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Masonic Relief During the Pandemic 

By 

MATTHEW T. DULEY 

Introduction 

The outbreak, with its mysterious eastern 
origins, spread around the world and 
eventually to the United States, striking 
cities and states from New York to 
Cincinnati, Chicago to St. Louis to 
California.2 Panic spread among citizens 
anticipating its arrival in their communities.2 
Ill-equipped doctors struggled to 
comprehend the nature of such an illness 
that struck so suddenly and lethally.2 
Ineffective treatments were recommended. 

City councils composed enforceable orders.2 
Nursing homes were forced to accept 
infected patients.3 Newspapers warned 
people to monitor their condition and call a 
doctor as soon as symptoms appear.  
Locally, deaths in Harpers Ferry were of 
great concern as there were reports of deaths 
in Leesburg and Winchester of people who 
had been in Harper’s Ferry.2   Dramatic 
charts were used to depict a huge spike in 
deaths. As you may have already guessed, I 
am talking about the cholera pandemic of 
1850.  [Display Figure 1. and Figure 2.] 

 

DURING THE SACRAMENTO CHOLERA OUTBREAK OF 1850, MASONS TOOK THE 
REINS OF A PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY.1 

By Ian A. Stewart 

For Californians, the weeks following the 
March 19 shelter-in-place order have felt not 
only incredible but also historic. Within the 
fraternity, there’s been a resounding call to 
arms for members to live up to their 
Masonic obligation by reaching out to the 
vulnerable among us to provide whatever 
relief they can. 
As unprecedented as the moment has felt, 
the history of Masonry in California 
recounts an alarmingly similar circumstance, 
more than a century and a half earlier, in 

which Masons responded to a public health 
emergency. That was during the great 
cholera outbreak of 1850 in Sacramento and 
San Francisco, one of the most rapid, 
deadly, and grisly contagions ever—a 
horrific episode in state history, but one in 
which California’s early Masons left an 
indelible mark through their commitment to 
relief. Nearly 50 years later, their spirit 
would lead to the construction of the 
first Masonic Widows and Orphans Home, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3642236?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3642236?seq=1
http://masonichome.org/about/
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in Union City, later to become the Masonic 
Homes of California. 
In the fall of 1850, however, such 
institutional supports were few and far 
between. It was October of that year that the 
first traces of what would be known as the 
Asiatic cholera were first spotted in patients 
along the waterfront of San Francisco, no 
doubt brought to the state by ship, among 
the 40,000 would-be gold miners flooding 
the city each year. On October 11, 1850, the 
first reports of cholera-related deaths were 
made in San Francisco. By October 14, just 
three days later, it was spotted in 
Sacramento. It would have been hard to 
miss: Cholera is among the most miserable 
diseases on earth, with symptoms including 
diarrhea, vomiting, and dehydration. Most 
cases ended in death within 36 hours. 

Like a match to kindling, the disease erupted 
in Sacramento, a town still reeling from a 
catastrophic flood earlier that year, a fire, 
and a violent squatters’ riot. According to 
Prof. Mitchel Roth, writing in the Pacific 
Historical Review in 1997, within a week of 
the outbreak, 29 people were reported dead 
from the plague. The city council, acting 
with surprising and misguided force, ordered 
the mandatory burning of all garbage (under 
penalty of a crippling $500 fine for any 
resident or business out of compliance), 

hoping to eradicate the squalid grime 
believed to carry the disease. (The order 
backfired, leading only to an even greater 
tainting of the water supply.) Citizens were 
then ordered off the streets and into virtual 
quarantine. The actions did little to stop the 
spread of the disease, however. The 
following week, another 44 were reported 
dead, with the true number almost certainly 
higher, as many others had exhibited 
symptoms like dysentery before death, likely 
as a result of unconfirmed cholera. 
Almost overnight, Sacramento’s cemeteries 
“appeared to be newly plowed fields,” wrote 
a local businessman in his memoir, Life 
Sketch of Pierre Barlow Cornwall. Business 
ground to a halt and the city’s streets were 
deserted. From October 27 to 31, some 249 
died of cholera, including 58 on Halloween 
Day. Reports of cholera death didn’t slow 
until the third week of November—five 
weeks after the first case—and not because 
of medical intervention. Rather, it’s been 
said, the disease slowed for the simple fact 
that there were so few people left to contract 
it. Among a city of 8,000, half of the town 
either died or fled. Later reports, accounting 
for all funeral and death records, estimate 
that between 800 and 1,000 people died in 
Sacramento of cholera in the space of about 
five weeks. Essentially, 17 percent of the 
city died in just over a month. 

