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George Gilbert Scott’s original plan for a wooden 
spire at Christchurch Cathedral, 1863.
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The Project in Brief

Harking back to Scott’s original wooden design for the steeple, we propose to rebuild the new bell tower and 
spire to the same familiar size, form and shape, but lighter and earthquake resistant. 

In harmony with the CPT’s design guidelines, we propose to utilize time-proven, non-industrial, sustainable 
methods and materials. These methods and materials, in combination with modern engineering design, offer a 
design life in excess of 500 years, befitting a monumental building such as the Cathedral.

Scores of volunteer and hired skilled craftsmen from NZ and around the world would be called to replace the 
masonry base as well as fabricate and assemble the needed timber portions of the spire.  

 In an inspiring display of resilience and resolve, hundreds of trained volunteers arrayed in Cathedral Square will 
provide the power to raise the wooden structure up to its final position.  

If this proposal is approved and adopted before Christmas this year and the proper consents are expedited and 
forthcoming, the bells could be ringing from the People’s Steeple on the evening of 22 February 2018.

This unique approach offers many benefits and opportunities:

•  Provides a tangible and dramatic high-visibility milestone in the city’s recovery effort.

•  Would be a potent symbol to Christians and non-Christians alike.

•  Sends the message near and far that “Christchurch is on the mend.”

•  Builds links and understanding between NZ and the rest of the Commonwealth and the world.

•   Augments, but not replaces, Christchurch’s resource-base with skills,  materials and volunteers from around 
the world. Some timber framed sections of the steeple may be prefabricated in North America and England 
using renewable resources. Other sections will be cut and assembled on-site in Cathedral Square from NZ 
-grown trees.

•  Uses hundreds of volunteers of all ages guided and trained by skilled professionals.  

•   The plan is bold and resolute. It builds on a noble past of built heritage that is widely loved and admired. It 
will be built with great craftsmanship befitting that heritage. 

•   Durable construction: A similar steeple in Rhode Island was built in 1726, two years before Captain Cook 
was born. It still stands and serves its purpose. 
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Introduction

The loss of the Cathedral’s bell tower was a loss to the skyline of Christchurch and a wound to the heart of every 
Cantabrian and every lover of the Garden City worldwide. This is a proposal to rebuild that iconic landmark.

We propose to rebuild the new tower to be the same familiar size, form and shape, but lighter and earthquake 
resistant. We propose to utilize time-proven, durable, non-industrial, low-carbon, sustainable methods. Scores of 
volunteer and hired skilled craftsmen from NZ and around the world would be called to fabricate and assemble 
the needed parts. We envision hundreds of volunteers arrayed in Cathedral Square providing the power to raise 
the structure up to its final position in an inspiring Community effort that will be remembered for centuries.  

In taking this approach, we seek to use the 
building of a beautiful and durable landmark 
as a vehicle for uniting the people, healing 
the city,  reaffirming our shared heritage, and 
spreading the Good News.

 If this proposal is approved and adopted before 
Christmas this year, the bells could be ringing 
from the People’s Steeple on the evening of 22 
February 2019. 

Overview

Originally conceived as a wooden spire, George Gilbert Scott recognized the need for a light spire on a 
seismically active site. His design for the spire was rudimentary; indicating size and scale, but lacking orna-
mentation. Bishop Harper insisted upon a stone spire, in the 
English tradition. Benjamin Mountfort developed and realized 
Scott’s vision and Harper’s dictum.

Almost from the beginning, Scott’s fears about a stone spire in 
a quake zone were proven correct. After repeated post-tremor 
repairs, the spire’s upper portion was replaced in copper. 
Forensic structural analysis of the spire after the February 2011 
quake indicates that the weak point of the structure was the 
massive weight of the spire supported on unbraced columns at 
the bell level.  

If Scott and Mountfort’s vision for the Cathedral is to be 
restored, it cries out for a steeple true to their original vision, 
beloved by generations. The steeple could be replaced stone-by-
stone with an exact duplicate of the original. But that would 
again risk lives and disaster in another such quake. 

Perhaps Scott’s original design should be revisited. Perhaps 
lessons can be learned from other wooden steeple builders. 
Perhaps we can build the replacement spire sustainably, with a 
small carbon footprint, incorporate craftsmanship and engage 
the people’s imagination.

Steeple under repair, circa 1883 
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Tall Towers, Tall Ships and a Potential Way Forward

Scott’s preliminary design suggests a spire built inside the tower and raised into position as a single assembly.  
The structure of the spire only reaches down one level to the Bell level. There appears to be no thought given to 
building flexibility into the spire/tower. 

While a light spire is good, a resilient one is even better.

