
Charles Collins Interview  7/10/11 
 
Interviewer: Today is January 31, 2011. I am here with Charley Collins to do an 
Oral History Interview. My name is Girbe Eefsting, a close personal friend of 
Charley.  
 
Interviewer: Charley, welcome to this oral history. I want to take this opportunity 
to hear your life story, so let’s begin with the very first thing. When were you 
born, and where? 
 
Charles: Well, thank you. I was born in a little country house just about four miles 
north of Linden, Michigan. I was born on July 3, 1929. There is a discrepancy 
there; my mother thought it was the first, the doctor thought it was the second, 
and my birth certificate said it was the third, so, on one of those days I was born. 
We really don’t know which one, but that doesn’t matter, ‘cause here I am. 
 
Interviewer:  Yes, we’re glad you’re here. Tell me a little bit about your earliest 
memories. What was your family like? What did your father do?  
 
Charles: At the time that I was born, my father worked in the Chevrolet  plant 
known as the one down the hill. He worked there for a while and then my mother 
became ill with tuberculosis and so he struggled to put her in a hospital that she 
could recover it. They put her in a hospital in Howell, Michigan. That didn’t seem 
to help and he had heard about the sanatorium at Jackson, Michigan, and so he 
moved into the area where he could get her into that sanatorium. It did work a 
miracle and helped her recover from TB. She was there about three years. 
During that time I lived with my aunt and uncle in Wayne, Michigan. My uncle, 
Gerald Thompson was his name, was a mail carrier the United States 
government. He carried mail on foot and walked his beat every day, delivering 
United States mail.  
 
As I grew up, some of the things I remember, they had no children at that time 
and uncle Gerald had an erector set when it was bad weather, bad outside, 
either raining or snowing or something, my aunt would let me play with uncle 
Joe’s erector set. So I would build all sorts of things with it. It was a lot of fun, but 
I had to tear it all apart when I was done and put it back in the box, piece by 
piece, where every piece belonged. She was very fussy about that. It became a 
regular ritual; I’d build something, then I’d tear it apart and put it back in the box. 
So it was something that really impressed me. I went to kindergarten in Wayne. 
By the time I was through kindergarten and into the first grade I was able to move 
back home with my parents. 
 
Interviewer: So you were about three or so when your mother went into the 
sanitorium. Did your dad leave his job? 
 



Charles: I was two or three when she went to the sanatorium. My dad left his job 
and took a job as a farmer, farming some property that he rented. One of the 
interesting things about that was that he raised watermelons for a company that 
sold melon seeds, so that summer we braved the sandburs and so on in the 
watermelon patch, and had all the watermelons we wanted to eat, as long as we 
spit out the seeds and saved them. That was fun.  
 
I remember one time, they had an outhouse at the school that my brother and 
sister went to and I went to the outhouse one day and there was a great big bug 
called a walking stick, was about six inches long and looked like a stick. It scared 
the skin off of me, I thought, man, look at that thing. I ran and got my sister and 
she got it out of the outhouse for me. 
 
Interviewer: How many siblings do you have? 
 
Charles: I have one brother and one sister, both older than I am. With us three 
children my aunt Rosemary was also raised. She was a step-daughter of my 
grandmother, and so we were all kind of raised together and lived on a farm later 
on, north of Linden, near where I was born. The address was 11210 Odell Road 
in Linden, Michigan. I went to grade school there; a country school called Land 
school. It was two miles to the south of the farm and we walked back and forth to 
school every day. It was an interesting walk; you saw all sorts of things on that 
country road. 
 
Interviewer: So did your siblings also go to your aunt and uncle’s when you 
mother went to the sanatorium? 
 
Charles: No they stayed with my father because they were older. They stayed, 
but had to farm poor Charley out; the baby of the family. I really appreciated 
living with Lula and Gerald because they lived in a suburb of Wayne, Michigan, 
and that’s where uncle Gerald carried mail. It was about 60 miles from Linden. It 
is near Detroit. I had some nice friends there. One young fellow, I don’t recall his 
name but his father was a guard at Ford Motor Company. The place he worked 
was near Greenfield Village and so every so often, not on a regular basis, but 
every so often, he and I would go with his dad to work and he would take us over 
to Greenfield Village and let us play there all day. As you go in the entrance of 
Greenfield Village you’ll see a large windmill; he and I have climbed clear to the 
top of that windmill and stuck our head out the top and yelled at everybody. Hey, 
get them kids down, they would yell. The houses around that windmill are very 
interesting because they are full of secret passages and so he and I would climb 
through those old houses and the secret passages and pop out next to a 
fireplace, and so forth. We had a great time playing there. 
 
Interviewer: You probably weren’t allowed to go see your mother during the three 
years that she was in the sanatorium. 
 



