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The History of NAUTILUS LODGE No 4259  
 

On Wednesday the 8th September 1920 a meeting of certain brethren of the 

‘Phoenix Lodge’ was held in the Freemasons Hall, Queen Street East Sunderland 

to consider the advisability of forming a new Lodge. 

 

W Bro William Bell was elected chairman. After considerable discussion it was 

proposed by W Bro William Bell and seconded by Bro John S. Pearch that steps be 

taken to form a new lodge. Which was carried. 

 

The following brethren expressed their wish to be founders:- 

• W Bro Alex White PM. P.P.GSB. 

• W Bro James Johnson. 

• W Bro Wm Bell. 

• W Bro C Marshall. 

• W Bro W. F Yelland. 

• W Bro J. B Brown 

• Bro J. S. Pearch 

• Bro S. J. Brown. 

• Bro Thomas Rutherford.                                       Thornhill Lodge 

• Bro J. F Smith. 

• Bro E. W Wilkinson. 

• Bro R Layfield. 

• Bro J. F Purdy. 

• Bro Henry Archer. 

• Bro Geo MacKenzie Foulkes 

• Bro R. A Snowden.                                               Thornhill Lodge 

• Bro F. W Taylor. 

• Bro Wm Wilson. 

• Bro James Sanders. 

• Bro F. V. Eyres.                                                    ThornhillLodge. 

• Bro Daniel White. 

The following officers were elected ‘Pro Tem’. 

 

W Bro Wm Bell                                                               Chairman. 

W Bro Alex White.                                                          Secretary 

W Bro W. F Yelland.                                                       Treasurer. 

 

The secretary was instructed to obtain a petition Form.  This being all the business 

the meeting was adjourned to the second Wednesday in October. 

William Bell                         Chairman. 

Alexander White                   Secretary. 
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In Phoenix Lodge No 94 on 6th October 1920. W Bro Wm Bell D of C gave notice 

that he would move at the November Lodge  ‘that the brethren of the Lodge give 

permission to the W Master and Wardens to sign a petition for a new Lodge to be 

held under the title of the NAUTILUS LODGE . 

 

A meeting of the founders of the New Lodge was held on Wednesday 13th October 

1920. In the Freemasons Hall, Queen Street East, Sunderland. 

 

The circular convening the meeting was read. 

The minutes of the last meeting were read and confirmed:- 

 

The following Brethren were present:- 

 

W Bro Wm Bell.          Chairman. 

W Bro Alex White. 

W Bro James Johnson. 

W Bro W. F. Yelland. 

W Bro James Brown. 

Bro R Layfield. 

Bro G Mackenzie Foulkes. 

Bro S. J. Brown. 

Bro E. W. Wilkinson. 

Bro J. F. Purdy. 

Bro Henry Archer. 

Bro Daniel White. 

 

Bro J. F. Smith. SW of the Phoenix Lodge wrote withdrawing his name from the 

list of founders owing to pressure of work. 

 

It was proposed by W Bro James Johnson, seconded by Bro J. F. Purdy that the 

proposed Lodge be called the NAUTILUS LODGE and that the meetings to be held 

on the second Wednesday of the month at the Freemasons Hall, Queen Street East, 

Sunderland. 

 

It was proposed by W Bro J. E Brown, seconded by Bro Geo M Foulkes that        

W Bro William Bell be the first Master.                                                      Carried. 

 

It was proposed by W Bro Alex White P.P G SWB that W Bro James Johnson be 

the first Senior Warden.                                                                                Carried. 

 

It was proposed by W Bro W. F Yelland, seconded by Bro E. W Wilkinson that 

WBro James Ernest Brown be the first Junior Warden. 

 

Proposed by W Bro J. E Brown, seconded by W Bro James Johnson that W Bro 

William Frederick Yelland act as I P Master. 
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The following officers were elected:- 

Secretary: W Bro Alexander White P.P.G SWB 

Treasurer: 

S. W Bro Richard Layfield 

J. W  Bro Stephen J Brown. 

I. G.  Bro John S Pearch. 

Tyler. Bro Henry Archer. 

