Reordering of St. Colman’s Cathedral, Cobh, Co. Cork.
Planning Appeal Reference Number PL53.214338
Statement submitted by Rev. Denis Reidy to Oral Hearing
Midleton Park Hotel - 28/02/06 to 02/03/06

Introduction:

St. Colman’s Cathedral, Cobh, is the cathedral church of the diocese of Cloyne and the
parish church for the parish of Cobh. The diocese of Cloyne, comprising forty six
parishes, covers most of Co. Cork north of the river Lee. It stretches from Youghal in the
east to Coolea on the Kerry border on the west, and from Charleville in the north to Cobh
on the south. It has a catholic population of approximately 130,000. For administration
purposes is divided into five deaneries. (Cf. attached maps Appendix A)

St. Colman’s Cathedral was built during the period 1868 to 1915 - a period of forty
seven years. The total cost was £235,000. Of this figure £90,000 was contributed by the
parish of Cobh, most of the remainder came from the parishes of the Diocese.

Context and Background to Planning Application:

Any consideration of the planning application to reorder St. Colman’s Cathedral
should be considered in the light of the overall restoration project.

1990 — ‘91,

By 1990 St. Colman’s was over one hundred years old and was showing its age. Storm
damage and roof-leaks had become a regular occurrence over many years. By 1990 the
original grey/green slates had become a patch-work of repairs with slates of differing
colours. Some were fixed with clips or nailed-through with the nail head covered in
bitumen. In bad weather buckets were frequently placed on the floor in many places to
collect the rainwater. On 23/02/1991, during rain and high winds I, personally, with the
assistance of a friend recorded the number and location of leaks - over thirty in all. This
information was recorded and reported to the bishop. He advised that a general survey of
the entire building should be undertaken as soon as possible and stressed that the best
professional advice should be sought. That policy of seeking out the best professional
advice was to become a feature of the entire project.

" The Cork firm of Boyd Barrett Murphy O’Connor had acted as cathedral architects for a
number of years. After consultation with Mr. Murphy O’Connor it was decided to engage
Mr. David Slattery, Historic Buildings Consultant, as consultant architect. Their report
was presented in June 1991. On receiving that report it became clear that a major project
of conservation and restoration had to be undertaken. The architects were then requested
to prioritise and phase the work. The firm of Carroll Murphy & Partners, Quantity
Surveyors, were asked to prepare budget costs.



On 11" October, 1991 the Architects’ Report and Budget Costings were presented to
the Council of Priests (an elected body of the priests of the diocese). The Council decided
that an extraordinary meeting of the Council of Priests should be called to discuss the
issue and that competent lay people be invited to that meeting. The bishop asked the
priests to submit to him “the names of persons who, because of specific expertise in the
field and of their commitment to the Church, might be invited to the meeting” On 25"
November, 1991, the feast of St. Colman, patron of the diocese, that extraordinary
meeting of the Council of Priests and lay people was held in the Cloyne Diocesan Centre.
The meeting decided that 8 Stéering Committee be formed. Mr. Tom Cavanagh of
Fermoy was elected #s its chairperson and he was given the authority to select the
members of the Steering Committee. (Cf list of members Appendix B)

The Steering Committee set about its task without delay. At its inaugural meeting on
12" December, 1991 and subsequently at a meeting of all the priests of the diocese it was
agreed that the burden of financing the project should be borne roughly in the same
proportions as the burden of the original building costs, i.¢. that the panshes of the
diocese, with the exception of Cobh, would be asked to pay two thirds of the cost while
the parish of Cobh would be asked to contribute just one third, The estimated cost of the
entire project was £3 25 to £4 million. To date about €4 million has been spent and the
project has never been in debt.

1992

In early 1992 the details and sequencing of the project were finalised. It was to be spread
over a ten-year period and the final phase would involve the reordering of the interior
This phase was included because the altar being used for the celebration of Mass was a
temporary, plywood altar — totally unbecoming in any church, let alone a cathedral that
had written in stone on its great west door “Deo Optimo Maximo sub Invocatione

S. Colmani”. That altar had been placed in the sanctuary in the late 1960's with the
introduction of the Mass in the vernacular facing the people. Plywood was used because
this altar was intended to be used for a very short time while the cathedral authorities were
considering what the permanent arrangements would be. Later, in the early seventies, as
the discussions dragged on, it was painted in mock marble to give it some air of
respectability, The late Bishop Ahern delayed the final decision on this matier so that he
might learn from “best practice” in other cathedrals and churches elsewhere in Ireland and
particularly on the continent. In those years re-ordering was frequently discussed and
hours were spent in the cathedral considering various options. In later years, as he neared
retirement, he felt the decision should be lefi to his successor. One contributor yesterday,
I think it was Mrs. Pender, referred to a report on St. Colman’s “ in the 70°s” on the
question of re-ordering. | am not aware of that report and 1 would like some indication
as to where it can be found

On the appointment of Bishop John Magee in 1987 the matter was lefi in abeyance while
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the cathedral restoration project was being considered it seemed obvious that the
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