
By 1792, the !edgling District of Columbia was still more forest 
than capitol. Tracts of land now housing federal buildings, muse-
ums, and rowhouses were "lled with trees, creeks, and rolling hills. 
#ough, Georgetown had developed into a busy commercial port 
and the "rst group of residents were moving into the District to 
begin the process of building the capitol.

On October 13th of that year, Freemasons from around the area 
met at Suter’s Tavern, the meeting place of Lodge No. 9 of Mary-
land (now Potomac Lodge No.5), for the purpose of laying the 
White House cornerstone. #ey formed in a traditional Masonic 
procession and marched to the site of the executive mansion on 
Pennsylvania Avenue. Once there, the Master of Potomac, Peter 
Casanave, laid the cornerstone and, a$er rousing speech, the pro-
cession returned to Suter’s where an elegant dinner was held.

#ere are two things that are particularly interesting about this 
event. First, it was a relatively quiet a%air. Compared to the U.S. 
Capitol cornerstone ceremony a 
year later, which had bands play-
ing, military parades, large crowds, 
and a President laying the corner-
stone, the White House ceremony 
felt a bit more reserved. So much 
so, that we have no record of the 
event recorded in local newspa-
pers. Second, up until the Truman 
administration, we didn’t even 
know when or how it happened!!

Here’s the only known record of 
the ceremony. It was discovered 
during the Truman White House 
renovations and serves as our only 
link to this important Masonic 
event. #e record was published in 
the Charleston Gazette on Novem-
ber 15, 1792. It was printed from a 
letter to an unknown Charleston 
man from his friend in Philadel-
phia. #e letter provides a very 
detailed summary of the 16 toasts 
given during the dinner. Several 
toasts were made to prominent 
leaders and intellectuals of the 
time including the Marquis de La 
Fayette and #omas Paine, who 

received the honor of toast no. 10, 
“#e Rights of Man and the author 
of Common Sense.”

Several clues help us con"rm that 
this is, in fact, an authentic account 
of the White House ceremony. By 
1792, the only Freemason lodge 
east of the Potomac River met in 
Georgetown and operated out of 
John Suter’s Tavern, the Fountain 
Inn. Records also con"rm that 
Peter Casanave was a Freemason and 
prominent civic leader. (He served as 
Georgetown’s fourth Mayor) While 
there is no record of George Washington attending the ceremony, 
James Hoban and Collin Willamson most likely did. Both men 
were active Freemasons, regular visitors to the lodge, and were 

granted a dispensation one year 
later to charter a new lodge in 
the City of Washington, which 
eventually would become Federal 
Lodge No.1 of D.C. (Georgetown 
was considered a separate entity 
at the time.)

#e reasons surrounding the quiet 
nature of the event are also a bit of 
a mystery. But, when considering 
the year, it is most likely due to 
the fact that the White House had 
yet to achieve the prominence and 
historical relevance it has today. 
More attention was given to the 
U.S. Capitol, as it represented the 
aspirational height of the Ameri-
can experiment.

Nevertheless, as we celebrate 
the building’s 225th anniversary 
today, Freemasons from across 
the Jurisdiction and world should 
take a moment to re!ect on the 
history and providence of the 
White House, a home that had 
been truly planned, laid, and built 
by masonic hands. S
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