The Organ at First Church
The organ is a very visible part of our sanctuary.  It dominates the chancel area.  It is also a very important part of our worship.  It plays an important role in the service, leading the congregation in the singing of hymns, accompanying the choir and soloists, and providing service music for meditation and inspiration.

The meeting house was 100 years old and Conway Wing was pastor when the first organ was installed.  Instrumental music was not part of early Presbyterian heritage.  For many years it was not even allowed.  When the first organ was installed in 1857, there were some members who objected.  Two women even circulated a petition protesting what they called “a godless desecration of the sanctuary.” 

The first organ was purchased as part of the building renovations that were made during the centennial year of 1857.  The price was $750, and the receipt is housed in our archives at Dickinson.  The organ was built by Mr. Pomplitz, an organ maker in Baltimore.   It had one manual, tracker action, twelve stops and a hand pumped bellows, since there was no electricity.  One of the sexton’s duties was to pump the organ.  The first organist was Miss Elizabeth McCartney and she was paid $25 a year.  The organ was installed in the rear gallery since there was no room in the pulpit area.  A newspaper reporter at the time described the organ as a splendid, attractive instrument that combined in the highest degree sweetness and softness of tone with great power.  One member later remembered it as a squeaky little instrument.  This first organ was used for 35 years.
In 1892 a new organ was purchased and placed in a choir loft that was built at the front of the sanctuary.  The pulpit was located on a lower platform in front of the choir loft.  Several rows of pews were removed for this addition.  The organ console was located directly behind the pulpit with the organist’s back facing the congregation. The organist used a rear view mirror to see what was happening.  The organ was tracker-action so the console had to be mechanically attached to the pipe chamber.  The organ was a Haskell pipe organ, built by C. S. Haskell of Philadelphia.  It had two manuals and nineteen stops.  It was first activated by water and manual power before the installation of an electrical blower.  
In 1908 improvements were made to the sanctuary.  The pipe organ was repaired and moved back several feet to enlarge the choir loft.  It was at this time that the large arch was cut out of the west wall to make room for the organ chamber.  The Haskell organ was used for 65 years, until 1958.

When Rev. Russell Weer was pastor, an Organ Study Committee was formed in 1954.  The Haskell organ was old and often needed repairs.  The committee determined that it was impractical to rebuild the Haskell organ and that a new organ was needed.  They selected a new pipe organ from Austin Organs of  Hartford Conn. that was installed in 1958.  To accommodate the new organ, the entire choir loft was rebuilt and widened, and the pulpit was raised to the same level as the loft.  The electric console was placed to the side.  The installation also required alterations in the wall of the current choir room and the building of a box-like extension for a larger pipe chamber.  Some of the larger pipes from the Haskell organ were retained as part of the façade of the newAustin organ.  These are the large pipes that are still in the center front of the organ.  They are decorative only and do not speak.  
About the time that the new organ was being selected, the church became the beneficiary of a bequest from Mrs. Edward Handshew.  This fund of approximately $25,000 was enough to pay for the new instrument and it was dedicated in memory of Mr. & Mrs. Edward Hanshew.  The organ was known as the Handshew Memorial Organ.   Mrs. Justus Perrine also made a gift of $5,000 to buy and install Maryland chimes on the new organ in memory of her husband.

The Austin organ had been in use for forty-two years when in 1999 the organ was enhanced and modernized.  The major weakness of the Austin organ was that it had a limited number of stops (18) and lacked depth and brightness and variety of stops.  The Austin organ was interfaced with a new Allen digital organ.  The old pipes and the new digital stops were combined into one instrument.  The only visible change was the addition of a new console.  The digital interface gave the pipe organ increased flexibility, range and color.  The number of stops increased from 18 to 169.  The number of presets went from 24 to 112.  The new organ is capable of producing a wide variety of sounds from classical to modern, making it possible to play music of every style.
The total price for the interface was $53,283.  The fund raising effort was very successful. The money was raised before the organ was even installed.  The campaign used phrases such as “One plus one equals a better one!”  and “A Note-worthy Project for a New Century.”  This project brought our church organ into the 21st century and will hopefully serve our needs for many years to come.
Richard Tritt