Charles: No, I wasn’t allowed to see her, but I did go with the family to the 
sanatorium and my brother and sister would sit out on the highway name all the 
cars that would go by. We knew all the chevys and fords and buicks and so on. I 
often wondered if I could do that today. I don’t think I could because there are so 
many different kinds, you know.   
 
Interviewer: And they all look alike now. They had a radically different look then. 
 
Charles: Yes, but we had a lot of fun just sitting there. 
 
Interviewer: What were your feelings about your mom being in a sanatorium, and 
what did that mean to you? What you might know about tuberculosis now as an 
adult that maybe we forgot from history? How bad that was? 
 
Charles: It was very difficult. It took her a long time to recover. These 
sanatoriums were not all the same. The people who were in Howell; not as many 
recovered as they did this one in Jackson. She was very definitely required to 
stay in bed and to rest. After the three years she had recovered enough to go 
home, but I remember always, mom had to take a two-hour nap in the afternoon 
and that seemed to be a requirement for her as she recovered from TB. 
 
Interviewer: So TB was pretty common; there was a lot of it around. 
 
Charles: It was very common and very difficult to recover from. 
 
Interviewer: So what else do you remember about growing up? You went to a 
country school… 
 
Charles: I went to the country school through eighth grade and then went to 
Linden to high school. It was two miles further south than the Land school was. It 
was a very interesting time. It was 1943 and so we had had Pearl Harbor and so 
on. In the spring of 1944 my brother got hit by a car when he was getting off the 
school bus and broke his jaw, so he had one of these splints on that wired his 
jaw, with rubber bands so he could still talk. That fall I was home and I started the 
John Deere tractor and went out through the gate to get the cows. The tractor 
was a John Deere B low-crop tractor, so the two front wheels were together and 
the rear wheels were extended out on an axle. Well, the wheels were set in tight 
to the tractor that day and the axle hit a gate post and threw me off  and caused 
a blood clot in my leg which resulted in the loss of my left leg. 
 
Interviewer: So you fell off and got hurt, and ended up getting a blood clot so. Did 
that happen immediately or did it take some time to form the blood clot? 
 
Charles: It took some time. The accident happened in early September when I 
was 14. The doctors in the area were all at a seminar in Lansing so there were 
none available to treat me, so by the time a doctor got back to Linden it was 



three days later. He looked at me and said I should be in the hospital so they 
took me to the hospital in Flint. It was probably into November before that clot 
caused gangrene in my foot, where they amputated my leg about six inches 
below the knee. So I’ve lived with that artificial leg for a long time. 
 
Interviewer: It must have been difficult for you at first. 
 
Charles: A 14 year old? No, it wasn’t difficult at all (laughter). 
 
Interviewer: What do you remember about that? 
 
Charles: Well, I went back to high school at the start of the second semester on 
crutches because I didn’t have the artificial limb yet. Then, in the spring I got an 
artificial leg and thought, wow, this is neat, I can walk. So I got out and walked 
about two miles and got that sucker so sore, it took about three weeks for it to 
heal up. That was something else. I didn’t do well in high school that year. Going 
in in second semester it was kinda over my head so I left that year from Linden 
and went to a boarding school in Spring Arbor and took my freshman and 
sophomore years at that school. I worked there and earned my tuition and room 
and board. Then I went back to Linden high school in my junior year and 
graduated in 1948. 
 
Interviewer: Knowing you Charley, I think accidents like that happen to people, it 
can be very traumatic, and I see people who overcome that handicapped and 
become very determined. I see you as that kind of person. Can you talk about 
that a little bit. 
 
Charles: I didn’t ever see it as a handicap; I just got a wooden leg is all. I played 
all the sports except football. I played soft ball and base ball both, and basketball. 
I enjoyed basketball quite a bit. We used to go to school and as soon as we got 
off the bus we’d go in and have a pickup game of basketball until school started 
and then later on we’d play at lunch hour. But then I got a job at school serving 
dinner to the lower grades, I think I had 4th or 5th grade kids that I served lunches 
to, so I got that job in the lunch room. So I got my meals free and the ladies who 
prepared the meals made sure  I had lots of good things to eat, like a pint of ice 
cream. In fact, I  gained quite a bit of weight that year. It was a fund time, an 
enjoyable time. I made the second team in basketball and was captain in my 
senior year. 
 
Other things I did in my senior year; I was very enthused about the senior and 
junior play, I was in both of those, as well as the senior operetta. I had the lead 
song in the senior operetta. I don’t remember what it was. But I can’t sing worth a 
darn, but the teachers must have thought so. 
 
Interviewer: How big was this high school? 
 



Charles: The graduating class was about 80. I look back on it now and very few 
of my classmates are still alive. It kinda makes you sit up and take notice. 
 
