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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Henry Russel for the Oral History Office on October 30, 1980. Linda Jett
transcribed the tapes and Tim Jones edited the transcript. Mr. Bartscht
reviewed the transcript.

Mr. Hurshel Bartscht was born in Shelbyville, Illinois in 1913. He is a
retired employee of the Federated Funeral Directors of America. Mr.
Bartscht joined the First Congregational Church in 194]. He served as
general chairman of the new church building committee. He has also
served the church as chairman of the 1950 pulpit committee, the Board of
Deacons, Board of Trustees and the New England dinner. Mr. Bartscht was
also moderator of the church council and Sunday School superintendent.
At the time this interview was conducted, he was active in the church
choir,

Henry Russel 1s an employee of I1linois Bell Telephone. He is a part-time
student at Sangamon State University majoring im History. He has been
interested in his own church's history for many years. He undertook this
project because he felt that capturing his church's history by doing
numerous interviews of people whose membership spans a period before the
fire of 1956 until the present time would give the listener and reader a
more comprehensive view of the totality of church membership.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Hurshel Bartscht, Springfield, Illinois, October 30, 1980,

Henry Russel, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Bartscht, when did you first join First Congregational Church?

A: 1941,
Q: What church had you been affiliated with before that?
A: The Third Presbyterian Church in Springfield.

Q: Did you know two of our other members at Third Presbyterian Church?
A: T knew Harry Hyndman and can't think of the other ome.

Q: Who was the minister of First Congregational Church when you first
joined?

A: Hudson Pittman.

Q: Are you able to recall any special qualities that he may have possessed
that appealed to you?

A: Well, the thing I remember most about him is that he was the minister
that married my wife and me. He was a very wonderful man and had been
there for a good many years and seemed to be well liked by everyone.

Q: Were you and your wife married at the First Congregational Church?

A: Yes, we were.

Q: What year was that?

A: 1937,

Q: In the early days of your membership are there some events or activities
that stand out in your mind as being importamnt to the life of the church?

A: Well, we went through so many things during those early years. We
went through a remodeling program. I was Sunday School supetintendent
for awhile which was quite enlightening and sang in the choir. Those are
the things that I remember most about.

Q: Married couples club was a popular group in the church, Did you and
Ruth belong to this group?
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A: Yes, we did.

Q: Were there any fun activities in which you participated with this
group?

A: Well, they had monthly meetings as I recall. We did some very peculiar
things, played more kind of games down in fellowship hall, carrying eggs
back and forth and trying to win prizes and so on. We had a real good
time.

Q: What were the war years of the forties like in the church?

A: Well, as I recall they weren't any different as far as the church
activities were concerned than at any other time really.

Q: According to church records in 1950 you were chairman of the pulpit
committee that brought Reverend Norman Janes to us from Keene, New Hampshire.

A: Yes, that's correct.

Q: Could you give us a little background on how pulpit committees are
set up in our church and their responsibilities?

A: Well, I think they were pretty much picked by the congregation. They
might have had some outside help in making their selection. But their
general function was to contact the area minister and to get names of
prospective men who were looking for a change in their pulpits. Then we
carried on from there and had interviews with these men. O0f course you
screened them first as far as you could and then getting it down to maybe
two or three very good prospects, have them come and meet with the committee
and sometimes even speak from the pulpit.

{Q: And now zeroing in on Reverend James. Do you recall this pulpit
committee was so taken with him and did you feel that the congregation
came close to feeling the same way that the pulpit committee did about
him?

A: Well, T really think that is true. He was a very, very fine man.

Our church had gone through a difficult period and it seemed that he was
the one person that could probably heal the wounds that were evident, and
everyone that knew him just thought he was the man for the job.

Q: Do you think that pulpit committees continue to feel the respousibility
to the pastor as he served the church?

A: Oh, not to a great extent. I think that maybe a minister that comes
into a church feels that he knows the members of the pulpit committee a
little bit better than some of the other members and may lean on them for
advice. But 1 think that disappears after a very short period of time.

Q: Was Reverend Janes' tenure long?

A: It was a very unfortunate thing. He came here and L think it was
about the first of October. I believe it was on worldwide communion that
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was his first Sunday in the pulpit. And he passed away with a heart
attack early in December, so he was here just about three months.

Q: Have you served on any other pulpit committees?

A: Yes, I was but I can't remember now which one it was.

Q: An area of interest for you in the church is the choir. When did you
join and why?