In the 1600 and 1700’s, the English settlers in the New England colonies of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, 
Connecticut and New Hampshire were faced with building steeples along their new storm-ravaged coast. They 
had to come up with a way to build that would stand up to steeple-battering hurricanes.

In those days along the coast, a carpenter who 
built a steeple was often a ship builder as well. 
When it comes to building tall structures and 
exposing them to extreme conditions, there is 
much to be learned from sailing ships. Some of 
the lessons?

•  Keep the weight low.

•  The higher you go, the lighter the spars.

•   Masts are made of several sections. One sec-
tion does not simply sit atop the other. There 
is a “doubling” where they grab each other, 
making the connection secure and resilient. 
Top of lower mast serves as the lifting point to 
raise the upper mast.

•   Rig is built to be safely sent aloft from the deck 
utilizing rigging, capstans and muscle.

•  Build some flexibility and “give” into the system. 

 

Drawing from those lessons and the rich carpentry heritage of pre-industrial England, church builders soon 
came up with a plan: Sturdy base, light spire, telescoping sections that slide inside each other and interlock... 
making the structure safer to build on the ground, easier to erect and far more flexible in extreme conditions.

The base section was usually about the height of the peak of the church roof. Built of stone, it served as a sturdy 
base and kept the mass of the structure low, like the ballast of a ship.

A sailor sending topmasts aloft. 
Standing on lower masthead, 
the sailor sets shrouds in place 
and assures that the topmast 
and rigging leads fair. Crew 
on deck mans the capstans to 
provide power to lift topmast. 
Note safety harness.

The sketch above shows 
the arrangement of 
lower, top and top- 
gallant masts. Note 
doubling at each level. 
(Standing rigging omit- 
ted for clarity.)
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While the Masons crafted the base, the Carpenters readied the upper sections of tower and spire. The prefab-
ricated sections, when assembled, nestle together like sections of a telescope inside the base. One by one, these 
sections were raised into position and secured to the section below, giving the tower strength and resilience.  

The final lift was the completed spire—cross, roof and all—lifted heavenward by the straining muscles of the 
congregation manning capstans in the churchyard. Historical accounts relate that this last raising took about 
two hours from start to finish. Celebration followed.

These wooden steeples have proven their worth. Many are 200+ years old, having stood up to every brutal 
storm that has come their way. Last June, I visited an Anglican Church in Newport, Rhode Island (Trinity 
Church). The church and spire are in excellent repair and were built in 1726, some two years before Capt. 
Cook was born.

 

This method of steeple building seems well suited to the 
needs of Christchurch:

•   It uses the rebuilding of the Steeple to rebuild and 
strengthen the Church and Community.

•   Quick to build. It could be finished in year two of the 
work to reinstate the Cathedral.

•  Proven method of construction that lasts for centuries.

•   It is a strong, flexible, light replacement for a heavy, 
rigid, unreinforced masonry structure.

•   The final form can be much the same as the lost steeple 
in size and shape.

•   Uses the “Farmey Army” model of volunteer community 
effort in conjunction with craftsmen and volunteers 
from around the world.

•  Uses green, sustainable, low-carbon resources.

•   Human-scale, pre-industrial building techniques for a 
human-scale post-industrial, green new Christchurch.

•   Time-proven to stand up to heavy battering by the ele-
ments. Lends itself to Seismic considerations.

Trinity Church, Newport RI Built 1726, two 
years before Captain Cook was born in England
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The Plan for Christchurch

Drawing on Scott’s original plan for the Spire and Bell Tower and the experience of the past Steeple build-
ers, the plan we propose for the rebuilding of the Bell Tower at Christchurch is a variation on that telescop-
ing steeple plan with particular attention given to being seismically stable and straight-forward to build and 
maintain.  

Three telescoping sections provide strength and flexibility. The spire itself may be gimbaled on an array of 
heavy springs which allow the spire to flex in all directions independent of the structure below. A pendulum 
mass damper might be hung from the spire mast and improving stability and seismic performance. If the  
                 base is sufficiently base-isolat-

ed and the engineering num-
bers indicate that it is safe, 
the gimbaled spire and mass 
damper might be omitted 
to realize a modest cost sav-
ings. Conversely, it could be 
retained for an added level of 
seismic robustness and peace 
of mind.

The model exploded showing the 
relevant elevations against the 
drawing of the original steeple. 
Note: telescoping steeple and tele-
scope, scale figure is 6 feet tall, 
capstan in upper right corner not 
to scale.
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The Base

With the demolition of the original tower base, a replacement to the bell level is required to reinstate the spire 
to Scott’s plan.

In 2012, I had discussions with Canterbury Stonemasons about this matter. They estimated that it would take 
about a year and $2 million NZD to replace the tower in-kind to the base of the bell level. (just below the arch-
es of the original) They predicated that estimate upon recovering and re-using the stone from the original tower. 
Re-using the stone would save costs of materials and labour while reducing the over-all carbon footprint. The 
sequence of the masonry construction would be coordinated with the carpenters to allow for efficient access to 
the interior of the base.

