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BOB LINDOP looks at"THE STORY OF THE GRAND UNITED"

Remember the "Bull and Mouth"? This was what we supposed to be a tavern in Sheffield where the second Grand Lodge of the original Order was founded in 1792. It is significant that the London Grand Lodge, which by all accounts was a most autocratic institution, should have condescended to give Grand Lodge status to those heathen Northerners. The fact is that the Order was seizing the imagination of the Northern counties, particularly Lancashire and Yorkshire, and the London Lodge could no longer resist the claims of their brethren in these parts. Apart from the demands of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Lodges, difficulties of communication in those days made administration of "outposts" a near-impossible task. We must remember too that in a young, yet rapidly growing movement, it could not have been long before the provincial strong points came face to face with the fact that the London Grand Lodge was itself not very soundly constituted. Indeed, the weakness of the London Lodge and its undemocratic ways coupled with the surge of strength in the North, saw the London Lodge wholly eclipsed so that the very name of the Grand Lodge in the South vanished at once from our records!

So Sheffield became the effective centre of Oddfellowship. The Union Order or the Grand United Order as it was variously called, embraced all the Lodges in England and seemed set fair to become a huge, thriving, all-class institution. But soon, within twenty years, in fact. the Grand Lodge. Sheffield, born of dissension in the eighteenth century, in turn became the object of criticism from those Lodges, notably from Lancashire, who felt that the new Grand Lodge was becoming as dictatorial as ever the London Lodge had been! This dissatisfaction came to a head in 1813 when several Lancashire Lodges seceded and formed themselves into a Union which they called "The Independent Order of Oddfellows, Manchester Unity." As we know, this breakaway institution went from strength to strength and today represents the biggest Friendly Society with Lodges in the country. However, the secession regrettable though it was did not prevent further rapid growth of the parent body, and, in the next twenty years bringing us to 1831, more than 200 Dispensations for Lodges had been granted. 

But the fortunes of the Grand United had always been erratic and now, in 1831, another blow was to fall! Grand Lodge had not, apparently, learned anything from the breakaway movement of Manchester Unity. It is not now known on what principle the Sheffield Grand Lodge was constituted, but it would appear that once again the growth of the Movement outstripped that governing body's effec­tiveness, and soon the seeds of disaffection grew into a heavy crop of discord and insubordination. The principles of Love, Friendship and Truth, received a further heavy setback when what purported to be "a general delegate meeting of all the Lodges in Lancashire, Cheshire and Yorkshire" was convened at the Bridgeman Arms Inn, Bolton, for the purpose of moving Grand Lodge to Bolton and reconstituting it as a board of twenty (elected?) men who would undertake: ". . to assure the Lodges of their fatherly care and protection so long as the laws, customs, usages and ceremonies of the Order are well observed and truly kept . . ." 

From this meeting was formed the Ancient Noble Order (Bolton Unity) and the parent Order licked its wounds again. However, though the Bolton-based union became an established fact, its claims to represent "all the Lodges of Lancashire, Cheshire and Yorkshire" must be a gross overstatement, otherwise these three counties would not have survived at that time and to the present day as the stronghold of Grand United Oddfellowship. By the time, in the plethora of breakaway Orders, for many sub­divisions had taken place, the average Oddfellow must have been confused as to who was his Brother and who was not!' Indeed, there is the case of Washington Union Lodge, No 1, Philadelphia, which was once thought to be the first Grand United Lodge in America. It is pretty clear now that its laws and allegiances were those of an Independent order. Our present American Brethren certainly do not recognise this early Lodge (1819) as ever being a Grand United stronghold.

1832 saw another "revolt" against the "arbitrary" conduct of the Grand Lodge and its officers Little was achieved from this latest upheaval, but the Grand Lodge, now having an unwieldy complement of eighteen members, was slow to read the writing on the wall.

"By 1837 the Grand Lodge had succeeded - as all other Grand Lodges had done - in making itself sufficiently obnoxious to cause a great agitation." 

So wrote P.G.M. Jowett late in the nineteenth century. Certainly agitation there was; agitation for popular representation and an elec­tive system of Order government. This reached its climax when in 1837, the Grand Lodge Meeting was so assailed with demands for democratic rule that it capitulated and the next year the first Annual Meeting of the G.U.O.O.F.S. was held in Leeds. More of this meeting next time, but let us look for a moment at the case the curious case. of Bro. B. Towndrow. who represented the Man­chester District at that meeting.

In the annals of our Order we find no mention of Bro. Towndrow until the meeting at Leeds was convened. He appears with the suddenness of Halley's Comet, a phenomenon still being talked about at that time, and disappears just as suddenly. Yet at that memorable meeting of 1838, this man was Mover of no less than TWENTY-SEVEN rules or motions, received the special thanks of the Conference, made what appears to have been the most impor­tant speech of the Conference, was ~trusted with the registration of Rules, was charged with having the flag altered for the next year's meeting and was appointed to prepare the Report on the Con­ference. Addressing the Chairman (Bro. Walker, of Leeds), Towndrow then made a speech in reply to Conference's Vote of Thanks. Near the end of that speech he said: "You have this day shed a ray of pleasure on me, which can only cease with my life." 

For all we know his life could have ceased at that moment. Whether he fulfilled his special charges from Conference, whether he kept his promises to that meeting we shall never know. Cer­tainly when the story is resumed, in 1845, Bro. Towndrow's name is conspicuously missing.
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