A: Well, I guess I joined because my wife sang in the choir and I started
singing in the choir as soon as I joined the church., It has been a real
nice thing for our family because as our two daughters came along they
both began to sing in the choir also. So it's kind of a family deal as
far as we're concerned.

Q: What part do you sing?

A: I try to sing tenor.

Q: Has the size of the choir remained about the same over the years?

A: It hasn't changed a whole lot.

Q: Do you see much difference in the music used now over those first
years you belonged?

A: No, not really because Elizabeth Clark was the director of the choir
when I first started in it. And she was quite a musician. And we sang
pretty much the same type of things they're singing today.

Q: Are there any humorous incidents that you remember regarding the
choir?

A: My trying to sing tenor is probably the most humorous I can think of.

Q: 1Is there any one time you can remember as the most special or meaningful
time that the choir was a part of?

A: Well, I think probably when our church burned and we started having
our services down at B'Rith Sholom Temple. We sat up there in the little
balcony and it was quite an experience. I know it helped members of the
choir to have a part in those services. And I really think that probably
having the choir sing helped the congregation in that kind of a gituation.

Q: If I mention the date Monday, November 11, 1956 what comes to your
mind?

A: That's an easy one to answer. We lost our church down on Fifth and
Edwards on that day.

Q: Did you witness the fire?

A: Yes, I did.
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Q: Did you feel at any point the building would be saved?

A: Well, when I first was aware that the church was on fire it didn't
look like it was going to be too bad. But the teason I saw it from the
very start was that the office where T work was right across the street
on the second floor. We had box seats for the fire. It didn't take long
to find out that it was going to be a pretty bad one,.

Q: Was there any question about any of the surrounding buildings burning
such as the Knights of the Columbus building to the east or across the
street, the Vachel Lindsay home?

A: There was no danger as far as the Vachel Lindsay home was concerned
but the firemen did water down the back of the Knights of Columbus building
because it was just across the alley and was quite close.

Q: Do you recall what your feelings were?

A: Well, it was a pretty sad time and standing there and just watching
that place just go up in smoke. When the roof finally caved in, I don't
know., It was a sad day.

Q: Do you remember any conversations with others and how they felt?

A: Well, not specific ones. I know Dr. Myers was there and several

other of our members came. And we just all felt very badly about the
whole thing. I can't recall any particular conversation we had other
than we were all very saddened by the event.

Q: Was the cause of the first ever discovered?
A: Not to my knowledge.
Q: Was anything salvaged?

A: Yes, there were quite a few things that were salvaged out of the
building, particularly in the office. The minister's books were pretty
well soaked up but they took them out and they dried them out. But as
far as the furnishings were concerned there was very little that was
saved at all. A few dishes, I think, out of the kitchen.

Q: Were many offers extended to our church for use of facilities while
we were without a building?

A: Oh yes. We had lots of offers of places to worship.
Q: Why was the Temple chosen?

A: Well it was sort of an ideal situation, In fact the Temple was
offered to us while the church was still butrning. Rabbi Satlow was there
at that time. And he was there with us while the church was burning and
told us that we could use the Temple any time we wanted to. And the
reason that it worked out so well was that their services are on a Friday
night and so Sunday was available and it worked out very nicely.
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Q: The Wednesday evening after the fire, the whole congregation met at
the Temple and there was singing but without hymnals as they had been
lost in the fire.

A: That's right,
Q: What was it you did so the people would remember the words?

A: Well, we were up in the balcony there in the Temple and we did salvage
a few song books, They were a little wet but they were readable. When

we were going to sing a hymn, why I would read the words through the

first verse and then everybody would join in and sing them.

Q: What kind of hymnals did we use for the next two years while we were
in the Temple?

A: Well, they were little paperback hymnals but I don't remember the
name of the hymnal really.

Q: The closeness of the fellowship between Temple B'Rith Sholom and
First Congregational Church goes back a number of years. Could you give
any background on this?

A: I don't know how or exactly when it started but on brotherhood week
for many years going back clear to Reverend Hudson Pittman's time, the
pulpits were exchanged on brotherhood week. And that observance was
carried through and is still true today.

Q: Do you remember any of the details of the arrangements on use of the
Temple?

A: Oh, no. Not really. Not really.

Q: Did we pay for any of the services we used at the Temple such as
electricity, heat, janitorial services?

A: No, there was nothing paid at all. It was certainly offered but it
was refused.

Q: Were we allowed to use our Christian symbols at the Temple such as
the c¢ross and the Bible?

A: Yes, we certainly were.

Q: Were weddings of our church members and funerals held at the Temple?
A: That is something that I really don't remember. I don't recall any
weddings or funerals at the Temple, but where they were held I have no
idea.

