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When the Entered Apprentice attends the meal following his initiation he will discover an oddity that occurs at this Festive Board (the name given to the meal taken after a masonic ceremony). This peculiarity takes the form of gesturing, clapping and in some instances, even the ‘banging’ of glasses on the table. This strange custom, known as “Masonic Fire”, is without doubt most perplexing to the new Candidate and he rarely has a clue to what is happening.

There have been numerous attempts to explain the Masonic Fire and the version offered here comes from the late WBro Harry Carr, a font of masonic knowledge, and gives a description of its possible origins.

MASONIC FIRE

The “Fire” seems to have been adapted from the military custom of firing guns or muskets after toasts. The records of the Preston Gild Merchants describe an annual procession by the Mayor, with soldiers and representatives of the Trade Companies, to each of the City Gates, at which toasts were drunk, each health being followed by a ‘volley’ of “shot” from the Musketeers attending.

One of the earliest descriptions of a Masonic ‘Fire’ appears in “Le Secret des Francs-Macons”, a French exposure of 1742, from which the following extracts are drawn;

“All the terms they use in drinking are borrowed from the Artillery…The Bottle is called a Barrel… Wine is called Red Powder and (Water) White Powder…. The routine which they observe in drinking does not permit the use of glasses, for there would not be a whole glass left after they had finished; they only use goblets, which they call Cannon.

When they drink in ceremony, the order is given; “Take your Powder” , everybody rises and the Worshipful Master says “Charge”. Then each of them fills his goblet. The commands follow; Present Arms; Take Aim; Grand Fire…..

On the first they stretch their hands to the goblet; on the second they raise them as though presenting arms and on the last, they drink…they all watch the Worshipful Master so that they keep perfect time throughout.

When taking up their goblets they carry them forwards a little at first, then top the left breast and across to the right; then, in three movements, they replace their goblets on the Table, clap their hands three times and every member cries out three times Vivat …

There is no Military Academy where the drill is performed with greater exactitude, precision, pomp and majesty…..you will see no stragglers.

The noise as they place their goblets on the table is quite considerable…a clear and uniform stroke, hard enough to shatter any but the strongest vessels”

Many different versions of “Fire” have appeared in print in the following centuries and there is still an enormous variety in present-day English Freemasonry. Moreover, there is no authority that can justify the description of any particular procedure “correct”.

In Buckinghamshire, where there are approx 118 lodges, the “Fire” forms a series of seven triads, their rhythm being set by the Worshipful Master, Director of Ceremonies or Brother giving the toast as he calls the orders;

P.… L… R.…, P…. L… R…., P…. L… R…. , One Two 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3;

Sometimes the question is asked “Why must the dining room be Tyled during the Firing Routine?” It is perhaps necessary to explain the modern P…. L… R…. is only a kind of airy triangle drawn with the fingertip, but it was not always thus. Despite numerous variations of its origin that have appeared since those early 18th century days, the careful reader may find the answer in the description of 1742, quoted in italics above.

Bibliography; The Freemason at Work (Harry Carr) First Published 1976 Lewis Masonic 2004 impression

March 2013

