystery.

Although Hock Lam Street is no more, paying the price of development, it was until c1968 between, where today stands the Peninsula Plaza Hotel, Funan Centre and Hill Street Centre.   

With regard to the location of the halls on Beach Road, they must have been on the West side of the street as the East side was until later reclamation schemes open sea (Exhibit 4).

If we look at exhibit 5, a map dated 1881 (not included due to poor quality of the map – Editor), it becomes even clearer that only one side of the street is housed.  The size of the lots between Brass Bassa Road (original spelling) and near to Rochor Road, are very large with much smaller sub lots bounding Rochore Road. With the buildings being Nos.10 and 15, probably shop houses; I would hazard a guess that the more likely location is near the Rochore Road area. This tends to agree with the statement made in the Foundation Stone laying of the Clyde Terrace Market, when the Masons were: “seen leaving the Masonic Hall in the immediate neighbourhood”. Clyde Terrace Market was built in 1873 at the sea edge and on the Eastern side of Rochor Road. (See my paper on the Foundation Stone laying – not included in this Vol. – Editor.)

The move to 59 Hill Street, in 1875, was obviously a stopgap while the new hall at Coleman Street was designed and built. Where No. 59 was then is a mystery but perhaps a little investigation may narrow the likely area to a block of houses between the Armenian Church and Stamford Road. The High Street area between Coleman Bridge and the Armenian Church was Crown land and occupied by Government buildings, so that area can be ruled out. Between the Armenian Church and Loke Yew Street is the large house where the American Embassy stood as mentioned earlier, this then leaves the area between Loke Yew and Stamford Road as the only place it could have been, odd numbers being on the left side of the street.

I mentioned earlier F. A. Rickard, who in 1906 published the first detailed account of Freemasonry in Singapore. This little booklet consisting of 61 pages contains brief histories of all the Lodges etc. both existing and defunct and lists the Past Masters and members of the Craft in Singapore, plus a list of District Members from 1884 to 1905. As DG Secretary at the time, he states he was privy to many old minutes and records. Hence, his information should have been very accurate.  Unfortunately, such is not always the case. His errors on the first meeting place of Zetland, is most odd especially when we consider that Buckley’s book had just been published a few years earlier.

With regard to the New Hall in Coleman Street, he does have a most interesting aside, one, which has been echoed on numerous occasions through out the century.

Rickard goes on to say ‘The building as it stood in 1879, consisted of a hall with adjoining rooms, but has at different times been built onto, until it stands as at present. It undoubtedly does not meet the requirements of the Craft, and it may be prophesied that in a few years a more substantial building with better accommodation will be required’. He later mentions that electric light and fans have been installed, which add materially to the comfort of the members. See photo No. A, taken in 1906 (Not sighted. However, Exhibit C is most likely from the same period – Editor).  Almost a century later, we are still adding bits and pieces on to the building, instead of doing as originally suggested so many years ago.

In a section on Dormant or Extinct bodies, Rickard mentions Knights Templar meeting in the 1860’s and 1880’s and on an examination of the Roll of Encampments for 1869, Star of the East No.85, is mentioned as meeting at the Esplanade, Singapore the East Indies. Under Masonic Memorabilia, he states the Consecration of the Kampong Glam Masonic Hall as 10th March 1871.   


RICKARD




MULLAN
	YEARS
	LOCATION
	YEARS 
	LOCATION

	
	
	
	

	1845
	North Bridge Road
	8/12/1845
	Armenian St. a House

	
	
	9/3/1846
	High Street


	
	
	1/10/1853
	North Bridge Rd. West side.*

	1856 
	Esplanade
	1856
	Esplanade Mr. Church’s house


	10/3/1871
	15, Beach Road. K.G.
	10/3/1871
	15, Beach Rd. Km. Glam

	1873
	10, Beach Road
	20/1/1874
	10, Beach Road #

	1871@
	59, Hill Street
	1875
	59, Hill Street.

	1879
	23A Coleman Street
	27/12/1879
	23A, Coleman Street


Table according to Rickard
 and what I believe is the accurate locations and times.

# Date of Consecration, probably moved into the premises in late 1873.

@ This is definitely a misprint.