Interviewer: I want to ask you about 1943; the war was going pretty well, there 
must have been a lot of men in your community who were getting drafted. What 
was that like for you? 
 
Charles: It was interesting. I was a little too young. My brother who got hurt in 
that accident was classified as 4F and never got the opportunity to go. It really 
bothered him because it was his age and his  buddies who were going.  
 
Interviewer: So it wasn’t ever an issue for you. Did some of the seniors in your 
graduating class join the military after high school? Was that a common thing for 
them to do? 
 
Charles: Not really because we are talking about 1948 and the war was over. So, 
even if the accident had not happened I probably would not have gone into the 
military. I was just the wrong age. The additional wars that came along, I would 
have qualified for. 
 
Interviewer: Were people being drafted for the Korean war? 
 
Charles: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: So the draft stayed in place through Vietnam. They instituted it in 
World War II, they kept it going until Vietnam. Then they went to a lottery. A 
volunteer army. 
 
Charles: In 1948 I left Michigan with a couple of buddies and went to Kansas and 
we got a job on a pipeline. It was called the big inch, 31 inches in diameter, and 
went from Texas to Canada. We worked on that pipeline all summer until it got to 
the Mississippi River. 
 
Interviewer: It started in Texas and was moving north? And you lived in bunk 
cars? 
 
Charles: Well, no, we actually rented a house in Abeline, Kansas and that’s 
where I met my first wife. I met her in 1948 and we dated during that summer. I 
moved back to Michigan in ’49, went to Louisiana that fall and stayed with my 
sister and decided that Louisiana was not a place a guy could earn much money. 
I worked at a plating place, that plated gem things for Sears and Roebuck. We 
also plated silver and gold utensils and that type of thing. I went there because 
my sister was living down there and I visited and got a job. The job was very very 
interesting, basically because this was an old time plating company and all of the 
tanks were wood, lined with bees wax. Then the metal anodes and cathodes 
were put into the solution. We used to sit and eat our lunch on barrels which I 



later found out were barrels of cyanide (laughter). So I sat on cyanide barrels and 
ate my lunch quite often. 
 
Interviewer: So you met your girl friend the summer before and left her in 
Abeline? Did you stay in contact?  
 
Charles: That’s right. I probably wrote her a letter every other week or so. In the 
spring of 1950 I went out to see her again and we decided to get married. So I 
asked her father if we could get married and he was happy because she had a 
whole bunch of kids. So he went down to the court house and signed the papers. 
Then I found out that I had to be 21 in order to get married in Kansas. So I had to 
write my dad and get him to wire permission for me to get married. We wanted to 
get married on Valentine’s Day but we missed it by a day. 
 
Interviewer: What about your parents? 
 
Charles: They are still alive. They were living on the farm.  During the depression 
my grandmother had to mortgage the farm. My dad took over the mortgage in the 
30s and had to get his brothers and sisters to sigh off on that mortgage. So my 
dad bought the farm in the 1930s. I don’t remember what year. It was a land 
contract. 
 
Interviewer: So you and Rosie got married in Abeline. Did any of your family 
come to the wedding? 
 
Charles: Oh my, no. It was just in the minister’s house. The minister performed 
the ceremony and his wife played the piano. A friend of mine and Rosie stood up 
with us. Then we got in my car and headed for Michigan. We got into Kalamazoo 
and it was snowing like crazy. It was February. We got side swiped by a car. It 
just kept going. Wasn’t too bad; took the door handle off one side. We fixed it up 
and went on home. We went to my parent’s house and got there about midnight. 
About 8:00 in the morning all the family showed up, pounding dishpans and 
yelling and raised heck. Got us out of bed. They knew we were coming. But 
didn’t know what time. It was called a shiveree. Do you remember those? Well, 
they used to do that sort of stuff. I haven’t the foggiest idea what the word 
means, but it was a common thing to do around a young couple; to whoop it up. 
 
Interviewer: So then you stayed with your parents for a while? 
 
Charles: We stayed with my parents for probably six months and I worked at a 
company in Holly, Michigan. I buffed parts for plating. As time went along, my 
dad and I built a basement about half a mile from the house, on the edge of his 
property. We enclosed it and actually furnished as a basement apartment. I 
continued to work there until Rosie got pregnant and we had Charles. At the time 
that she was in the hospital with Charles I got a job in Flint at a place that 
manufactured tools, carbide cutting tools for the auto industry. I worked there 



until Chuck was probably a year old, in that range, and then we moved to Kansas 
and I got a job there as a cutter grinder. We were back in Abeline. Then I went on 
down to Wichita and got a job at Boeing Aircraft as a cutter grinder operator and 
we lived in Wichita for a year or so, and I had different jobs and so. 
 