They envision post-tensioning rods and 
ring beams built into the stonework.  
Additional engineered ties from inner to 
outer whythes would further augment 
the reinforcement of the solid, tradition-
ally crafted walls. Stone walls are famed 
for lasting millennia. With these rein-
forcements, the tower base can be made 
to meet and exceed the strength of the 
reinstated Cathedral walls. It will last for       

      centuries; withstanding and surviving  
      the few minutes in a century when the 

earth moves violently.

 With the original widths and thicknesses 
re-instated, we recover the proportions 
and gravitas that made the original tower 
so impressive and inspiring.

The arches at the bell level could be 
done in stone per the original, but rein-
forced as above, costing about $ 1.5 
million NZD. Alternately, they could 
be done in wood, as found in many 
steeples, to reduce weight aloft and 
reduce costs while being true to Scott 
and Mountfort’s original vision.  

Cross section of typical Cathedral walls and foundation. Note deep 
foundations that spread wide below grade.  (David Macaulay) 
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Base isolation, if incorporated, into the final plan would add some cost but dramatically improve the perfor-
mance, provided that the isolation system chosen is designed with a view toward lasting and performing over 
500+ years.

With the same concern for longevity, I cannot recommend a concrete wall with applied stone work to achieve 
the faux appearance of the original tower.   My professional experience is with buildings many centuries into 
their service life. I am appalled at the poor performance of Portland cement concrete over time. There are 
very few buildings over seventy-five years old without significant deterioration of the concrete. While this is 
not a problem with modern buildings, as they are usually replaced within that time, it is not an option for a 
Cathedral built to last for centuries.

Additionally, the veneer stone on the outside would require a long vertical joint between stone and concrete. 
Relying on adhesion, which diminishes over time, this could pose a serious threat if the veneer were to become 

detached in time. By comparison, traditional stone 
work relies on friction and the arrangement of inter-
locking stones to secure the face of the wall. Mortar, 
in this case, is not an adhesive so much as it is a cush-
ion and gap-filler between the stones.  Post-tensioning 
of the traditionally laid stone wall acts to greatly 
increase the friction between the stones and clamp the 
whole structure securely. 

A bell tower, built to last for centuries and true to 
Scott and Mountfort’s vision, demands a properly 
built traditionally-laid stone base of the original pro-
portions; properly fitted with properly engineered 
reinforcement. Fortunately, Christchurch has the skill 
base to do such work at reasonable cost.

North wall of proposed tower rebuild. Lancet arch installed up to floor level of ringing room, allowing access for 
installing tower sections and spire. On model, arch is removable to show details of the anchorage of the Lower Section 
into the masonry Base. Instead of the classic Gothic lancet arch, a more modern Catenary arch could be used. Either 
one would span the opening and impose minimum thrust sideways.
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The New Tower Sections and Spire

Using the overall size and shape of the original bell tower as a starting point, 
we incorporated the telescoping frame plan and a mass damper into the design 
illustrated and described below.

The structure lends itself to being built in 
three sections:

Lower Section. Heavily built to take the 
load of everything above and interface with 
the stonework below. Square in cross sec-
tion, this section springs from the floor level 
of the ringing room and rises to the level of 
the observation balcony. Corbels and heavy 
timbers in the frame key into the stone walls 
of the Base to support the weight. This sec-
tion lends itself to being pre-fabricated in 
the Eastern US where large, straight oaks 
can be found.

Upper Section. Stoutly built and well 
braced with knees and braces. This section 
goes from the level of the bells to the base of 
the spire, roughly the former level of the top 
of the doorway to the observation balcony. 
This section transitions from a square to an 
octagonal cross section at the observation 
balcony level. This section would be suited 
to the shorter, curvier oaks in the UK.

The Spire. This light but strong structure 
rises from the Upper Section and reaches 
heavenward. A central mast in the center of 
the Spire provides doubling into the Upper 
section. The spire could be clad in slate like 
the Cathedral roof, or copper as the original 
spire had at the top. 
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Given the high quality and remarkable size of some NZ grown Douglas fir, 
it would be possible to fashion all eight of the massive, twenty-six meter 
long spire rafters out of a single tree. This would showcase NZ timber and 
add to the mystique and story of the Cathedral. A visitor-friendly framing 
yard set up in Cathedral Square to craft the spire and other pieces would 
engage the public and visitors well before the raising event itself. 

These three sections slide inside one another, allowing them to be built at 
ground level and hoisted aloft once assembled.