 

It was proposed that the founders contribute Ten Shillings each towards the initial 

expenses. 

The following committee was appointed to draw up By-Laws and report to the full 

meeting:- 

W Bro Wm Bell 

W Bro Jas Johnson, Marshall 

W Bro J. E Brown 

W Bro W. F Yelland 

W Bro Alex White. Layfield 

Bro J M Foulkes. 

Bro J. F Purdy. 

 

W Bro Wm Bell and W Bro James Johnson entertained the brethren present in a 

quite and enjoyable fashion, as a mark of appreciation in having been elected to the 

two first chairs. 

 

This being all the business the meeting closed at 9.30pm. 

 

William Bell                                Chairman 

W F. Yelland                                Acting Secretary 

 

In Phoenix Lodge No 94 on 3rd November 1920. W Bro Wm Bell D of C moved 

the notice of motion standing in his name  ‘that the brethren of the Lodge give 

permission to the W Master and Wardens to sign a petition for a new Lodge to be 

held under the title of the NAUTILUS LODGE .                          which was carried. 

 

In Phoenix Lodge on 2nd March 1921. ‘The WM W Bro J F Smith congratulated   

W Bro Wm Bell WM designate of the Nautilus Lodge no 4259 that the petition had 

been approved and a warrant granted by the M W Grand Master’. 

 

At the permanent committee of Phoenix Lodge, Thursday 4th August 1921 entry. 

‘RENT OF NEW LODGE’.  An application was received from the founders of the 

Nautilus Lodge no 4259 for the use of the Lodge Room, Banqueting Hall and 

Furniture. It was agreed that they be granted the use of the same, they to pay £15-

15-0 for one year for services rendered. 

 

Instructions were given to provide a cupboard for the Nautilus Lodge. 
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From the information gleaned from the Phoenix Lodge records, which were loaned 

to me under the watchful eye of W Bro John James it appears that at the turn of last 

century until 1906 / 07 Phoenix 94 was receiving vast numbers of applications for 

membership and were doing several degrees per meeting. To cope with the demand 

the 3rd Wednesday of the month was initially set up as an additional or emergency 

Lodge night to try and complete the vast amount of new members wishing to join.  

 

Looking at all this activity lead me to believe that a new Lodge was required and a 

new lodge was formed under the title of ‘The Thornhill Lodge’ 3216, which was 

duly consecrated and endeavoured to practise ‘West End Workings’ as the ritual, I 

can only presume to differentiate from the mother Lodge (Old Workings), to 

perhaps maintain an interest for the members.  As there were still a huge number of 

men wishing to join Phoenix and now Thornhill,  the 2nd  Wednesday was set aside 

as secondary, additional or emergency lodge to cope with the increased demand, 

particularly after the end of WW1  The demand was such that 21 Masons 

comprising of  17 Phoenix, 2 Thornhill, 1 Lord Barnard, 1 St Peter and Harmony 

brethren formed a committee which, eventually led to the creation of a new lodge, 

THE NAUTILUS LODGE 4259 and from the founders note book it appears that 

the members wished to practise a newer version of ritual, this was announced by 

WBro James Johnson with the words 

“The ritual will be emulation – or as near as practicable” 

 

From that auspicious start with 21 founders members (each paying 10 shillings as 

founder fees and yearly fees of 2 shillings) right through the 531members up to the 

current day no one has any idea why we are called Nautilus.  WBro Edgar Rutter 

wrote a history to celebrate the 75 year anniversary but there was little he could 

find out and he is meticulous in his research. The founders note book and minutes 

gave no indication of the thought processes as to the name and I was fascinated by 

this singular aspect. Its an unusual name, that I thought there must be more to it 

than just plucking it from a book.   
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My interest was piqued and my research centred on WBro James Johnson who had 

announced to the committee meeting in September 1920 – almost a whole year 

prior to consecration what the name was going to be. Some event in his life must 

have given rise to this name and I believe I have found a possible reason.  