We didn’t have any more children there but moved back to Michigan by the time 
Christine was born. I discovered in those days that the only place that a common 
laborer could make any money then was in the Michigan are. You didn’t even get 
minimum wage out of state. It was because of the unions, but also Kansas was 
farming country, even though they had a big aircraft plant there, it was still 
farming country. So we moved back to Michigan and Christine was born at a 
hospital in Flint. As we went along, we got our home in Linden, bought a house 
there. Though we had traveled some before, we settled in Linden and bought a 
house there. I worked in various factories in Flint. Mostly as a tool and die maker. 
I did an upgrade program which takes ten years to become a journeyman tool 
and die maker. I upgraded to journeyman and then basically left that trade and 
went to work in Saginaw as a machine designer. I worked there and got involved 
with remanufacture and the rebuilding of piston ring machinery, and the redesign 
of that. I got acquainted with a number of the companies that made piston rings 
and so went into my own company and designed machinery to inside bore and 
bevel piston rings. They were production machines for manufacturing of piston 
rings. 
 
Interview: How many children do you have, Charlie? 
 
Charles: I have five children. 
 
Interviewer: So what is the progression here. We’ve heard of Christine. Who was 
next. 
 
Charles: Well the next one was my youngest son Bill. I had two more daughters 
before Bill; Suzanne, born just before Hastings. We moved when she was about 
3 months old. Then Cynthia was born in Hastings. 
 
Interviewer: So was there a job that made you move to Hastings? 
 
Charles: There was a job at Hastings Manufacturing Company where I had sold 
a number of machines. I guess that got me a reasonable reputation, so I moved 
there as an engineer. So I had upgraded myself from a tool and die maker to a 
machine designer to an engineering job. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s talk a little bit about how you got involved in Masonry. How did 
that happen? 
 
Charles: I joined Masonry when I was still living in Linden. I joined around 1959. I 
got introduced to Masonry by a very interesting way. My father had discussed 



with my mother many times about joining the Masonic Lodge. He had worked in 
the Chevrolet factory and had discovered most of the managers were Masons. 
So he kept saying, I’d to join the Masonic Lodge, I think it would help me at work. 
She would say, well, daddy, you belong to the Free Methodist church and they 
don’t believe in Masons, so, you don’t want to join. So I hear that conversation 
often during my young life. As I was out of my own, and married, I noticed that 
my uncle Glen was a Mason, my dad’s brother. I said to him, uncle Glen, what is 
this Masonry. I see the little pin you wear on your lapel. So tell me about it. He 
said that he would get me a petition and I could join the Lodge. I said, well OK, 
sounds like a good way to learn about it. So he got the petition and turned it in to 
Linden Lodge and I joined. I became experienced in Masonry. I took my first two 
degrees rather quickly because they wanted me to go to a special program to 
take my Master Mason’s degree. So I took the first two degrees, in Entered 
Apprentice and Fellowcraft, a month apart, which was how they would allow you 
at that time to do your degrees. So the third month I took my Master Mason’s 
degree. They took me to Flint to the Morning Star Lodge. It was held for the 
second shift workers in the city of Flint. It started at 10:00 in the morning and they 
held the lodge during the day instead of the evening. On a Saturday we went into 
the Morning Star Lodge and took our Master Mason’s  degree. The Lodge still 
exists but it is an evening Lodge and they have moved to Schwartz Creek. My 
uncle Glen was my sponsor. I took that degree with ten other men. I took the 
short form of the degree and then watched the final degree with these ten other 
men. It was really interesting because of the lodge it was in. They had a dinner 
afterward. They had a great time talking about Masonry. I then went back to 
Linden to sign the roll of membership and become a member of Linden #132, 
which by the way, I am still a member of. I am a life member there.  
 
When I started in 1959, the requirements for a guy to become Master or to get 
through the chairs to become Master was that you had to spend six years as a 
Steward and really go up the ladder to qualify to do the first office, which was 
Junior Deacon. So, it was a long time. Well, I did not get through  six years 
before I had moved to Hastings. I moved to Hastings and immediately got 
involved with the Hastings Lodge. I didn’t feel very comfortable there but I worked 
with a number of fellows and taught them their Masonic lessons, etc., did their 
investigations, and enjoyed Masonry quite well. I taught a brother by the name of 
John Jerkadis who was from Middleville. He started through the officers chairs in 
Middleville and I told brother John that when he became Master I would join the 
Middleville Lodge and that’s how I became a member of Middleville #231, which 
was rather unique because I belonged to #132 and now I joined #231. So, Middle 
was, and is, my second Lodge. I went through the officers chairs at Middleville 
and became Master in 1980. I was treasurer and secretary a number of times. I 
really can’t tell you all the years. During that period of time I met many brother 
Masons. One of  the men I met was Al Darling. Brother Al was the Grand Tyler 
for 20 years of the Grant Lodge. At one meeting with brother Al, I mentioned to 
him that there was a new office in the Grant Lodge called a Grand Master’s 
Representative and I said that I’d like to be a Grand Master’s Representative. So 