We propose to add a new wrinkle to the telescoping steeple idea to adapt it 
to the seismic considerations of NZ. Rather than trying to hold the Spire 
rigidly against the effects of an earthquake, we propose to have the Spire 
float on a series of captured springs. This would allow for flex in any direc-
tion including up and down. The mast, securely mounted in the middle of 
the Spire and extending down into the Upper Section would be fitted with 
a stout chain. A Ship’s anchor chain would do nicely. That chain would lead 
down through the middle of the steeple, past the bells, through the ringing 
room, down into open space of the base and attach to a large pendulum 
below ground level. The weight of the pendulum provides a counter weight 
that prevents the spire from overturning. Being a free swinging weight, it 
would act as a tuned mass damper of the pendulum type, greatly mitigating 
Seismic events. The scale model performs beautifully when shaken violently.

Mass dampers of this type have been used for years on skyscrapers in seismi-
cally active areas. Obviously, the arrangement of the bells, the ceiling and 
floors of the ringing room and ground floor need to be thought through 
to accommodate a chain passing through the center of the space. Properly 
done, it becomes a feature, not a flaw.

Cross section of proposed Christchurch Cathedral spire, bell tower and base showing arrangement of springs, spire mast, 
pendulum chain and weight. Weight could be located below floor level and covered with flooring that would permit 
movement. Similar flooring arrangements in Ringing room and Bell level would be needed.
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ns in Cathedral Square. While the lift could easily be accomplished by a crane or mechanical winches, the man-
powered capstans give hundreds of people the chance to rebuild their city and take ownership in the project. 
Indeed, the whole point of this project is to use the building of the steeple as a vehicle for building the com-
munity. Beyond the crews on the capstans, hundreds more volunteers can help with cooking, logistics, crowd 
control, etc. An Amish friend once observed that one of the most valuable jobs at a barn raising is done by the 
boys and girls that carry water to the workers.

Raising the obelisk at St. Peter’s Square, 1586. The Steeple raising would be roughly 1/3 as big: 16 capstans, 500 
people, no horses, miles of rope, dozens of blocks and other rigging. We hope crowd control will not need spears in 
Christchurch.

The rigging would be stress tested and have a huge safety factor and redundancy built in. Only competent rig-
gers with years of practical experience and training would be utilized in setting out the rigging. Tall ship sail-
ors, industrial riggers and Navy trained bosuns would qualify. New Zealand has some world class Tall ships to 
recruit from. Deck hands from the tugboats in Lyttelton Harbour would have useful skills too. In advance of 
the raising, Capstan crews and their captains will be trained and drilled to work as a team. 

Once the prefabricated sections arrive in Christchurch, crews quickly set about double checking and assembling 
the sections. Before long, the lower section would be assembled and ready inside the base.
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By this point, the riggers have worked their magic and the capstans have 
been arrayed and anchored. As soon as everything is ready, the capstan 
crews will be called to action for the first lift. This lower section is light 
and gives an opportunity for the capstan crews to get a lift under their 
belts.

Once in place, timbers slide into 
prepared pockets in the masonry at 
the corners to secure the frame to the 
masonry. Corbels share the load at the 
midpoints.

At this point, the Spire parts are 
assembled inside the base and hoisted 
up out of the way and secured. The 
Spire mast is then slung into place 
and secured in the mast partners and 
cross trees. The Octagonal section of 
the Upper Section is assembled under 
the Spire and the resilient connec-
tion between Spire and Upper section 
installed. The whole assembly is hoist-
ed and secured to allow for the square 
portion of the Upper Section.

From the time the Spire is assembled 
and hoisted up, crews can be using the 
lower section as scaffolding to allow 
access to sheath and copper the Spire 
(assuming a copper roof as per the 
upper section of the old spire) Careful 
netting and walling off would allow 
two crews to work one above the other. 
(Subject to NZ safety regulations) If that is 
not feasible, there are alternate methods of assembly.  

When the Upper section is complete, the steeple will be ready to raise into 
final position.

With some planning, the frames that hold the ring of bells could be fabri-
cated and installed in the Upper Section prior to it being sent aloft. This 
would permit mounting the bells, ready to ring, within hours of the spire 
taking its place on the skyline.

Lower section raised and 
locked into base

Lower section assembled and 
installed into Base. (Arch omitted 
to show interior details) 
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Details of the roof, Bell level façade, 
pinnacles etc. are conjectural. Tension 
bands, jack rafters and some braces were 
omitted from the model for clarity

Of necessity, the wooden sections have 
to fit inside the Stone Base. This results 
in a stepping-in of the silhouette where 
the timber framed structure extends past 
the Stone Base.

The design was developed specifically to 
allow the silhouette of the original tower 
to be duplicated. That requires the bell 
level façade to be built out to the width 
of the base.

