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Dear Friends in Christ,

2023 marks an important milestone in the life of 
the Diocese of Covington as it celebrates the 170th 
anniversary of its foundation by Pope Blessed Pius IX. This 
anniversary is an incredible testament to the many clergy, 
faithful, and community members who have contributed to 
the vibrant faith life of Covington.

2023 also marks an important moment for St. Mary's 
Cathedral Basilica of the Assumption as it celebrates the 
130th anniversary of its inception by Covington's Third 
Bishop, Camillus Paul Maes. Beginning with a simple 
drawing by architect Leon Coquard in1893, Covington's 
Cathedral Basilica has since become an epicenter for 
prayer and pilgrimage for over one million people from every continent. Known 
affectionately as "America's Notre Dame," those who have visited and seen 
Covington's Cathedral Basilica have been moved by the magnificent neo-Gothic 
stone edifice that rises over the city landscape — a Church Bishop Maes saw not 
only for the Catholic faithful, but indeed a "gift for the entire city of Covington."

After more than a century, though, the Cathedral Basilica's masonry and stonework, 
lovingly built and fashioned by early immigrants and master craftsmen, is in 
desperate need of repair to preserve it for future generations. 

To honor the Diocese of Covington's 170th Anniversary, I am pleased to announce 
Restored in Christ, the campaign to restore the Cathedral Basilica's exterior stone 
and masonry. With a fundraising goal of $6M, this campaign will ensure that our next 
170 years begins with the same resolute commitment to stewardship for the many 
gifts God has given us.

I pray that you will join me in this labor of love for Covington's Mother Church, 
doing your part, large or small, so that together, we may be restored in Christ.

Humbly in the Lord,

Most Reverend John C. Iffert
Bishop of Covington

DIOCESE of COVINGTON



ENVISIONING THE CATHEDRAL BASILICA

THE CATHEDRAL
With the gift of a silver dollar, 
Maes' vision came to life. 

On October 1, 1884, Camillus Paul Maes, a Belgium
native and priest of the Diocese of Detroit, was
appointed third Bishop of Covington. Transplanting
European aestheticism and culture to America, he
envisioned a grand, new Cathedral to replace 
Covington’s original 1853 wood-framed Cathedral 
that had fallen into disrepair. Driven by his passion 
for the Gothic style, he immediately turned his 
gaze toward the design and construction of a new, 
magnificent Cathedral that would serve the needs of 
the growing German and Irish communities.

Never doubting God's providence and that he had
been chosen for the creation of a new Cathedral,
Maes's dream was divinely confirmed one day
when a young, unknown girl arrived at his residence
and placed in his hand a single silver dollar,
requesting that he “build a new cathedral with it.”
Later, in 1890, James Walsh, Sr., a wealthy Covington
distiller, died and bequeathed $25,000 to the Bishop
“for a new St. Mary’s Cathedral,” and two years later,
his partner Peter O’Shaughnessy gifted the bishop 
$100,000 for the same purpose.

Purchasing two homes with large lots at the
northeast corner of Madison Avenue and 12th
Street as a site for the new Cathedral, Maes set to
work right away. For his architect, he chose 31-year-
old Leon Coquard of Detroit. Coquard would base
his design for the new Cathedral on the interior of
the Abbey Church of St. Denis in Paris, France, with
the exterior after Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral.
Using wood, stone, marble, glass, and gold, the
greatest artisans of the 19th century were chosen to
build and decorate this holy place that would evoke
the Heavenly Jerusalem.
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Speaking at the façade dedication on 

June 29, 1910, Maes expressed his 

heartfelt feelings about the Cathedral:

Twenty-five years of life in this 

community have made me devoted to 

the spiritual and civic interest of the city 

of Covington. It has been my ambition 

to give the public a token of my love for 

the city by erecting in it a monument 

which will speak for centuries to come 

of the love of Christ for souls. Indeed, the 

message of the Cathedral is the message 

of Christ Himself."

Below, Bishop Maes lays the Cathedral 

cornerstone on September 8, 1895 to a 

crowd of 20,000 onlookers.

Bishop Maes visited the Cathedral

construction site almost daily.

The above photograph from circa

1896 captures Maes inspecting

the progress of the Cathedral’s 

construction near the spot where 

the main altar is today.