Al contacted the right people and I got the appointment. I had six different 
Lodges that I was a representative to and I was charged to help them in any way 
that I could if they needed help. So I went to those Lodges and offered my 
assistance. After a couple of years, the Grant Lodge realized that the title of 
Grand Master’s Representative was used in another way in other states and so 
they changed that title to District Deputy Grand Master. So I was a District 
Deputy Grand Master for a few years. Well then, I had been a District Deputy 
Instructor (DDI) and I ran for that again and was elected. I also then decided that 
I would like to be on the Board of General Purposes (BGP) for that and was 
elected to that and became a Board of General Purpose member after resigning 
from the position of Deputy District Instructor. So I spent a number of years as a 
BGP, which deals the laws and the changing of the laws of the Grand Lodge. 
 
Interviewer: That must have been very interesting. 
 
Charles: It was very interesting. I had six Lodges that I worked with and, over the 
years got acquainted with many many of the brother Masons in the different 
jurisdictions. 
 
Interviewer: What is the process of changing the laws? Can you talk about that a 
little bit. 
 
Charles: Well the process of changing the Grand Lodge laws is to submit a 
proposal to the Grand Lodge early in the spring to get it on the agenda. Then if it 
is in order it is brought up and voted on at Grand Lodge and either accepted or 
rejected. 
 
Interviewer: Do you remember any one in particular that you were a part of 
changing in any major way? 
 
Charles: No, I was never a part of any Grand Lodge laws that were a major 
change. 
 
Interviewer: Were you around when the change went from having just keys to 
publishing… 
 
Charles: Yes, I was, but that was a Grand Lodge decision and voted on 
accordingly. They decided to change from the one-letter key to a full written 
catechism, if you want to call it that, the reason being that so many of the words 
in the one-letter key were, for lack of a better word, were changed, sliced, 
prostituted to sound and say different, they used different words even though it 
started with the same letter. So, the New York three-letter key and a couple of 
other ways to learn the lessons were set up and were such a difficult thing to get 
the words right that they published a whole catechism. 
 



Interviewer: Was that a controversial thing or did everybody think it was a pretty 
good idea? 
 
Charles: Oh, my, that’s interesting. Yes, it was a controversial change. It was 
heavily discussed at Grand Lodge, but they did decide to do it and, as you know, 
it has been a number of years, probably 10 years, and it seems to work out quite 
well. I noticed the other night I was working with a gentleman who was studying 
the Senior Wardens part and he was going back to one-letter key to learn it, even 
though he had both. He would learn it with the one-letter key and then go back to 
check and see if it was right by going back to his written out book. So it is easier 
to learn by using the one-letter key.  
 
Interviewer: Has that been recommended to other brothers, to say, here’s the 
one-letter key? As far as for memorization, here’s a better way to memorize. 
 
Charles: The one-letter key is published to equal the other. They are both the 
same. So, yes, it is easier to learn from the key than it is from the full written out 
catechism. 
 
Interviewer: Did you tell me you were into sales? That you were on the road quite 
a bit? Was that more sales or trouble shooting problems that people were having 
with the equipment? Talk about that. 
 
Charles: Both. In 1980, I can’t remember what year it was. Anyway, I left 
Hastings Manufacturing and went into my own business, which was sales. I sold 
equipment, both new and used, to the industry in general. I got involved with a 
machine and tool company and eventually worked out of Rockford, Illinois in 
selling their equipment. Later on they purchased the Barber Coleman line of gear 
cutting equipment and so, over the years, I specialized in gear cutting equipment. 
I sold much Barber Coleman. I sold new and used equipment and basically did 
the service on that equipment. So I was on the road a lot. I probably spent 10 to 
12 years doing that. 
 
Interviewer: Your wife got ill at some point. When did that happen? 
 
Charles: My wife became ill in 1998. Our children were grown and out on their 
own. She developed lung cancer and was treated in the spring. We thought that 
it was cured, but what had happened was that it had transferred to the meninges 
of her brain and she thought that she should have been recovering but she didn’t. 
She went into the hospital in Kalamazoo, had a very good cancer doctor there. 
They said she had received all the treatment that had to offer and suggested that 
she go to a place to recover. So she was transferred to a Berry County facility. 
She got worse, so after three weeks they took her back to Kalamazoo hospital. 
They didn’t seem to be able to find the problem and couldn’t get her to recover. 
So they released her again, to go home. One of the unique that my family and I 
did was that we felt that she wasn’t getting very good treatment. We stayed with 