That could be done in lighter wooden 
construction at the time of the raising 
of the steeple, or in stone as time and 
money permit. Either way, the steeple 
would be flexible and structurally inde-
pendent.

Obviously, all plans and work would 
have to comply with NZ safety regula-
tions and all laws and building codes.

Likewise, we look forward to working 
with your clergy, engineers, architects, 
project managers, city authorities and 
Cathedral staff to make sure that the 
project meets the needs of the Church, 
Congregation, City and Community.

 

Steeple raised, Pendulum 
installed. Roof, siding, pinnacles, 
arch, and Bell level fascade omit-
ted for clarity.

Steeple raised with all the details 
installed. Man at bell level is six 
feet tall. For modeling purposes, 
pendulum weight is above ground 
level. 
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Timber Framing

The ancient craft of timber frame carpentry 
would be used to fabricate the heavy timber sec-
tions of the Bell tower and Spire. Traditional 
Timber-framing, also known as “Green oak” 
framing is an ancient, time-proven craft that uti-
lizes sustainable and renewable natural materials 
to build significant and substantial structures that 
are beautiful and durable...just like the timber 
roof in the Cathedral.

The craft employs careful joinery and an under-
standing of the inherent strengths and weakness-
es of wood rather than an overreliance on metal 
fasteners. Before the Industrial Revolution this 
style of carpentry was simply known as “build-
ing”, as most buildings werebuilt this way.

 For centuries, practitioners of this craft and their neigh-
bors have come together to raise structures that would 
have been impossible to raise as individuals. The Timber 
Framer’s Guild (www.tfguild.org) in Canada and the US, 
together with the UK Carpenter’s Fellowship (www.carpen 
tersfellowship.co.uk) continue that tradition.

The Craft, the Guild, the Fellowship and Christchurch

(Above) Timber Framed roof of ChristChurch Cathedral 
(Below) The classic English Tying joint; assembled and  
exploded views. 

Barn Raising, Bethlehem Pennsylvania, USA  9 am. 15 
September 2001, four days after the terrorist attacks. In our 
shared grief and alarm, the community raising brought a huge 
sense of healing and community unity. By nightfall, the barn 
was complete. 
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New Zealand’s losses from the earthquakes of 2011 and 2012 were staggering. By some estimates, your losses on 
a per capita basis were double those suffered by Japan in their devastating quake and tsunami. In recovering the 
Cathedral, you need not go it alone.

To augment the resources in Canterbury and help shoulder some of the burden, the opportunity exists to tap 
into the volunteer skills and resources that are available to you worldwide. With the help of the Guild and 
Fellowship, some of the timber sections of the steeple could be prefabricated in North America and the UK.  
This would give many talented people an opportunity to give of their skills, even if they cannot travel to NZ to 
help. Many gifts; one Spirit.

Likewise, we have had offers of appropriate wood resources from land owners keen to help. Our British col-
leagues have worked with the palace on several royal projects, including Windsor Castle. They assure us that 
contributions of oaks from royal estates would be forthcoming.

New Zealand’s timber resources would feature prominently, particularly in the construction of the Spire itself.   

Canterbury is blessed with amazingly talented masons and stone carvers. It is hoped that their skills would 
be brought to bear on rebuilding the masonry base to Scott’s plan. There would be many opportunities for 
Cantabrians to help with assembly and fabrication, especially if there is an interest in learning the craft of tradi-
tional timber framing.

For many decades the Timber Framer’sGuild has been doing commissioned volunteer projects that benefit the 
communities in which we build. We make a point of fully including, involving and sharing with the locals and 
anyone interested in learning. Past projects 
have included housing for the working 
poor, three covered bridges, many barns and 
pavilions, steeples, towers, windmill, Torii 
gates, a Quaker Meetinghouse roof, a 1850’s 
cannon carriage, and an airport terminal. 

When the call comes, we do not hesitate to 
go afield. Early in our history, we helped 
struggling students in St Petersburg, Russia 
build their boat building school. We gladly 
forewent a month’s wages to help recreate 
two 12th Century siege weapons along the 
banks of Loch Ness with our British col-
leagues.  

Polish Synagogue. Built circa 1650.  
Surveyed and drawn circa 1913.
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Notably, the Guild recreated a 17th century Synagogue in Poland. When Hitler’s troops rolled across Poland, 
none of these classic and iconic structures survived. After years of research into their form and construction, the 
Guild gathered an International team from a dozen countries to come to Poland and turn a pasture full of logs 
into a Synagogue. As in the 17th century, no power tools or metal fasteners were used

We would like to bring the skills, craft and resources of the Guild and Fellowship to bear in Christchurch.