https://www.sachistoricalsociety.org/events-1/settlers-revolt-beyond-the-squatters-riot
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3642236?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3642236?seq=1
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San Francisco, mostly on account of its 
more transient population, was spared from 
the brunt of the outbreak. Still, estimates peg 
its death toll at between 250 and 600, in a 
town of 10,000 (5 percent). San Jose lost 10 
percent of its population to the pestilence 
over the same period. 

Remarkably, the cholera outbreak ultimately 
served as little more than a speed bump in 
the histories of the Bay Area and 
Sacramento. By late December of 1850, 
both regions were mostly back to normal, 
with business picking back up and the hunt 
for gold proving as alluring as ever. Rather, 
the true legacy of the outbreak is that it 

served as a catalyst for the formation of a 
more robust system of public health in 
California—an effort that Masons helped 
lead. 

Note: In August of the previous year, 
California was admitted to the union 

Prior to the fall of 1850, medicine was 
practiced more or less ad-hoc in California. 
San Francisco had just one public hospital. 
Sacramento had two. Physicians largely 
treated customers privately, in their own 
homes, or not at all. (The Gold Rush 
coincided with a period of broad skepticism 
of the medical profession.) 
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One of the first and most important changes 
to that arrangement came in December 
1849, with the opening of the jointly run 
Odd Fellows’ and Masons’ Hospital in Fort 
Sutter—soon to become practically overrun 
with cholera patients. Built at a cost of 
$15,000, the hospital was run by General 
Albert Maver Winn. Winn was both a 
member of Tehama Masonic Lodge No. 3 
and ranking officer of the Odd Fellows in 
California. Two physicians, John Frederick 
Morse and Jacob D.B. Stillman (both of 
Tehama No. 3) treated the sick and 
distressed free of charge. Patients who died 
at the hospital had their information sent to 
their home lodges in other states—one of the 
only reliable methods of dispatching such 
information to relatives back home. Along 
with other local medical heroes like Dr. 
Volney Spaulding, Mayor James 
Hardenbergh, and Dr. Gregory Phelan, 
Morse and Stillman were largely responsible 
for remaking medical care in Sacramento. 

The hospital was the primary symbol of 
Masonic relief in Sacramento during the 
outbreak, but it wasn’t the only source. In 
fact, the three pioneering lodges of the city 
(Tehama No. 3, Jennings No. 4, and Sutter 
No. 6) dispatched funds in 1850 to the 
indigent at a rate that’s almost unthinkable 
today—an effort to care for the sick, provide 

respectable burials for the dead, and aid the 
widowed that’s been described as nothing 
short of “heroic.” Together, the three lodges, 
although already in the red, due to the 
construction of new lodge halls, took on a 
relief debt totaling more than $31,000 in 
direct funds and hospital costs during the 
outbreak. For context, the entire city of 
Sacramento had only 69 Masons that year, 
of about 300 statewide, meaning that on 
average, each Sacramento Mason 
shouldered something like $449 in relief 
debt—equivalent to almost $15,000 per 
person in today’s dollars. That staggering 
commitment actually sank Jennings Lodge 
No. 4, which disbanded in 1853. 

Winn, as councilman and former mayor of 
Sacramento, president of the Masons and 
Odd Fellows Association, and leader of the 
Masonic relief movement, was perhaps first 
among equals with regard to charity, 
“exhausting the contents of his own purse 
and putting himself into severe financial 
straits in a heroic effort to relieve the 
suffering,” according to John 
Whitsell’s Hundred Years of Freemasonry 
in California. Four years after the outbreak, 
the Odd Fellows and Masons issued a joint 
report recommending that Winn be 
personally reimbursed for costs he incurred 
during the outbreak totaling $19,140. 