her 24 hours a day and recorded every time that a nurse came into  the room  
and asked what she was doing, and wrote it down, and kept a record of 
everything that happened to her. This went on in all the places she was at. I was 
up at six in the morning to go to Kalamazoo to the hospital. The doctors made 
their rounds about seven, so I talked to the doctor and said they were going to 
release her. So I asked him, if this was your wife, what would you do? He said 
that I would take her to Mayo Clinic as quickly as I could get her there. We took  
Rosie home and made arrangements with a flying service to fly her out there to 
the Mayo Clinic and she saw a number of doctors there. They put her in St. 
Mary’s hospital, and did some more investigation and then told us they had 
discovered the brain cancer for which there was no cure. They recommended 
that we take her home, make her comfortable, and get ready for her to pass on. 
We did that. She lived about three weeks after she came home. She died in 
1998. 
 
Interviewer: What I want to get back to a little bit was this period when you were 
travelling a lot and didn’t have so much involvement in Masonry. 
 
Charles: I was on the road a lot. Once in a great while I would be at a place 
where I could to Lodge and I would do that. I was a Rotarian as well and went to 
many more of those meetings because they were held at noon. So I would get 
into a town and go to a Rotary meeting for lunch. 
 
Interviewer: If it wasn’t for you I probably wouldn’t have gotten involved in 
Masonry. When you did get back into Masonry, you got into it in a big way, right? 
So talk about that a little bit and what Masonry has meant to you. 
 
Charles: Well, Oh, my, Girbe, Masonry means a lot to me, you know. The older 
you get the more you learn about Masonry, the more you learn about the facilities 
that they have and Carol and I have done a major amount of oral histories at the 
Masonic home in Alma. We have discovered how fine a facility it really is. We  
encourage anyone who would need a place like that, to investigate the Masonic 
home in Alma because it is a top-of-the-line, first rate facility. I moved back to 
Hastings and got involved with the Masonic Lodge in Middleville, I don’t know 
what year, but a long time ago, but I became an active member for a change and 
knew the McEwin brothers and those fellows the. The Lodge there was upstairs 
above the old post office. We used to have a lot of great times there. We started 
a Sunday morning breakfast and served every week. If you couldn’t afford to pay, 
you ate anyway. We did that for four or five years. One of the benefactors of that 
dinner, if we were short money, was a man by the name of Bill McEwin. Bill was 
a great proponent of helping people and making sure that they certainly had the 
essentials of living by helping them out. He would come and say, boys I just gave 
so-and-so a hundred dollars. Do you want to share in helping him out? So we 
would give part of the breakfast money and give it to Bill who would see that they 
got another hundred dollars. He was very instrumental in what we now call the 
Bill McEwin Charity Fund.  



 
Going through the chairs and working in the Lodge and becoming secretary, I 
was quite active and when I first started to go to the Middleville Lodge it was very 
difficult to get a quorum. A quorum at that time was nine members. We often 
would have to get on the telephone and call up a couple of brothers and say, 
hey, come on to Lodge, we need your help. Over the years what has work on all 
our parts, we now have an average of 25 members who come on a regular basis 
so we don’t have to call them anymore. During all of that time we were faced with 
the fact that the building was deteriorating quite bad and we had an opportunity 
to sell it to some people who wanted to use the down stairs for business 
purposes. So we sold the building and ended up renting from the VFW hall down 
the block. 
 
Interviewer: Stick with the subject of Masonry and what that has meant to your 
life. When was the first time that you were introduced to Masonry? 
 
Charles: It as 1959. I talked with my uncle who was a Mason and he had a little 
square and compass on his lapel. I said what was that and he said it was from 
the Masonic Lodge. I told him I was interested in finding out more about the 
Masonic Lodge and he picked up on that, got  the petition, and I joined the Lodge 
in 1959. We lived in Linden then, until we moved to Hastings in 1964. During that 
time in 1964 I helped a number of brothers learn their catechism and investigated 
them for the Hastings Lodge.  
 
I had a friend that was joining the Middleville Lodge and I helped him with his 
lessons and catechism. He did fine. His name was John Jerkadis. I told him 
when he became Master in the Middleville Lodge that I would join it as well. So I 
did. I became Master of the Middleville Lodge in 1980. That began my career as 
far as activities in the Middleville Lodge was concerned. At that time the Lodge 
was on the northwest corner of the city block in a two storey building. The Lodge 
was on the second storey and the first was rented out to various organizations. 
For a long time, it was the Middleville post office. When the post office built a new 
building we rented it to other organizations. There was also three areas in the 
basement that were rented out as well. Between the rent of all the buidings, it 
covered the rent for the Lodge. It was an old building and the utilities were very 
high.  
 