James Johnson was a mariner (I think a 1st mate) for Arthur Ritson, who was 

famous in Sunderland for being the owner of several shipping Companies and also 

being a former Mayor of Sunderland. Although Ritson wasn’t a mason he was held 

in high esteem by many and employed a lot of people. Early in 1920 Arthur Ritson 

had retired to the Lake district where he unfortunately died in September 1920 and 

to commemorate him I believe that WBro James Johnson pursued naming the 

Lodge after him but decided to use one of Ritson’s companies  ‘The Nautilus 

Steam Shipping Company’ instead as you couldn’t really have a lodge named after 

a non mason, which I think he would have preferred. That’s my own thoughts on it 

and who knows one day I may be able to prove it. 

 

Nautilus like most other lodges has had high and lows in its 100 years of existence. 

At its height, with huge membership numbers, they were still meeting twelve times 

a year, were asked to relocate to Burdon Road Masonic Hall to accommodate 

numbers and become a ‘full and subscribing members’ of the hall to help the 

reduced numbers up there, we did so in 1974 / 75 to help our brother masons in a 

time of necessity, although Nautilus left Queen Street a number of our brethren 

didn’t want to go but the majority decision ruled. A splinter group loyal to this 

lovely building helped create a new lodge, The Lodge of Loyalty 8635 in 1975 

lead by none other than WBro Bewicke Laverick – whom the festive board is 

named after – a revered and greatly missed mason. 
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Nautilus decided in the year 2000 to relocate itself back to its home due to our own 

dwindling numbers and returned in 2008 with a steadily declining membership 

brought us to the lowest point of our existence to just 11 active members and the 

Master of the Lodge sought the advice of Province on the best course of action. A 

meeting was arrange and we met and were encouraged by one W Bro John Arthur 

and I was asked if I wanted to give it up and I replied not as long as a have a hole 

in my.........  

From this meeting germinated a seed planted by WBro Laverick before he died 

about a festival that was always celebrated in the East End of Sunderland to 

commemorate all things nautical which began with cannon firing a loaded shot 

over nearby buildings. I heard the name of this celebration at Chapter De Lambton 

recently but cannot remember it. Sunderland has a massive naval history but 

nobody appears to celebrate it. 

 

Several brethren thought there must be a way that we can raise our membership 

profile without the traditional ‘gavel night’ so myself and WBro Trevor Jenkins set 

about creating a bit of a ‘Masonic ritual’ but with nautical titles instead of Masonic 

titles for all the officers and we wanted to invite non-Masonic guests to get a little 

taste of Masonic meetings and to attend a short lecture on nautical matters in this 

fine room and then a huge feast and entertainment afterwards at the festive board 

and so the NAUTICAL NIGHT was born with over 80 members and guests in 

attendance and WBro John Arthur as principle guest and what a success that has 

been to the rebuilding of this Lodge, we now have almost 40 members with 4 more 

to initiate and several yet to complete their master mason degrees in this Masonic 

year.  The pandemic caused lots of problems and are very grateful for the help and 

assistance other Lodges who enabled several of our brethren to be ‘passed or 

raised’ in their lodges in a very short order so that we either assisted or completed 

over twenty separate degrees in 2021. What a statement for our centenary year.  

All of this from an idea of WBro Bewicke Laverick. What foresight and faith he 

must have had in the lodge members. 



7 | P a g e  

 

To conclude, As I stated earlier, the Masonic  brother who gave this lodge its 

name, WBro James Johnson is not named as a founder and in fact never became a 

member due his own private life being in turmoil and although I researched and 

found his address in Hastings Street, Hendon, Sunderland and the fact he worked 

for the Nautilus Steam Shipping Company, which incidentally went out of business 

shortly after that, I can find no further information other than he regularly 

entertained the members with songs and anecdotes after the festive board and into 

the wee small hours of the morning, which I’m pleased to say we, the members of 

Nautilus still emulate this magnificent tradition. 


