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By Darlene Bremer

Challenged by

asilica Project

First U.S. Cathedral designated a national Historic Landmark

S THE FIRST ROMAMN CATHOLIC cathedral in the U,S,, the Basilica of the
Assumption in Baltimore is a major landmark in the nation's and city's history and a
major monument in American architecture. It is generally considered the architectural

masterpiece of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the first professional architect to practice in the U.S.,
and the designer of the U.S. Capitol building. The cathedral, with an approximate 30,000 sg.
ft. footprint, consists of a basement (undercroft), lower and upper balconies, and one main
level, which reaches 80 ft. from the floor to the top of its dome.

The original construction of the Basilica occurred in twa
major campaigns: 1806 to 1810 and 1817 to 1821, with the
towers being completed in 1834, At the time it was the only
Roman Catholic cathedral in the country and it rivaled the
.5. Capitol in size, scale, and architectural sophistication.
Unlike the Capitol however, the Basilica never suffered from
fire or other major damage, so that today it retains much of

its original, Latrobe-designed, building fabric, including the
exterior walls, dome, and planar interior surfaces.

Of course the Basilica has undergone various renovations
and at least 14 redecoration campaigns over the past 200
years, but it was time, according to the Archdiocese of Balti-
more, to update the building with the latest in power distribu-
tion, lighting, and fire alarm and life safety systems. Early in
the process, the Archdiocese chose Baltimore-based
Henry H. Lewis Contractors, LLC to be the general
contractor and to oversee the renovations, based on
the plans and drawings of John G. Waite Associates,
Albany, M.Y., which specializes in restoring historic
buildings. In 2004, Lewis issued contract drawings
and invited a few electrical contractors in the area to
submit bids, including Brown-Heim, Inc., based on
their industry experience and ability to provide de-
sign-build services. "The complexity and difficulty
of the project required an electrical contractor that
could design-build the entire electrical distribution
and lighting systems and that could upgrade the fire
alarm and back-up power systems without any docu-
mentation from the previous rencvations,” observed
Jim Cornelius, president of Brown-Heim,

Brown-Heim submitted its final bid in March
2004, along with updated drawings of the electri-
cal and low-voltage systems and was awarded the
contract in May, based on its low bid, its experience
in design-build projects, and its area reputation.
“We have worked with Lewis on a number of differ-
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