
 

 
Grand Commander’s Message 

 
Note:  I would like to credit the Masonic Lodge where I read this, but I have 
forgotten where they were located.  
 
Robert Pershing Wadlow was an American and the tallest man in history.  
Wadlow was born in Alton, Illinois on February 22nd, 1918. By the age of 8, 
he was taller than his father. In elementary school they had to build a special 
desk for him to sit at. He graduated from Alton High School in 1936. He 
originally planned to attend Shurtleff College to study law. Instead he went 
on tour with the Ringling Brothers Circus.  Because of his size, Wadlow would 
lose feeling in his extremities, especially his feet and legs. This caused him to 
wear leg braces that would help him to walk. Despite the difficulty, he would 
never use a wheelchair.  During the 1936 tour, Wadlow became a celebrity. 
He got endorsement deals which were often in exchange for special made 
articles of clothing. In particular, he required special shoes made for him by a 
shoe company. Examples of his shoes can still be seen at various locations 
around the country in museums. 
 
One year before his passing, Wadlow would pass John Rogan as the tallest, 
verifiable, man on record. On June 27th, 1940, 18 days before passed away, 
he was measured by doctors at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, 
at 8 feet 11.1 inches. 
 
On July 4th, 1940, Wadlow was making an appearance at the Manistee 
National Forest Festival. One of his braces was malfunctioning and it caused 
him to get a blister on his ankle. Due to his autoimmune disorder the blister 
became infected. Doctors attempted to treat him with a blood transfusion 
and emergency surgery. Unfortunately they would not be successful and 
Wadlow would pass away from the infection on July 15

th
, 1940. 

 
An active DeMolay as a youth, he petitioned Franklin Lodge No. 25 in Alton 
on June 10, 1939. He was initiated as an Entered Apprentice on October 19, 
passed to the degree of Fellowcraft on October 31, and raised to the Sublime 

Degree of Master Mason on November 4. He apparently had no difficulty in 
memorizing his catechism; in fact, Brother William F. Sinclair, who instructed 
Robert in his catechism, described him as one of the most brilliant students 
he’d ever known. One does wonder what accommodations had to be made in 
his Degrees, given his nearly nine feet in height. 
  
Early in the next year, Brother Wadlow was given a Masonic ring. Designed 
and made by the Kinsley-Skovosky company of St. Louis, and presented to him 
by Robert Goulding at Goulding’s Jewelry Store in Alton, it was a size 25, and 
surely was the largest Masonic ring ever made to be worn. 
 
By all accounts, he was an amiable and kind young man, never turning down a 
request to visit kids in an orphanage or hospital.  Robert Landiss, one of 
Wadlow’s fellow DeMolays, said of him, “Anybody who knew Robert loved 
him. My favorite memory of Robert is of him being himself. He was an 
outstanding person. He was very to get along with.  Robert liked everybody.”  
He had a good sense of humor, too. When asked by Robert Ripley, of Ripley’s 
Believe it or Not, how he dealt with annoying people in public, he said, “Oh, I 
just overlook them.” He had to do that a lot, given that he was stared at his 
entire life. He seems to have decided that being kind was a better way to go. 
“Ninety-nine per cent of the people are OK,” he said. “The rest are just plain 
ignorant, so why should I let them worry me?” 
 
Seventy-eight years after his death, Robert Wadlow is very much still present 
in Alton. The Alton Museum of History and Art has a Wadlow Room, dedicated 
to preserving his memory, as does Franklin Lodge No. 25.  On the campus of 
the Southern Illinois University Dental School, the old Shurtleff College, stands 
a life-size statue of its tallest son, alongside a life-size model of his custom-
made chair. Stand next to the statue, and you’ll see just how tall he really was. 
His height, however, won’t tell you something that was arguably more 
important about him:  he was a just and upright Mason, and for far too short a 
time he walked and acted as such. 
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