It is rather a pity that the mistakes mentioned above and the omissions made should cast a shadow of doubt on the veracity of the dates given by Rickard and of course many of those following in his footsteps.

In the 1922 Pentagram Vol. XII there is an interesting reference to a meeting to be held in the Masonic Hall on the Esplanade on 9 November 1859 to, ‘assist in the ceremony of the Union of the two Lodges Zetland in the East No. 748 and Fidelity No.1042’.  The location is given as Corner of Coleman Street and St. Andrew’s Road. These are extracts from the collected papers of W. Bro. Arthur Knight, PDDGM 1891 to 1893 and Ruling DGM 1899 to 1903.   

Another item, which seems to have escaped many past researchers, is the further reference to, ‘…another worm eaten document in regard to the Dedication of the Masonic Hall on 20th January 1874 at 4 p.m.’. Unfortunately, there is no address given but the timing does fit neatly with the move to 10, Beach Road, some time earlier.

While little or nothing to do with the Masonic halls in question, there is one interesting detail, which may have affected the choice of location or size of room required. The ceremony of Union between Zetland and Fidelity, which was eventually to coalesce into their complete union under Zetland, was reconfirmed by a letter of Dispensation dated 19th April 1860 under the signature of the D.G.M., W.H. Read and issued to Lodge Zetland and Fidelity, so it would appear that the initial Union had been successfully implemented at the November past meeting.

The 1937 Pentagram on page 83 quotes from the original minutes of the Consecration ceremony of Zetland and states, ‘The Brethren assembled … In the Masonic Room, Armenian Street’, note the singular form of Room and no mention of Zetland House.

Surely one is entitled to ask, what about the minutes of Zetland Lodge, do they not contain the address of the meeting places. Well fortunately there are, still existing in Grand Lodge some minutes and the annual returns. A W Frisby who edited and wrote most of the Centenary Pentagram 1958 Vol. XLIII, was permitted to examine the old records of Grand Lodge and it from these records that the following extracts, since reconfirmed by the author, were made available.

On 9th March 1846, the Lodge (Zetland) moved to a more commodious house in High Street and on 1st October 1853 to the Masonic Hall in North Bridge Road.

Frisby also mentions the Union of Zetland and Fidelity and clears I think the doubt to the correct date of the Union. The union agreed by the DG M referred to above was not approved by Grand Lodge as is clearly spelled out in a letter from the Secretary of Zetland in 1860.
 John Lane, in his exhaustive book on Lodge numbering, states the Union took place in 1867, and this date has been used by most historians ever since. However Bro. A Duff, writing his first letter as DG Secretary to Grand Lodge stated that he had found on 21st June 1866, reports that the amalgamation took place on 20th June 1863, and offered his apologies that notice was not given to Grand Lodge of the fact. This date is reinforced when in 1864 questions were asked at District GL communication regarding joining fees, as to whether they should have been paid to Zetland by the members of Fidelity.

While the exact locations of the various Masonic halls may still be a matter of argument, I believe I have at least narrowed the field to a close proximity in all cases if not indeed the exact location in a few instances.

It is rather sad that no photographs exist, or at least as far as we know, of either the exterior or interior of any of these buildings, the first such being the interior of Coleman Street in 1906, but that is another story. (Two more photos, Exhibits A & B, which were discovered since the writing of this article, are included – Editor.)  

Sources: 
Singapore National Archives

Buckley
An Anecdotal History of the Old Times in Singapore 1902

Rickard
Freemasonry in Singapore 1906

Pentagram
1920-1923 Vols. X to XIII Folio 4



1924 XIV   1926 -1931 XVI to XXI



1937 Vol. XXVII  1958 Vol. XLIII

Clyde Terrace Market Foundation Stone Laying 1873

� There is some controversy on the actual date of the amalgamation of these two Lodges.  Grand Lodge appears to accept 1867, but in reality, the date was 20 June 1863.  An ‘oversight’ by the Provincial Grand Secretary to report the event is probably the cause of the confusion.  More sceptical minds have suggested a fortuitous lapse of memory by the Secretary, as Grand Lodge may well have dissolved the Eastern Archipelago District as the amalgamation meant there was only one Lodge in the Province and as such not acceptable for Provincial (District) status.
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