The usual business model for a commissioned volunteer project like this is for the Guild to provide and oversee 
a large volunteer group of skilled carpenters. Those volunteers are coordinated and led by a much smaller staff 
of paid professionals. The sponsoring group covers the costs of materials, transportation, food and lodging, 
professional fees and incidental expenses. Additionally the Guild receives an honest fee for helping to pull the 
project together to completion. While this is not free to the sponsor, we find that we can usually do a project 
for about 50% of the cost of simply contracting out the same work. Donations of materials, services, food, etc., 
can dramatically reduce the overall cost. We believe we could work out a variation of this model that would suit 
the needs of everyone involved. 

Both the Guild and Fellowship have agreed to participate in this project if the decision makers in NZ adopt 
this approach. The Guild is ready and able to enter into a contract to refine the design and build the steeple on 
this plan. The Carpenters Fellowship will link-up under that contract. Dr. Andy Buchannan and his team have 
offered to work hand-in-glove to assure proper engineering and practice in NZ.

Polish Synagogue reconstruction 2011. Timber Framer’s Guild 
fielded an International team to replicate the iconic structure 
using 17th Century techniques. 

We’re ready to answer this call. 
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How it Might All Come Together

Assuming that the decision makers approve this plan by Christmas 2016 the flow of activity would be some-
thing along these lines:

January - March 2017

  In Christchurch: Locate and recover stone from demolished original tower and other appropriate structures 
in Christchurch. Design team reviews, develops, and refines design. Design and install base isolation if used.   
Design and fabricate cross-whythe and post-tensioning hardware. Set up stone yard in Square. Provide for 
viewing by public. Commence rebuild of tower with suitable fanfare.

  Elsewhere: Locate timber supplies ready for Spring/Summer work; organize volunteer gathering venues and 
logistics. Work with NZ team to refine design

April - June 2017

  In Christchurch: Continue masonry. Locate large Douglas fir for Spire and spire mast. Also Large oaks for 
ringing room. Work out logistics of raising: accommodations, food transportation, etc. Talk with NZ author-
ities about the issues involved with having volunteers come to help resolve custom/immigration problems.  
Comply with requirements for importing timbers. Recruit people to commit the time to train and learn the 
craft and/or become raisers.

  Elsewhere: Get timbers delivered Sort out logistics of gatherings. Work with NZ crew to determine how 
many should come to NZ to help with raising. Set selection criteria.

  Together…design rigging, locate resources, commission the construction of capstans, etc. Recruit riggers.   

July - September 2017

 In Christchurch: Put job site to bed for winter as needed. Continue to work on logistics.

 Elsewhere: Major push to do workshops/gatherings/rendezvous to cut, pre-fabricate and test fit the sections.   

October - December 2017

  In Christchurch: final push to square away any masonry work still to do from last season. Final push for 
logistics of having volunteers come to help. Take delivery of shipping containers/rigging/tools. Set up 
Framing yard in Square.  

  Elsewhere: All sections plus spare pieces to be packed in containers and shipped by 15 October; final selec-
tion of crew to go to NZ will be made by that time too. Load tools, pack clothes and leave for NZ after the 
Christmas travel rush.

  After Christmas, volunteer timber frame carpenters from all over will travel to NZ to join with the people of 
Canterbury to assemble and erect the steeple.
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In the weeks leading up to the 22 February target date for the raising, Cathedral Square will be a hive of activ-
ity. Hands will be unloading the containers and double checking all the parts. Rigging will get shaken out and 
inspected. Anchor points for turning blocks and capstans set into the ground. Crews of volunteer raisers will 
be trained to work as a team and handle heavy loads with their capstan. Food will be served to hungry, grateful 
workers. New friendships will be forged, new skills learned. As always happens, insurmountable obstacles will 
have to be overcome or ignored. Soon, the Lower Section of the steeple will be ready to raise into place to act as 
lifting point and scaffold for assembling the Spire and Upper Section.

Once the Spire frame is assembled, carpenters can begin sheathing the surface in preparation for the slaters or 
coppersmiths to work their magic. As the roofers are working, the Upper Section can be assembled. Then, the 
final preparation for the raising can move into high gear.

While all this is going on, we will ask the Dean of the Cathedral to write the best builder’s prayer ever. We’ll 
need all the help and oversight that the Almighty can spare on raising day.

 

Barn raising in Pennsylvania 1905. Community raisings build great communities and 
beautiful buildings.
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Marcus Brandt: An Introduction

For the last thirty years or so, I’ve been restoring historic stone and timber buildings, mostly in Southeastern 
Pennsylvania. I’m a working master carpenter and stone mason. Most of the historic buildings I am called to 
work on are 150 to 300 years old. Solid and well crafted, these old buildings tend to age well, but neglect and 
damage can take a toll. Much of my effort is spent in repairing and strengthening the timber frames of barns, 
bridges, houses, gristmills and churches. I’ve had several commissions to build new structures in the old style. I 
have organized and led many barn raisings, in which hundreds of volunteers gather to raise a barn’s frame in a 
day. A good crew will have the sides and roof on too.