http://www.militarymuseum.org/Winn.html
http://www.militarymuseum.org/Winn.html
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ca0534/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ca0534/
https://books.google.com/books?id=7u81AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA146-IA25&lpg=PA146-IA25&dq=volney+spaulding,+sacramento&source=bl&ots=Ffhp7kEq8q&sig=ACfU3U06xNu58wDdIFmwU-BAyLFQyGztSA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT28n_sKfoAhXGvJ4KHZ18C9cQ6AEwA3oECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=volney%20spaulding%2C%20sacramento&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=7u81AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA146-IA25&lpg=PA146-IA25&dq=volney+spaulding,+sacramento&source=bl&ots=Ffhp7kEq8q&sig=ACfU3U06xNu58wDdIFmwU-BAyLFQyGztSA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT28n_sKfoAhXGvJ4KHZ18C9cQ6AEwA3oECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=volney%20spaulding%2C%20sacramento&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=7u81AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA146-IA25&lpg=PA146-IA25&dq=volney+spaulding,+sacramento&source=bl&ots=Ffhp7kEq8q&sig=ACfU3U06xNu58wDdIFmwU-BAyLFQyGztSA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT28n_sKfoAhXGvJ4KHZ18C9cQ6AEwA3oECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=volney%20spaulding%2C%20sacramento&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=yMFQAQAAIAAJ&pg=PA936&lpg=PA936&dq=volney+spaulding,+sacramento&source=bl&ots=_nSo1vx0In&sig=ACfU3U2CEMIcuHeVOtloKzjbqF91ncQ8xw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT28n_sKfoAhXGvJ4KHZ18C9cQ6AEwBnoECAcQAQ#v=onepage&q=volney%20spaulding%2C%20sacramento&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=yMFQAQAAIAAJ&pg=PA936&lpg=PA936&dq=volney+spaulding,+sacramento&source=bl&ots=_nSo1vx0In&sig=ACfU3U2CEMIcuHeVOtloKzjbqF91ncQ8xw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT28n_sKfoAhXGvJ4KHZ18C9cQ6AEwBnoECAcQAQ#v=onepage&q=volney%20spaulding%2C%20sacramento&f=false
https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/kt8x0nf7v5/
https://books.google.com/books?id=EHh_CQAAQBAJ&pg=PT18&lpg=PT18&dq=odd+fellows+and+masons+hospital+fort+sutter&source=bl&ots=_2JwIGwNX4&sig=ACfU3U1gz46f0tvhUdgUkqrdf8vVKA_dhw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiTkp-SlqfoAhVDIjQIHWSbA2cQ6AEwDHoECAoQAQ#v=onepage&q=Masons&f=false
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(Ultimately, the city of Sacramento issued 
him $1,825.) Several years later, Winn 
moved to San Francisco and founded the 
order of the Native Sons of the Golden 
West. 

Winn was not alone among Masonic 
champions of the outbreak. Dr. John F. 
Morse, as head of the Odd Fellows’ and 
Masons’ Hospital at Fort Sutter, was said to 
have tended to the dying by the hundreds 
during the outbreak and distinguished 
himself as one of early California’s most 
celebrated physicians. After the cholera 
outbreak, Morse—already the founding 
editor of the Sacramento Union newspaper, 
and credited as one of the town’s first 
historians—organized the first-ever 
Sacramento Medical Society, and later 

graduated to organizing the first California 
State Medical Society, serving as its first 
chairman. Additionally, he became the first 
medical officer of the state of California and 
served as editor of the California State 
Medical Journal. In 1872, having relocated 
to San Francisco, he was elected president of 
the San Francisco Medical Society. 
Morse’s partner at the Masons’ hospital, Dr. 
Jacob Stillman, was also a renaissance man 
of sorts: He was a past president of the 
Sacramento Society of California Pioneers 
and a past Grand Master of the Odd Fellows, 
as well as a high-ranking member of the 
Royal Arch Masons, the Knights Templar, 
and the Knights of Malta. He later affiliated 
with Oriental Lodge in San Francisco, 
according to Whitsell. 

Other Masons were also influential in 
combatting the plague:  

• Dr. Berryman Bryant, of Keith 
Lodge No. 187 in Gilroy, in 1849 
established a “home for the sick” on 
L Street in Sacramento, very likely 
the city’s first private hospital, which 
aided scores of choleric patients.  