"



By Winter 1908, work on the

lower façade was complete

and attention shifted to

the remaining upper half. 

In this photograph from 

early 1909, workmen pose as 

newly carved stone arches 

are prepared to be hoisted 

into place.

BUILDING THE CATHEDRAL BASILICA

LOVINGLY BUILT
The Cathedral spoke not only 
of 19th century engineering 
ingenuity, but of the dedicated 
immigrants who built it.

Despite an economic depression, Bishop Maes and 
the faithful put their trust in God and broke ground for 
the new Cathedral in April 1894. Constructed of brick, 
terracotta, and locally-quarried Bedford limestone, 
the Cathedral's construction was carried out almost 
entirely by German and Irish immigrant craftsmen. 
Skilled in carpentry, masonry, and sculpting, these 
truly American craftsmen mirrored their medieval 
guild counterparts and the artistic imagination that 
centuries prior had given rise to Europe’s Gothic 
masterpieces. 

Every inch of the Cathedral was lovingly fashioned.
Bricks were fired locally; limestone was quarried
and shipped by train from Indiana; and farmers
even lent horses and carts so that materials could be
transported on site with ease. An elaborate system
of pulleys and winches, paired with sheer willpower,
lifted millions of metric tons of stone seamlessly
into place high atop Covington's cityscape.

By Christmas 1900, the new St. Mary’s Cathedral was
ready to be dedicated. The soaring new Cathedral
church was a masterpiece. Light filled the interior,
giving it the appearance of a shimmering “Cathedral of
glass.” The public gasped at its beauty and celebrated
its joyous dedication on January 27, 1901.

When Bishop Maes died in 1915, the Cathedral's 
stone façade had been decorated with magnificent 
sculptural work by Clement Barnhorn. Just over 
100 years later, 24 statues and two tympana would 
be added to the façade schema, completing the 
original decorative vision of Bishop Maes and those  
dedicated Cathedral builders.



Construction of the stone

façade began in 1908 and

was completed in 1910. This

photograph from 1909 to

the left captures a view

toward the west as workmen

hoist stone for the façade

into place. Such intricate

movements required the

work of many hands, from

engineers and masons

to skilled laborers and

craftsmen.
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CONDITION REPORT

THE CATHEDRAL STUDY
Consider the ramparts, examine its citadels, 
that you may tell future generations. Ps 48:14

Given its age and condition reports, an extensive survey and study 
of the Cathedral exterior was conducted in 2020. Utilizing a laser 
scan of the exterior, a precise 3D model of the Cathedral was 
generated for reference and analysis. Using this model, architects, 
conservators, and masons conducted several weeks of exhaustive 
field observations from ground level to the use of a 250 foot crane. 

The Cathedral was found to be in good condition with little signs of 
structural movement. Other areas, however, like decorative stone 
supports and ornamental elements have extensive, hazardous 
deterioration requiring immediate attention:

• Buttresses, piers, and belt courses have eroded and split, 
requiring replication and replacement

• Terra cotta gargoyles and chimeras, limestone columns, 
finials, and arcades are cracked and crumbling, requiring 
complete restoration, replication, and replacement

• Lintels, armatures, and colonnades held together by iron 
pins have eroded from rust and water entrenchment, leaving 
them vulnerable to collapse
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Clockwise L-R:

• 3D model of the Cathedral 

Basilica and elevation renderings

• Survey crane viewed at 250 foot 

above the Cathedral Basilica

• An architect makes notations on 

the Cathedral Basilica's north 

elevation renderings during the 

      on-site survey in Fall 2020.

 



SCOPE OF WORK

The Campaign to Preserve and Restore

The goal of the 2023 Cathedral Campaign is simple: to preserve and restore the stone and 
masonry exterior of the Cathedral just as Bishop Maes and his architects had visualized and 
seen it over a century ago. Utilizing state-of-the art technology for study, restoration, and repairs, 
artistic processes from centuries past will also be used. Indiana limestone will be sourced 
from the same quarry the Cathedral stone was taken over a century earlier, and terra cotta 
ornamentation, such as the grotesques, will be replicated in the same process the Cathedral 
builders used in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Project highlights include:

REStORED IN CHRIST
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   Grotesques >

The Cathedral features a magnificent collection 

of 58 terra cotta figures known collectively as 

grotesques. Modeled after those at Notre Dame 

Cathedral, Paris, the Cathedral's gargoyles 

(decorative false rainspouts) and chimeras 

(decorative anthropomorphized figures atop the 

façade) are in desperate need of care. Many of the 

grotesques are cracked and broken while many 

require complete replication for replacement.