So we sold the building to a private owner and began to rent from the American 
Legion that was up to the other end of the block. We rented from them for a 
number of years and they gave us the first option to buy the building since they 
were moving their post to Nashville. So the building was for sale and they wanted 
to sell it by summer. The fellows scratched around and got enough money to 
make a down payment and to buy that building with a mortgage from the 
Hastings City Bank. I think the mortgage at that time was $60,000. There was a 
building across the alley way that we also bought. It was kind of mixed up as far 
as the paper work was concerned. It took the bank a year to straighten that out 



and give us full title to it. When we got full title, we sold it for $20,000 to a private 
person and put that money in the bank. So we reduced our mortgage to about 
$40,000 at that point.  
 
Interviewer: So you were Master of the Middleville Lodge in 1980. Were there 
other times that you were Master or were there other times.  
 
Charles: I was Master at Middleville in the 90s as well. I have not been Master of 
any other Lodges. 
 
Interviewer: Can you talk a little big, Charley, about what Masonry means to you. 
How is it different from joining the Rotary or other things? What has it taught 
you? 
 
Charles: I think Masonry has taught me many things. One of the things that sticks 
in my mind is that you should have consideration for other people, especially for 
your brothers, but of all people. It has taught me a lot as far as charity is 
concerned. It has taught me respect of a deity. Masonry is a way of life. You live 
Masonry every day. You don’t just go to Lodge once a month. It is something you 
can do and practice every day of your life. I have learned that. Also, Masonry 
over the years has taught me a lot about the ability to speak in public and react 
with other people in a public setting. I enjoy the Masonic Lodge and the 
brotherhood that it produces and encourages.  
 
I have many many Masonic brothers. All of them are there to give you a hand if 
you need it. Also, if they need a hand, you should be there to give them one. 
That’s really what I have learned in Masonry. There’s lot of other types of lessons 
in Masonry. It is interesting as far as the history of the organization is concerned. 
It shows you fellowship and the ability to agree and get along with other people. 
But most of all the charitable part of Masonry is what I enjoy the most. Giving a 
helping hand to others, not necessarily a Mason, you know, but non-Masons 
need a helping hand once in a while as well. If you know about that, it behooves 
you to give them a little as long as long as it is not injurious to you. You don’t 
want to take the food off your table and give it to somebody else. But you 
certainly can share your food with other people if it becomes necessary. 
 
Interviewer: How does one go about becoming a Mason? 
 
Charles: Well, first you express a desire to be a Mason. It used to be necessary 
for a person to directly ask another Mason how to join, and so on. That’s not 
necessarily true any more. But as a Mason you really need to have someone you 
know who has an interest in becoming a Mason, or else it is just a useless effort.  
 
Interviewer: Once your people say, OK, I want to become a Mason, what does 
that mean? 
 



Charles: Well, what they should expect and what they do expect is the ability to 
join the Masonic Lodge and to receive the degrees and to become a brother in 
the oldest fraternity in the world.  
 
Interviewer: What do you mean by degrees? What are degrees? 
 
Charles: Well, degrees are the methods of becoming a Mason. The first degree 
is the Entered Apprentice Degree, that really exemplifies the young man and the 
guy who is learning the trade, if you want to put it that way. Fellowcraft is the 
second degree and that representative of a young married man beginning to form 
a family and follow the way that you should. The Master Mason’s Degree 
exemplifies a mature man and the ability to teach others and to show others the 
way that you learned yourself. The degrees are forms of initiation. Each person 
joining a Masonic Lodge takes all three of those degrees, one at a time. 
 
Interviewer: Can you speak a little about the significance of Masonry? What a 
Mason is on a literal level and how that works into Masonic institution. 
 
Charles: I don’t know quite what your question is, other than Masonry is a way of 
life. It teaches you to respect and to get along with other people. 
 
Interviewer: I’m talking to the references of Masons to building trades. I grew up 
in a family of Masons who were brick layers and so what is the connection 
between the trade of building and Masonry. 
 
Charles: Masonry is an inactive way I guess, a group of Masons, who developed 
from the stone masons of ancient times. Those stone masons formed groups or 
guilds to maintain their ability to build these stone buildings. One of the things 
that was a well-kept secret was how to build a gothic arch, which is the arch that 
allows you to build a building without poles or pilasters to hold the roof up. The 
gothic arch supports a roof by being located on each side of the building. That 
was the secret that allowed them to travel and work in other countries. They 
knew they could travel to countries that other people were not allowed to go into 
because they had a trade that was an offer to build buildings that no one else 
knew how to do. That was the secret of the stone masons guilds. Back in 
England in Medieval times they began to take other fellows into their guild, 
therefore it became specialty Masonry and developed eventually into the 
Masonic Lodges we have today. 
 
Interviewer: So anyone who gets involved in Masonry ends up taking three 
degrees, then what happens? 
 