Straightening, plumbing and repairing damaged stone walls is often called for. It is not uncommon to straighten 
a wall 10 meters high that is out of plumb by 400 or 500 mm. Having studied and worked with several Scots 
masons, I’m a strong believer in lime based mortars and good masonry practice. The interface between stone   
and timber is of particular interest to me.

Since 1989, I’ve been a professional member of the Timber Framer’s Guild (TFG) and a member of the 
Traditional Timberframe Research and Advisory Group (TTRAG). That part of the Guild focuses on under- 
standing the past practice of the craft with a view that the past might help inform future practice. I have advised 
many historical and preservation societies and sat on many review boards.

As a result of my participation in Guild efforts and projects, I was invited to go to both Scotland and China to 
investigate “lost” technologies for the Public Broadcast Service series NOVA. We built working siege weapons in 
Scotland and in China we built a bridge design that hadn’t been built since the Mongol invasion.

As an Adjunct Professor, I teach traditional building skills at Lehigh University, Bethlehem, PA, I’m particularly 
interested in ways that the pre-industrial past practice can inform building in the greener, sustainable post-
industrial world of the future.

I serve as a sailor, boson and ship’s carpenter aboard the tall ship Gazela (www.Gazela.org). That experience has 
taught me much about rigging and raising heavy loads in confined spaces. It’s taught me about erecting tall, 
secure, flexible, stable structures that get tossed about and shaken mercilessly. A sea captain in her own right, my 
wife serves as First Mate aboard Gazela. She out-ranks me, and helps keep me humble. 

Since 22 February , I have been working as much as possible to develop a method to rebuild the Bell tower at 
Christchurch. With the help of friends and students, and the forbearance of my wife, I developed a plan that is 
beautiful, solid, strong, flexible, earthquake resistant, buildable, durable, and familiar. But more than anything, 
I want to use the rebuilding of the steeple as a vehicle for rebuilding and strengthening the community. And, 
once built, serve as an outward witness to the inward love we have for each other as fellow humans.

I look forward to doing this project with the able help of my best friends in the world, many of whom I haven’t 
yet met.
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Theology and Paradigm

Edward Frey in his insightful treatise on sacred architecture, “This Before Architecture” writes, “We must realize 
that we do not only worship in our buildings, but that we also worship with our buildings.”

A project in which people of all walks of life from all over the world gather together to serve something far 
greater than themselves is an act of joy and love. It is the coming together of the Body of Christ acting together 
in this world. It is our answer to His call to love our neighbors. The raising of the new steeple from the rubble 
of the earthquake proclaims to all the Resurrection of our Lord.

When the bells again peal from that tower, they too will proclaim “the Lord is risen…and so too shall this city.” 
Everyone that sees the spire on the horizon of the new Christchurch will know its story and know its message of 
hope, courage and redemption.

The craftsmanship will be the best that we can give, because we know that the Lord gives freely to us of His gifts.

Frey goes on to say, “I am reasonably certain that for the seasoned Christians it may not be at all necessary 
to make so much of church architecture, may not even be necessary to have a special building facility. If the 
Church had no responsibility to either the immature Christian or the non-Christian, probably any kind of 
building would satisfy our private needs for our closed community. But the church building is not a private 
expression only, it is a public matter. The building and what we do in it confronts the whole community.”

The “People’s Steeple” will stand before the community as an outward witness to that inward love for each other 
and our Creator.

Good Stewardship of God’s Gifts

The Bible relates to us that we humans were granted dominion over the earth. Implicit in the power of “domin-
ion” is the obligation of stewardship. The CPT, in their design guidelines has set a good example and wisely 
said that their buildings post-quake should be “green and sustainable”. A durable structure made by the efforts 
of many, using renewable, natural materials goes a long way toward that obligation for stewardship and sustain-
ability. 

Timber resources would be local to the places where the various sections of the frame would be cut, minimiz-
ing transportation. Every effort would be made to utilize sustainably harvested timbers. Where available, using 
recycled timbers from older structures might be an option. Donations of trees from forest landowners would be 
welcome and solicited.

Stone is inherently a low embodied-carbon and sustainable building material. If the stone from post-quake 
demolition of the bell tower and other similar structures can be recovered, it would be all the more sustainable.

One of the hall-marks of “green building” is the idea that the greenest building you can do is to keep the build-
ing you have and put it right.   



