
Hiram Revels 

When Worshipful Phil asked me to prepare this talk, I had planned to spend 

my brief time reviewing the life and accomplishments of a 19th century leader, the 

first African-American elected to the U.S. Senate, Hiram Rhodes Revels, a Prince 

Hall Affiliated freemason. But there is a larger purpose than biography. Consider 

my presentation a scene-setter for the presentation that Worshipful Jim Morgan 

will deliver this evening in memory of Worshipful Herb Hollander. I intend to 

demonstrate that the ethical purposefulness which we encourage in each other 

through the craft is demonstrated in our lives beyond the temple walls. 

Freemasonry has always taught that its doors “are open to men who seek 

harmony with their fellowman, feel the need for self-improvement and wish to 

participate in making this world a better place to live.” s therefore can be 

expected to embody the precepts of the craft in civic as well as personal life. It is 

in this context that the life of Hiram Revels can, I think, most meaningfully be 

understood.  

First, some biographical background. Revels was born free in 1827 in 

Fayetteville, North Carolina. He received his early education there. He became a 

minister, and preached in the Midwest, in Maryland, as well as later in Mississippi, 



notably after the Civil War. During the Civil War and as a result of his time in 

Maryland as a minister and principal of a black school, Revels recruited two 

Maryland regiments. Revels served as chaplain for one regiment.  

After the war, Revels was a pastor in Natchez, Mississippi, and helped to 

create schools for African Americans – education was a crucial concern of his. He 

was elected alderman and then state senator. He then was elected a U.S. senator 

by the reconstruction Mississippi legislature – this was before the 17th 

Amendment created popular election of U.S. senators.  

At the Library of Congress, there is a 10-page autobiographical sketch in 

Revels’ handwriting. In it, he says that it had been his ambition since childhood to 

be educated and – in his phrase – “a professional man.” To us in this lodge, this 

might sound like a usual and expected career goal. We should consider it, 

however, in the context of the barriers to such that faced blacks at the time.  

To further his education, Revels attended two colleges, but I wish to draw 

attention to one – his first, Beech Grove Quaker Seminary in Liberty, Indiana. 

Judging by Revels’ autobiographical paper, this experience had a profound effect 

on him. In this college, men and women already were being treated as equals – 

and let us consider the time, 1844, well before the 19th Amendment, ratified in 



1920, that gave women the right to vote. Revels wrote, “I, being the only Negro in 

it, was astonished at seeing that my color was no disadvantage to me, but I was 

by teachers and students treated as if they and I were of the same color and 

race.” 

We can now turn our attention briefly to Revels’ term in the U.S. Senate, 

from 1870 to 1871. He espoused moderation, as most likely to effect a 

reconciliation of the races. In that regard, he favored a bill – which passed – to 

return U.S. citizenship to those former confederates who took an oath of 

allegiance to the Union. He saw this reconciliation as based on equal treatment 

regardless of race under the law. 

After leaving the Senate, Revels was appointed the first president – 

essentially, the founder – of Alcorn Agricultural and Mechanical College, now 

Alcorn State University in Mississippi, and then interim secretary of state of 

Mississippi. He died in 1901.  

Let us now consider Revels’ life in the context of freemasonry. We can 

begin with an excerpt of the research of the worshipful associate grand historian 

of the Most Worshipful Prince Hall Grand Lodge of the District of Columbia, James 

Morgan – a different James Morgan than the one we will hear tonight.  



Rev. Revels was a Past Grand Chaplain of the jurisdiction of Ohio. Revels was 

commissioned as the Right Worshipful District Deputy Grand Master for 

Missouri’s two lodges located in Kansas for the short period of time that those 

lodges remained under its jurisdiction.   

 Revels also was Grand Chaplain for the King Solomon Grand Lodge, at that 

time a grand lodge of Kansas. 

It’s clear from his personal, masonic and national activity that Revels lived a 

full and honorable life.  We therefore can use his example as a working tool from 

history.  

As an ordained minister, Revels was trained and expected to act by the 

plumb. I could find no documents that have the exact words of his public prayers, 

but accounts by those who heard those prayers found them inspirational to all. 

And his speeches show remarkable forbearance and brotherly love. 

Revels tried to meet everyone, including those who would have hated him, 

on the level. After the Civil War, he spoke in favor of admitting former 

confederates as full U.S. citizens once they took an oath of citizenship. Even those 

who would never consider him an equal under the decent rules of society and 

entitled to equal rights under the law, he would so consider. 

Revels bounded his actions within the points of the compasses. In my 

reading of the history of his life, I found no intemperate words or rash actions; 



this, in a time of continued bloodshed and oppression. Instead, I found a hand 

extended for friendship and cooperation.  

 And let us consider the square, the symbol of fair dealing. Although I have 

no records of specific actions reflecting Revels’ life as a freemason, the list of the 

positions for which he was chosen should be testament enough to the value and 

esteem in which his brethren held him – to the trust they had in his fair dealing 

with them. 

 In his time, Revels was a prominent man; among the most prominent 

African-Americans of his time. That his name is not spoken of these days shows us 

that the mist of time that enshrouds the past can hide from us what we ought to 

know. But what was done cannot be undone. So with Revels as with us. What we 

have done informs who we became and who we are; what we do informs who we 

will become. So in our use of our symbols. As freemasons, we guide ourselves by 

them. Revels in his life clearly was guided by them, and, in times far worse than 

ours, set his personal history as a living symbol, there for our guidance, of what a 

mason is capable of doing. Let us govern ourselves accordingly. 