Charles: Well, you become active in your local Lodge because being a Mason in 
good standing you may travel to any Lodge in the world that is recognized by 
your Grand Lodges. I might have mentioned that all Blue Lodge Masons were the 
basic Masonic order is governed by a Grand Lodge within your state, that you 



answer to. Basically,  the Grand Lodges of the states do not report to, or report to 
other Lodges in the states;  they are an entity unto themselves. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s talk a bit about the officers of a Lodge and how you participate. 
 
Charles: Well, the officers of a Lodge are the Worshipful Master, which is the 
governing person in a Blue Lodge, which is the basic Masonic Lodge. The senior 
and junior wardens, senior deacon and junior deacon, are elective offices. They 
are elected by a majority of brothers attending a meeting when the election is 
held. In our case in Michigan, it is either November or early December. The 
Lodge officers are installed in December and now they can go on and be active 
in January of the next year. 
 
Interviewer: What does a Lodge do within its community? 
 
Charles: The Lodge is there to support the other organizations and business 
people within the community and practice charity on the individual standpoint. If a 
Lodge is active as it should be, it is a participant in the local activities. Not all 
Lodges are in a town. Some Lodges are right out in the country, especially here 
in Michigan. 
 
Interviewer: What has happened through the years to Masonry. It seems to me 
that there is a period of decline. Have you seen that, where there is less interest? 
What are the social issues around that? You know, this building was built in 
1915, that there would be a group of Masons who could actually afford and have 
this amazing structure. That must have been a very powerful force back in 1915. 
 
Charles: Well, Masonry was a very powerful source in the 1700s, 1800s, and 
1900s. It was an active organization in the formation of this country, with many of 
the signers of the Declaration of Independence, many of the political people 
Masons, starting with George Washington, our first elected president, and many 
presidents on through the ages. But the activities of Masonry are not necessarily 
focused on politics or religion. It is focused as an organization that meets with all 
people on a level basis. We always say, in Masonic Lodge that we are meeting 
with all levels of the country. Masons meet on the level. 
 
Interviewer:  Anything else you want to say? You’ve been very active in 
introducing other people to Masonry. 
 
Charles: I try to. I think it is necessary for the good men of the world to have an 
organization where they can meet with other people of the same attitude and 
same philosophy, I guess, as we have. Masonry seems to be an organization 
that allows that, that does that. Therefore, when I meet a fellow who appears to 
be a potential member of the Masonic Lodge, I try to explain to him what 
Masonry is and see if he is interested. In today’s world there is so much activity 
on the television, etc., about Masonry, that it is developing a good interest in the 



Lodge. Now to discuss that a little bit, Girbe, the Masonry was very active back at 
the turn of the century. It was active within each local town, with its organization 
and so on. Most of the members in a Lodge were local townspeople or people 
from the adjacent area. Might be a country person, but they didn’t live too far 
from town. It was that way until the second World War. When  the war came 
about there were 17 million fellows that belonged to the armed forces during the 
second world war. They had a desire when they came home to join something, to 
get involved in something that they felt was a basic strong organization that 
would give them a sense of belonging again. So Masonry was very very during 
the later years of the war and through the 1950s. Many of the Lodges had so 
many applications that they held degrees all day long. In Michigan, in 1950, there 
were more than 100,000 Masons. After that, people didn’t join. The different 
activities, the different military things that went on after 1950; the fellows who 
came back from those military things didn’t want to join organizations. So the 
Masonic orders became fixed or stagnant, if you want to put it that way. They did 
not get a lot of new members during the 60s and 70s and 80s. Recently, our 
state Grand Lodge became aware of the fact that our membership was dying off 
and becoming old and not paying attention to the younger people, even though 
we had organizations like the DeMolay. There were more fellows dying off that 
there were joining. So about 1990 they started a program that was actively trying 
to increase the number of Masonic Lodges and, at least, stop the attrition, of the 
numbers not dropping off. That worked quite well to the point where we are now 
beginning to increase in total membership again. Hopefully that will continue. 
More and more young men have heard of Masonry through books, radio, and 
other means, in the past few years. We have sponsored radio ads at the Detroit 
baseball games, etc., as well as television commercials and bill boards. People 
are beginning to become aware again of Masonry and what it is all about. That’s 
good. 
 
Interviewer: I think we can wrap this up. Thank you very much for sharing your 
story with us  now. 
 
Charles: Thank you for being the interviewer and thank you Tom for handling the 
camera. 
 
 
 
<<< Girbe>>> From here on he just repeats stuff that is already in the interview 
so I didn’t copy any of it. If you want it all in here, again, let me know and I’ll add 
it. I think it will bore the reader, however, because it is just a rehash of stuff 
already said. 
 
 
 