Stained Glass and Tracery >

The Cathedral contains 82 stained-glass 

windows created by Mayer and Co. of 

Munich, Germany and the Tyrolean Art Glass 

Company of Innsbruck, Austria. While many 

of the windows are in fine condition, several 

windows are in need of conservation along 

with masonry repairs at the tracery frames 

that support many of the stained-glass panels.

A chimera atop 

the Cathedral in 

need of complete 

replication and 

replacement

A gargoyle at the 

façade's north 

corner in need 

of complete 

replication and 

replacement
>



< Delicate Elements

In addition to the Cathedral's collection of 

grotesques, the Cathedral features more delicate 

carvings such as friezes and moldings. In many 

instances, water has permeated their seams, 

requiring restoration or complete replacement.  

 

  Balustrades and Colonnades >

Toward the middle of the Cathedral's façade are a 

series of balustrades and colonnades. Metal pins 

holding these stone arches and columns together 

have rusted from water damage, requiring their 

complete restoration by replication and replacement.  

SCOPE OF WORK

>



< Facing Stones

The body, or facing stones, and carved 

details of the Cathedral are constructed 

from solid Indiana limestone. Many of 

these stones have cracked or shattered 

due to water damage, requiring complete 

replacement. In addition, extensive 

tuck-pointing, cementitious grout, and 

pin repair to jointed stones is required.
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August 2022 
Architectural study 
begins on entire 
Cathedral exterior

Soiling >

Visible at the Cathedral's iconic flying buttresses 

and at numerous places across the exterior are dark 

stains from biological and carbon soiling. If left 

uncleaned and untreated, these areas will lead to 

future deterioration. 

December 2022 
Architectural study 
and restoration plan 
are completed

March 2023 
170th Anniversary 
Campaign Restored 
in Christ is announced.

February 2024
Site planning and 
scaffolding to begin.

March 2024 
Cathedral stone 
restoration
begins. Completion 
set for Fall 2024. 

REStORED 
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GIVING TO THE 170TH ANNIVERSARY CAMPAIGN

M

GIVING
Total Campaign $6M    

Covington's St. Mary's Cathedral Basilica of the Assumption 
welcomes nearly one million visitors and faithful every year. 
Standing through two World Wars, and now two pandemics, 
it has been an immovable sign of faith and a symbol of the 
Lord's covenant to remain with us forever. 

Your support to the 170th Anniversary campaign Restored in 
Christ ensures the Cathedral's structural safety, beauty, and 
permanence for centuries to come. 
To learn more about giving opportunities, contact:

Mr. Michael Murray
Director of Stewardship and Mission Services
mmurray@covdio.org   (859) 392-1500

CovCathedral.com/170

Honoring All Donors____________
New Marian Garden 

To celebrate all donors and contributors 

to the 170th Anniversary Campaign 

Restored in Christ, an area on the south-

side of the Cathedral will be redeveloped 

into a new Marian Garden. Featuring 

a donor plaque, the space will include 

recycled and reclaimed stone from the 

façade restoration. At the center of the 

garden will be an extant statue of Our 

Lady inviting all to meditate on God's 

many gifts.  
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For 130 years, the Cathedral has been a 
place of welcome for all peoples to pray, 
seek, discover, and worship their Creator. 
Faith built it and faith has sustained it ever 
since. With your prayerful and financial 
support to the170th Anniversary Campaign 
Restored in Christ, the Cathedral — a 
veritable sign of the incarnation — will 
continue to be a living witness to God's 
love and beauty for generations to come. 
As we began this 170th anniversary year in 
the life of the local Church of Covington, I 
invite you to join me in restoring the sacred 
home to so many known affectionately as 
"America's Notre Dame."

Very Reverend Ryan L. Maher
Cathedral Basilica Rector
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