History’s Gift of Love

Delhi’s Cathedral of the Redemption

Col. James Skinner, wounded in battle had made a promise to God that if his life was
spared, he would build a church. He fulfilled his vow, in 1836 by erecting the beautiful
church of St. James at Kashmere Gate, in Delhi’s Civil Lines. It was designed and built by
military engineers Robert Smith and Capt. de Bude. It still exudes the romance of the time
in its motto ‘Himmat E mardaan, madad E Khuda!’ (Courage of man with God’s help).
St. James’ might have been the principal church in Delhi, but for the moving of the
capital from Civil Lines to the new capital of India in New Delhi.
It was in the early nineteen eighties when, looking around the quieter nooks of the
Cathedral Church of the Redemption, I chanced upon a broken and battered wooden box
which must have in its better days been a substantial wooden chest. It was unlocked and
unnoticed, despite of its size. It had lain there down the years, quietly, unpretentiouisly
biding its time and guarding its precious secrets in an unpretentious dark corner. Everyone
probably felt it was an insignificant piece of furniture not worth bothering about…..
Hesitatingly, looking about me in case someone might reprimand me, I carefully opened
the box, and was amazed at the treasure it held. There were sheets of old, yellowing paper
with carefully handwritten notes. It turned out to be a treasure trove of anything and
everything that concerned the Cathedral’s forgotten past. Excited, I carefully turned the

hoary pages. They recorded the musings of parsons about Church problems, the minutes of
meetings, echoes of the Second World War. The worm eaten pages, perhaps written with a
feather quill, spoke of the trials and tribulations of the first ministers of the Cathedral, the
stresses and strains of the times and the occasional delight in reflecting on the saga of its
inception.
My precious find has since been beautifully restored and given pride of place among
the treasured chronicles of the Cathedral…
It was 6. p.m. Monday April 21, 1947. India had been partitioned. The Indian Anglican
Church was to be instituted as a separate bishopric. A white and red robed figure knocked
thrice at the great west door and intoned … ‘We, Arobindo, by Divine permission Bishop
of Delhi, appointed and confirmed, do ask entrance to this Cathedral….’
The pastoral staff, gift of the Mother Diocese of Lahore, was not ready in time for the
ceremony, and had to await another occasion to be presented. Meanwhile the Bishop of
Lahore blessed his own staff and presented it to the new Bishop to remind him of his duties
to his flock and to the Chief
Shepherd.
The building of this fine
edifice, made of white Dholpur
stone, its elegant columns,
arches and moulded courses
of Ashlar is part of the saga
of the creation of New Delhi.
It was the beneficiary of gifts
from Britain including the
parish of York Minster. Plaques
commemorating them hang
in the sanctorum behind the
alter.
The Cathedral was
designed by Alexander Nesbit
Medd, and the construction was supervised by him and by Sir Alexander Rouse, the chief
engineer who succeeded him (and after whom Rouse Avenue, now Deen Dayal Upadhaya
Marg, was named). The design was made to harmonise with the overall cityscape and
architectural plan conceived by Edward Lutyens, the principal architect of New Delhi.
Others assisting in one way or another were Rai Bahadur Sohan Lal, H,T, Keeling after
whom Keeling Road (now Tolstoy Marg) was named, Revd. J, C, Chatterji, Kunwar Maharaj
Singh, Sir Sobha Singh (father of the well known writer, Khushwant Singh), Sardar Dharam
Singh and a host of other eminent persons.
This is how it all had begun—
Delhi had just been proclaimed the capital of India in 1911, when Rev T.R. Dixon
was appointed Chaplain of the proposed new cathedral in New Delhi. Keeling notes in

a memorandum dated August 28, 1923 that no
further interest had been taken in the proposed
cathedral project following the outbreak of the
Great War.
It was only after the War ended that things
began to move. No. 1 Alexandra Place, The
Chummeries, next to the Gole Post Office was
converted into a church sufficient to admit about
sixty worshippers. ‘I was handed over one sheet
of paper’, wrote the parish priest ‘as the sole
property of the Chaplain!’(letter of November 14,
1925). Even the Bible he read from on Sundays
was borrowed.
Dixon gathered a small but high powered
Building Committee, whose first meeting was
held on Tuesday February 13, 1923 at the office
of the Chief Commissioner who was later voted
into the committee. Many hurdles remained. Funds
were the main problem. ‘There was no question of
getting Government grants,’ he wrote. ‘We have
tried to shoulder our burden ourselves’. And
shoulder it he did. He instituted a competition for a design of the new Cathedral.
Lutyens, Keeling and, later, Alexander Rouse were invited to draw up the terms. H.A.
Nesbit Medd (1892–1977) was named architect. He was authorised to plan a structure
costing not more than Rs. 50,000. There was a handsome response to an appeal for funds.
Among the first donors was King George V and Queen Mary, and the Indian Church Aid
Association.
There was heated
debate between
Lutyens and Baker
about the site of the
Cathedral. Baker
lobbied strongly for
the Ashoka Road site
where the YWCA of
Delhi now stands. He
however lost out to
Lutyens who argued
in favour of the present
site on the Northern
side of Rashtrapati
Bhavan (then the