20 The People’s Steeple

Funding, Resources, Donations

The Diocese of Christchurch has expressed the desire that the rebuild should be an event that engages with the 
people. That engagement is a very large part of the reason for this proposal. Those of us who have attended 
and participated in large community building efforts can attest to the Spiritual up-lift and sense of commu-
nity strength that flows from such an effort. We hope to share that up-lift and strength with the people of 
Christchurch.

As there will be so much activity by so many, it gives the Clergy any number of opportunities for contact.  
While the preparations are on-going, I hope they will lead us in prayer at the start of each day. Crews will need 
to be fed. Preparing simple, hearty meals gives those who cannot offer many monetary gifts an opportunity to 
give of their talents and skills. Many gifts, one Spirit.  

Ideally, there would be enough food to share with the Clergy and bystanders. Those lunchtime pauses would 
be a wonderful opportunity for fellowship and connection. Bystanders would be welcomed and encouraged to 
donate toward the cost of the food and the cost of the work.

In the past, Cathedral Square has hosted many tens of thousands to public events. The steeple raising would 
be one such event. While there would only be places for some 500 of the most dedicated and strong volunteers 
from all walks of life to do the actual raising. There would be opportunity for all to enjoy and participate. 

It would be a wonderful opportunity for the Dean to give a short and powerful sermon and the best builder’s 
prayer ever. We could set the world’s record for the largest Hangi, to feed 20,000 or more. With planning, it 
would be feasible to get enough bells installed into the tower and the ringing room set up enough so that by the 
time the Hangi is ready to open, the bells could peal loud and strong from the tower again.

It would not be a party to miss.  
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Fund Raising

The CPT’s fundraisers have made some interesting observations regarding raising funds for the in-kind restora-
tion of Scott and Mountfort’s Cathedral.

1. This would be by far, the largest fund-raising event attempted in NZ.

2. There is usually a lull in the fund raising results after the initial excitement of the announcement.

3. Years two and three of a fund raising effort are particularly difficult.

This project can help address all three of those points.

1.  Because the Bell tower can proceed well ahead of the remainder of the Cathedral restoration, it can provide a 
high visibility “win” in year two or three of the Cathedral project.

2.  Because of the relatively short interval between start and finish, the funding for the Bell tower would most 
likely have to come mostly from funds on-hand. The cost of the Bell tower is minor relative to the remainder 
of the Cathedral.

3.  As the event will draw International participation and International attention, the funding opportunities 
internationally are greatly expanded.  

If we do the steeple raising in the Square, it will be the lead story on every television news broadcast around the 
world that night…sending the message that Christchurch is on the mend!

Some years ago, I worked on documentaries with US and UK television. Knowing my work on the People’s 
Steeple idea, my colleagues in the cinema field have been following events in Christchurch. There is an interest 
in following this project for TV.  

When the Guild and Fellowship worked together building 12th Century siege weapons in Scotland, they filmed 
it. When the footage was cut and edited for both the UK and US viewers, it was the highest rated documentary 
of the year in both countries.

I have every confidence that the Steeple project would get similar ratings, which goes a long way toward fund 
raising efforts internationally.

If we expand our International participation, you could similarly tap into the European, Chinese and Japanese 
fund-raising opportunities. The Guild and Fellowship have contacts with top-notch carpenters in all of those 
places who could be invited.

Likewise, there are many of opportunities for people or corporations to give of their skills and talents and 
resources. Trees, food, drink, lodging, logistical help, cooking, baking, rigging, transportation—Many gifts; one 
Spirit.

Financially, this project would not be a drain on the Cathedral restoration; it would be an engine driving the 
funding.
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Conclusion

This paper has discussed and detailed a serious option for the Bell tower at ChristChurch Cathedral.  This plan 
would yield a cost effective, beautiful, durable steeple to grace the Canterbury skyline while giving the City, 
Church and People of Christchurch a common purpose, healing, unity, joy and strength

We stand ready and willing to help. We strongly encourage you accept our invitation to explore how we can 
develop and implement this plan.

An Invitation

Members of the Cathedral Working Group and anyone else interested in seeing and participating in a 
Community Hand Raising of a timber framed building are invited to join the Timber Framers in Schuylersville, 
New York, USA September 14 and 15, 2016.  
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Moving Forward

Thank you for considering this proposed approach to rebuilding the Steeple. I invite any questions you might 
have and look forward to a conversation about the possibilities, opportunities and obstacles the plan presents.

At your invitation, I am willing, accompanied by our colleagues from the Guild and Fellowship together with 
Dr. Buchannan and our colleagues in Canterbury, to travel to Christchurch to meet with the stakeholders and 
decision makers. It is our great hope that we can forge a way forward together.

We believe that this plan will suit the needs of the Church, the City and the Community. We hope you will 
agree and invite us to join your efforts to rebuild.

         Warmly and respectfully submitted,

         Marcus Brandt

         East Greenville, PA




