
A Brief History of  

St. Peter’s Cathedral Basilica 

At the dedication of the Cathedral in 

1885 Bishop Walsh said: “This cathedral is 

the expression in stone of the great zeal 

and love for religion of the noble clergy 

and generous laity of the whole Diocese 

and of their cordial union and co-

operation with their Bishop, and it will 

stand for ages an eloquent and 

enduring monument of their faith, hope 

and charity.” 

 

In the early 1800s, when the settlement 

of London was just beginning, Mass was 

celebrated in the homes of Catholic 

families by visiting priests. When Bishop 

Alexander Macdonnell of Kingston — 

Ontario’s first Catholic bishop — visited 

London, Upper Canada in 1827, there 

were only a few  Catholic families in the 

tiny settlement at the forks of the 

Thames. The first Catholic church in 

London was built in 1834 on the south- 

west corner of Dufferin Avenue and 

Richmond Street. It was a simple log 

structure with an earthen floor and was 

dedicated to St. Lawrence.  

 

The original log church was destroyed 

by fire in 1845 and was replaced by a 

frame building on the same site. This 

second church also burnt down in 1851.  

The third church of St. 

Lawrence was built on 

the north-east corner of 

Dufferin Avenue and 

Richmond Street, on 

land granted by the Crown to Bishop 

Macdonnell. Completed in 1852, the 

new church was built of white brick and 

stood on what is now the front lawn of 

the present Cathedral, facing Richmond 

Street. When the Diocese of London was 

created in 1856, this church, now 

renamed St. Peter’s, became the 

cathedral church of the new diocese. 

 

The present Cathedral was built 

between 1880 and 1885 under the 

leadership of Bishop John Walsh. It was 

designed by  Joseph Connolly, a noted 

architect of the day. The total cost was 

$155,000. The Cathedral was dedicated 

on June 28, 1885, the vigil of its patronal 

feast. The towers, the stained glass and 

the interior decoration remained 

uncompleted. 

 

The work left unfinished in 1885 was 

completed in stages. The first stained 

glass windows, made in Innsbruck, 

Austria, were installed in 1889. In 1926, 

th e  r e m a i n i n g  w i n do w s  w e r e 

completed, together with Stations of the 

Cross and the paintings. In the same 

year, the  Casavant organ was installed. 

The Cathedral was completed in 1958 

under Bishop John Cody, who added 

the towers, a carillon of twelve bells, the 

Lady Chapel and a new Sacristy. 

 

In 1961 the Cathedral was given the 

rank of Minor Basilica — an honour now 

no longer granted to cathedrals. In 1967, 

after the Second Vatican Council (1962-

65), the sanctuary was renovated and 

redesigned to meet the requirements of 

the revised liturgy. 

 

In 2002, an extensive program of repair 

and restoration was begun, including 

replacement of the original slate roof. 

London, Ontario 

Interesting Facts: 

1. London’s great fire of 1845, destroyed 

the first mission church. 

2. On February 15, 1880 Bishop Walsh 

made a public announcement, that a 

new Cathedral was to be built. A  

subscription list was opened at this time 

and within a week, the generous 

donation of $2,500 had been subscribed 

by London’s Christian community. 

3. In a crypt beneath the Sanctuary, lies 

the coffin of Monseigneur Jean Marie 

Bruyère, who died on February 13, 1888. 

He is the only person to be buried within 

the Cathedral. 

4. The twelve bells that make up the         

Carillon, were made in Holland and     

dedicated by Bishop Cody on May 15, 

1958. Each bell was named after one of 

the 12 Apostles. The bells are inscribed 

with a saint’s name and a holy verse. 

5. 2 of the Stained Glass Windows in the 

Cathedral were donated by the London 

Militia, to honour a local soldier, a 

member of St. Peter’s parish, who was 

killed in the Boer War at the battle of 

Modder River. 

6. The armorial bearings of the Rector of  

St. Peter’s Cathedral Basilica, London, 

Ontario, is shown below. 
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W elcome to St. Peter’s Cathedral 

Basilica, the Mother church of the 

Diocese of London. Compared with the 

ancient cathedrals of Europe, its history is 

brief, but it carries us back to the pioneer 

days of Ontario, and to conditions which 

made the building of a church as large and 

splendid as St. Peter’s a remarkable 

achievement. What you see around you 

owes much to the generosity of those early 

Catholic settlers in London, and to the 

visionary leadership of London’s second 

Bishop, John Walsh.  



Christ the King Altar 
The side altar is believed to 

be the High Altar from the 

old cathedral of 1852. Philip 

Aziz, a London artist, 

designed the altar cross 

and candle sticks in 1958. 

The Blessed Sacrament is 

reserved here. 

Nave 
Most of the interior 

d e c o r a t i o n  w a s 

completed in 1926. This 

includes the paintings, 

the organ, the Stations of 

the Cross and most of the 

windows in the Nave and 

clerestory (the upper row of windows). 

Inside the nave are two symbols of a 

Basilica: the conopoeum (umbrella) and 

the tintinnabulum (bell). 

West Transept 
The windows were made in 

Austria. The three lancet 

windows below the rose 

window, depict the Twelve 

Apostles and the twelve 

articles of the Apostles’ 

Creed. 

Organ 
T h e  m a j e s t i c 

Casavant organ was 

built in 1926 in St. 

Hyacinthe, Quebec. It 

has three manuals 

(keyboards) and 

3,869 pipes in 59 ranks. The rose window 

behind the organ depicts in its centre 

pane King David playing his harp. 

Narthex (Vestibule) 
All of the stained 

glass windows 

here depict 

scenes from the 

Old Testament.  

Cornerstone 
The cornerstone  was laid on May 22, 

1881. Inside is a 

t i m e  c a p s u l e 

containing historic 

documents and 

memorabilia. 
Exterior 

The style is 13th century French 

Gothic. The material is red 

sandstone with limestone 

facings. The original slate roof 

was replaced in 2003. 

St. Joseph Altar 
Before 1958, this was the 

altar dedicated to the 

Blessed Virgin Mary. The 

statue represents St. 

Joseph the Worker. Philip 

Aziz designed the altar 

cross and candlesticks. 

East Transept 
The three lancet windows 

depict four Doctors of the 

Western Church, four 

Doctors of the Eastern 

Church, and four Irish 

saints. The harp and the 

shamrock symbolize the 

Irish roots of the Diocese. 

Sanctuary 
The Sanctuary, where 

t h e  l i t u r g y  i s 

c e l e b r a te d ,  w a s 

r e n o v a t e d  a n d 

redesigned in 1967. The 

free-standing Altar is of 

Italian marble. In the 

Apse behind the Altar stands the Bishop’s 

Throne (Cathedra), symbolizing his 

leadership of the local church. The 

windows of the Apse, installed in 1889, 

depict scenes from the New Testament. 

The Lady Chapel 
The Lady Chapel, 

dedicated to the 

Blessed Virgin Mary, 

was built in 1958. The 

interior decoration and 

furnishings, including 

the painting of Mary, 

were completed by 

Philip Aziz. The unifying 

symbol is the crown 

which appears in the screen, 

candlesticks, tabernacle, and lights. 

The stained glass 

windows, depicting 

scenes from the life of 

O u r  L a d y ,  w e r e 

completed by another 

local artist, Christopher 

Wallis. The beautiful east 

window depicts the fifth 

Glorious Mystery of the 

Rosary: the  crowning of Mary by her 

Son as Queen of Heaven.  
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