• John Bigler, originally of 
Connecticut Lodge No. 74 (among 
California’s first lodges, prior to the 
formation of its Grand Lodge) and 
later of Tehama No. 3, was at the 

time of the outbreak speaker of the 
state assembly. He would go on to 
serve as the third governor of 
California, though in 1850, he too 
was described by Whitsell as 
working tirelessly, walking “among 
the sick and dying, serving wherever 
he could when the stench was so bad 
he had to keep a lump of camphor at 
his nose.” 

• And finally, there was Dr. John 
Townsend, a larger-than-life figure 
in early California history. 

https://nsgw.org/general-albert-maver-winn/
https://nsgw.org/general-albert-maver-winn/
https://sacramento.pastperfectonline.com/photo/D657D530-C286-4CEA-BDAF-778407154231
https://sacramento.pastperfectonline.com/photo/D657D530-C286-4CEA-BDAF-778407154231
https://www.worldcat.org/title/dr-morses-1853-history-of-sacramento-city-reprinted-1945/oclc/58924027
https://www.worldcat.org/title/dr-morses-1853-history-of-sacramento-city-reprinted-1945/oclc/58924027
https://governors.library.ca.gov/03-bigler.html
https://www.truckeehistory.org/the-first-pioneer-wagons-crossed-the-sierra-over-160-years-ago.html
https://www.truckeehistory.org/the-first-pioneer-wagons-crossed-the-sierra-over-160-years-ago.html
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Townsend had been among the first 
party to drive wagons cross the 
Sierra Nevada and became the first 
resident physician of San Francisco 
(where Townsend Street is named in 
his honor). At the time of the 
outbreak, Townsend was the first 
junior warden of San Jose Lodge No. 
10, where he ministered to the sick 
right up until both he and his wife 
succumbed to the disease on 
December 8, 1850. 

Though largely forgotten by history, the 
cholera outbreak of 1850 stands out in the 
history of California Masonry as a shining 
example of the fraternity’s commitment to 
fulfilling its obligation of relief. “We know 
beyond doubt that they stood true in hour of 
need,” wrote Whitsell in his Hundred Years 
of Freemasonry in California. 

“They nursed and obtained medical care for 
the sick. They soothed the dying and wrote 
letters to the nearest of kin. They buried 
their dead in decent places with suitable 
honors and dignity… This is certain: no 
sick, destitute, and suffering brother has 
been permitted to suffer or die in their midst, 
uncared for,” Whitsell continued. “The 
noble generosity and disinterestedness with 
which a few Masons in one of our new cities 
have contributed so largely to the wants of 
the brethren coming upon them from all 
parts of the civilized world has afforded a 
brilliant illustration to the world of the 
excellence and strength of our principles and 
has been most effective in commending our 
order to the respect of those who are not of 
us.” 

 

 

As to the present-day situation with the 
COVID-19 virus pandemic, what have 
Masons done? 

Across the world: 

Masons have stepped up to the plate to 
provide relief in many ways: 

• By providing “square” meals like the 
Somerset Provincial Mark Masters 

• By replacing a doctor’s stolen 
bicycle like the Buckinghamshire 
Freemasons 

• By helping sell facemasks where 
100% profit goes to Feeding 
America like Brother Lionel Richie. 
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• By setting up a designated 
emergency fund for their brothers 
and COVID-related community 
projects like the West Kent 
Freemasons 

• By setting up the Distressed Worthy 
Brother Relief fund for groceries, 
medicine, income instability, and 
access to local, state, and federal 

resources like the Ionic Composite 
Lodge No 520 in Los Angeles and 
the combined efforts of the Grand 
Lodge of California, the Masonic 
Homes, and the California Masonic 
Foundation 

• By gathering protective equipment 
for seniors and healthcare workers 
like the Grand Lodge of Ohio 

 

These are just a few examples. 

Here in Virginia: 

In March 2020, the Grand Lodge of Virginia 
authorized any previously scheduled blood 
drives to continue, with due precautions 
taken. 

Also, in March, the Grand Lodge of Virginia 
provided a list of 10 ways for brothers to 
help: 

 Go to the grocery store or pharmacy for 
Brothers, widows, or neighbors, who can’t 
get out of their home—or shouldn’t—due to 
underlying health conditions. You can 
simply get what they need and leave it on 
their doorstep. 

 Offer to prepare a hot meal for those who 
may need some help. Again, call, tell them 
you’re on the way, and leave it on the 
doorstep. In the same vein, many restaurants 
are offering take-out and home delivery 
during this time. Have something delivered. 