Vicergal Lodge) on Church Road. A.N. Medd’s design based on Lutyens’ clean monumental
style with a Mughal flavour soon began to take shape.
On February 23, 1927 the foundation stone was laid by Lord Irwin the Viceroy directly
under the as yet non-existent central dome of the proposed cathedral. A ‘most simple and
dignified’ consecration service was held under a tent immediately under the proposed
central dome. The service was conducted by Rev. P.N.F Young, Mr. E.V. Creak and the
Chaplain of New Delhi. Representatives of the Baptist, Weslyan and Presbyterian Missions
took part and the cathedral was consecrated by George Barnes, Bishop of Lahore Diocese
of which Delhi was a member at the time.
The naming of the cathedral presented a further problem, The Archbishop of Canterbury
felt that in a God fearing country like India, the cathedral should be named The Church of
God the Father, but since the prevailing feeling was that the nature of redemption, salvation,
and meditation should be projected, the church was named The Cathedral Church of the
Redemption.
The Cathedral celebrated its first service on January 18, 1931 with the Reverend Storrs
Fox officiating. He was assisted by Rev. P. Dass. Services in English, Tamil and Hindustani
were programmed. There were 100 communicants. The pipe organ had not yet been installed
and there were no choir galleries, font, pulpit or lectern. The Sanctuary at that early stage
also lacked the three figures of Christ crucified with Mary and John looking up at Him
from either side of the cross.
The Hindustani speaking congregation lived in the older part of the city, too distant
for a preacher to come to take services every Sunday in New Delhi. So B.N. Sarobar, a
government official volunteered to lead the dozen or so worshippers in that language on
Sunday mornings.
Lady Willingdon, with characteristic drive backed the building committee,
and the remaining
Rs. 1,50.000 that
was required
was raised. The
building’s acoustics
were considerably
improved by the
spraying in 1934 of
the vaulted ceiling
with asbestos mixed
with adhesives and
colouring matter,
resulting in a porous
surface which could
absorb sound.
The Vicerene

also laid the foundation of the Parsonage, now the Bishop of Delhi’s residence, with a
silver trowel. The Statesman of August 18, 1933 records that underneath the stone was
placed a suitable inscribed vellum sheet signed by her. The report continues to inform
coming generations, that together with this signature on the vellum sheet, were embedded
‘coins of the realm and current issues of The Statesman and The Hindustan Times.’ To
Lady Willingdon also goes the credit for the beautiful garden and the trees planted by her
as seen in old photographs. Over the years, the Cathedral gardens have been nurtured by
Rajib Kor with loving care.
The pipe organ was built at a cost of Rs 34,825 by Mr. Sands of the firm William and
Hill and Norman and Beard, perhaps the rarest of its kind at the time in the country. Its
music brought life to the worship with Arthur Mahinder who was the organist for 32 years.
The late organist also composed the music for the liturgy of the newly united Church of
North India which was sung for the first time in the Cathedral at the consecration of the
first Church of North India Bishop, Gurbachan Singh, on November 18, 1973.
The Cathedral held a moving memorial service for Mahatma Gandhi soon after his
assassination. The strains of one of Bapu’s favourite hymns, ‘When I survey the wondrous
cross on which the Prince of Glory died’ was sung. Lord Louis Mountbatten, Governor
General of India read the lines ‘The souls of the righteous are in the hands of God.. for God
made trial of them and found them worthy.’
Nothing would have pleased Gandhiji more,’ said Aurobindo, Bishop of Delhi, ‘than
our resolve to be ambassadors of healing and reconciliation.’ The Cathedral continues to
inspire its parishioners to work for the under privileged.
The foundation of the parish hall was laid by the late President of India, Dr. Sarvapalli
Radhakrishnan. There is also a plaque to Bishop Lakdasa of Srilanka. The expanse of green
that fronts at the main entrance to the Church for some time housed the Cathedral School,
run by Rev. J.D.
Tytler, until it
moved out and
took on another
form.
The Cathedral
celebrated
its Platinum
jubilee in 2004.
Those who have
passed through
the portals of
the Cathedral
and all who are
privileged to