 Assist elderly Brethren, widows, or 
neighbors, who may need some help with 
yard work or other chores where exposure is 
limited. 

 Stay in touch by email and telephone, 
offer encouragement. Send a card of cheer. 
Share inspirational thoughts you come 
across or bits of humor (clean, of course). 
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 If your Lodge uses a phone tree to 
communicate information, use it to send an 
encouraging message and also remind the 
Brethren to reach out if they need assistance. 

 If a Brother has a power washer, sanitize, 
and clean an area—with appropriate 
permission—that may pose some risk. 

 Call the Mayor’s Office, City Council 
representative, or other public official and 
see if there is anything the Masons can do to 
help. 

 Make it a point to thank Police Officers 
and First Responders for their service during 
this time of considerable risk for those on 

the front lines. Send a care package from the 
Lodge of food or other items to those 
working around the clock (coordinate in 
advance to see what would be most helpful). 

 If your Lodge building has a message 
board in front, post something encouraging 
and uplifting for the community, or post 
something from the Lodge on Facebook or 
another appropriate electronic medium. 

 Pray for those at risk and those with 
specific needs. Pray for Law Enforcement 
personnel and other First Responders. Pray 
also for doctors, nurses, scientists, and 
government officials working to combat 
COVID-19. 
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In April 2020, the Grand Lodge of Virginia sent an appeal for donations and guidance on seeking 
assistance: 

 

 

In our District: (per the DDGM) 

• Food drives 
• Blood drive 
• Establishment of relief funds 
• Supporting local business 
• Calls to check on brothers 
• General availability to provide assistance 

Brothers from Freedom Lodge No. 118 in Lovettsville, Virginia conducted a Food Drive at the 
end of October: 
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A job well done! 

 

In conclusion, as stated earlier, “in every clime, a Mason may be found”, doing what is best – 
expressing Brotherly Love and providing Charity and Relief to our brothers and fellow man.   
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Figure 1. Diagram of cholera deaths in England during 1849  
                  Credit: Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) 
 
 
 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/wpybrn96
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Figure 2. Ineffectual treatments 

Blue pills or Emetic seem to equate to hydroxychloroquine recommendations today.  
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Sources: 

1. QUARANTINE, DISEASE, AND MASONIC RELIEF—170 YEARS AGO 

https://californiafreemason.org/2020/05/12/quarantine-disease-and-masonic-relief/ 

2. The Cholera Panic in Washington and the Compromise of 1850 

MAIZLISH, S. (2017). The Cholera Panic in Washington and the Compromise of 
1850. Washington History, 29(1), 55-64. Retrieved July 1, 2020, from 
www.jstor.org/stable/90007375 

3. The eerily similar pandemic we could have learned from but didn’t 
4. How the Victorians Mapped London’s Cholera 
5. Coronavirus (COVID-19) and actions taken and recommended by the Grand Lodge of 

Virginia 

https://grandlodgeofvirginia.org/coronavirus-covid-19-and-actions-taken-and-
recommended-by-the-grand-lodge-of-virginia/ 

6. Social media accounts of referenced Lodges and Grand Lodges 

 

Figures: 

1. Cholera bar chart 
2. Cholera patient 

 

 

  

https://californiafreemason.org/2020/05/12/quarantine-disease-and-masonic-relief/
https://californiafreemason.org/2020/05/12/quarantine-disease-and-masonic-relief/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/90007375?seq=1
https://theconversation.com/the-eerily-similar-pandemic-we-could-have-learned-from-but-didnt-138072
http://spatial.ly/2019/03/mapping-and-visualising-cholera-data/
https://grandlodgeofvirginia.org/coronavirus-covid-19-and-actions-taken-and-recommended-by-the-grand-lodge-of-virginia/
https://grandlodgeofvirginia.org/coronavirus-covid-19-and-actions-taken-and-recommended-by-the-grand-lodge-of-virginia/
https://grandlodgeofvirginia.org/coronavirus-covid-19-and-actions-taken-and-recommended-by-the-grand-lodge-of-virginia/
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	DURING THE SACRAMENTO CHOLERA OUTBREAK OF 1850, MASONS TOOK THE REINS OF A PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY.1