serve it were greatly pleased when the
Cathedral was more recently declared a
heritage monument.
GIFTS TO THE CATHEDRAL
The silver Cross on the high Altar, a gift
from King George V, stands among flower
vases and candlesticks gifted by Lady
Grimthorpe and the ladies of Yorkshire.
These stand on the marble High Altar.
These together with another marble altar,
together with the pulpit, were made
possible through another gift of L868 in
1927 from the Dean and the Chapter of
York Minster in thanksgiving for 1300
years of Christianity in Britain and love
for the church in India.
Above the High Altar is a copy
of Giovanni Bellini’s masterpiece of the
Madonna and Child, The original is in a
side chapel of the Church of Santa Maria
Gloriosa Dei Frari in Venice. Above the
wooden framework of the Altar stand
three figures of Christ with St. Mary and
St. John on either side. Carved in the
Italian Tyrol, these were presented to the
Cathedral by the Dean and Chapter of York Minster.
Lord Irwin, an Irishman himself, had early established a bond of affection between York
Minster and New Delhi. So much so, that on the anniversary of their King Edwin, not only
did these gifts pour in, together with the Lectern Bible and the altar rails, but also a letter
reiterating the bonds of friendship between York Minster and the Cathedral at New Delhi
with a message saying, ‘We shall remember our new sister Cathedral at every service in
the Minster on the 21st of April.
More gifts poured in. The clergy seats and prayer desks, made from a gift of Rs. 10,000,
were given to the congregations of the Church of India, Burma and Ceylon. The Bishop’s
sedula (chair) for the cathedral. designed by the architect, still exists on paper in its final
design, the existing one having been considered ‘temporary’ by him. Death intervened.
Eight teak pews with plush cushions were a parting gift from Lord and Lady
Willingdon. Lady Willingdon presented 2 Lunettes painted by A.D. Thomas representing
the Transfiguration of Christ and Christ’s appearance before St. Thomas. Some friends of
the Chaplain presented another painting by A.D Thomas of Christ’s Baptism. All these have
hung in the side aisles down the years.

In the Chapel of the Ascension, the artist has depicted Christ commanding the apostles
to ‘go into all the world and preach the Gospel.’ A self portrait of the artist autographs this
picture. He is shown in a green robe. Above, angels blow triumphant trumpets. A stained
glass window was gifted by Lynn Wilson.
Mrs. P.N.F Young initiated a scheme for a Children’s Corner in which loving gifts were
included. The figures of the crib were purchased from England from money gifted to the
children. A silver cross was presented to the children’s corner by Mr and Mrs. E.A. Brandon
in memory of their daughter. The beautiful Christmas tapestry designed by W.A. Anderson,
was worked on by Mrs. Young herself, and used for the first time on Christmas Day 1937.
This excellent tapestry is a copy of the Burne Jones tapestry in the chapel of Exeter College,
Oxford.
The cathedral has commemorated many great occasions in the history of our country
and of the world. Memorial services have been held here not only for the great and well
known, but also for persons who have meant something to the life of the church and the
people it seeks to serve. Lord Irwin’s complete involvement in the making and completing
the Cathedral was commemorated by a special service of thanks on his passing in 1959.
George V, Queen Mary, Winston Churchill and Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan were similarly
remembered. So were Jawaharlal Nehru, Jayaprakash Narayan, H.A.N. Medd, who also
designed the Catholic Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Indira Gandhi
and the gentle Usha Narayanan.
The parish hall is the venue of all activities of the church and houses a school during
the day.
‘How is my Cathedral coming,’ asked Nesbit Medd when Bishop Eric Nasir met the
ailing architect in England in 1979. They smiled as the architect and bishop shared the
fellowship of the Cathedral they had worked for.
Among the many programmes initiated by the Cathedral in the past were recitals by
the world renound maestro Ustad Amjad Ali Khan; and more recently by Ustaad Shujaat
Husain Khan. Mrs. Joy Michael produced two musicals for the Cathedral over the years.
The first was Gilbert & Sullivan’s “The Mikado” performed in the Cathedral Parish Hall in
the sixties, with the music played by the Delhi Symphony Orchestra conducted by Arthur
Mahinder with Harold Joseph assisting. A more recent production was Andrew Lloyd
Webber’s “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat” enacted inside the Cathedral
in October, 2007. Besides these, the Cathedral has hosted a number of performance by
musicians from the country and overseas.
Among the other interesting events was an inter-faith worship service where leaders
of different faiths gathered at the Cathedral during the Christmas season of 1996 to speak
on mutual understanding amongst the religious communities in the country.
—Jamila Verghese
The Cathedral Church of the Redemption has been included as one of the best heritage sites
to be choosen from amongst eight heritage sites of Delhi in the NDTV sms poll.a