Q: How did we show our appreciation to the Temple?

A: Well when our church was finally completed, we presented the Temple

with, and I don't know what you call this thing, it's a tremendous mural
that was hung in the Temple. And this was our contribution to them.
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Q: How soon after the shock of the fire did the congregation take steps
necessary to plan for the future?

A: Well it seems to me it was not more thau ten days that we got together
for a meeting to decide what we were going to do. We met at the home of
Harry King who at that time was, I believe he was chairman of the trustees
at that point. But anyway, we met there that might and worked out a
program of, well I guess the main thing we did was to select a general
chairman for the building of the new church and unfortunately it was me.

Q: When all the committees were formed to handle the details of the
building of the new church, a general chairman was needed to coordinate
all aspects of this gigantic undertaking. What made you say, '"Yes, I
will serve”?

A: T don't know. I guess it was because 1 was stupid might have been
the correct answer. But it happened that a church in Decatur had had a
building program and had formed a building committee and some friends of
ours who knew about this and were from Decatur got a copy of how they set
up their committees and I had that copy. So I assumed for that maybe
everybody thought that I knew everything about going ahead with this and
I suppose that's how it happened.

Q: Do you remember someone saying to you, "Hurshel, we could go from one
person to another and get the same answer. We just have to have someone
to say yes and accept the responsibility and go ahead." Do you remember
who said this to you?

A: T sure do. It was Dr. Myers.

Q: Were you a full time employee of some business at this time?
A: Yes, I was.

Q: And what was that?

A: I was vice-president and treasurer of the Federated Funeral Directors
of America.

Q: Did it cross your mind as to how you would fit this new church job
into an already busy schedule and if your employer would allow time off
for a schedule change if you would need it?

A: No, that never really bothered me because the people that I worked
with were very good church people themselves and they knew the situation
and T really think they felt kind of proud that maybe I had gotten this
assignment and there was never any problem about the time that I had to
take off during this period.

Q: I know you retired just recently and if we go back to the year of
1956 you probably were in the neighborhood of 40 when you showed this
responsibility. Your leadership abilities must have been respected even
then by your church colleagues. Could you tell us about the organization
of the committees under the general chairman and what their functions
were?
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A: Well that's going back a long ways. The setup that we had we figured
that we needed eleven committees. So chairmen were picked for these
eleven committees, and then it was up to these chairmen to pick as many
people as they wanted to serve on their committees. It ended up that we
had a very, very large building committee before something like 75 or 80
people were involved in this. It was rather unwieldy but in the long run
it got everybody interested in the project that we were trying to do.

To give you the functions of each committee you'd almost have to talk to
the chairman of each committee, One of the important committees was the
site committee. Here we were, we didn't know whether we were going to
rebuild on the place where the old church was or should we go out and
find a new area. And this site committee sure put in a lot of work to
decide what we were supposed to do, and the church congregation of course
had to decide whether we wanted to stay where we were, where the site was
just not very big. And so it was their function to find out where we
might go to build our mew church.

Then of course, the finance committee was self explanatory. I mean they
were in charge of raising the funds to do this thing. And we had a

social facilities committee., They just did everything that everybody

else didn't do. Was really a very strong committee. And we had a sanctuary
committee. Of course when you start in something like this, you don't

know what kind of pews to get, what kind of an altar to have, whether the
choir is supposed to be in the front or in the back and all this sort of
thing. They had a big job to do. Had a furnishing and a decorating
committee, and this was to decide on the colors of the room and the color
of the dossal cloth, and the color of the carpet and the sanctuary and

all that sort of thing. And we had an office and storage committee.

They were in charge of trying to work out how the office should be designed
and placed, and where we would put things that had to be stored when they
were not in use.

Then we had a parsonage committee and they worked hard too. But it ended
up we didn't get a parsonage at the time. When we had decided on a site
and decided on a church where it was going to be. We thought we might go
ahead and have a parsonage right close to it but that never materialized.
The Sunday School committee we had was to decide om rooms for Sunday
School classes and that sort of thing. Organ and chapel committee, that
was a very busy committee deciding on whether we should get a pipe organ
or electronic organ and where they should be and all that sort of thing.
And then the utilities committee. Of course that was in charge of what
kind of heating we should have, what kind of air conditioning which we
didn"t get at that time but we do have now, it was eventually put in and
all that sort of thing. And we had a landscaping committee which was to
work on how we were going to work out the program for the lot and how it
was going to look when we got through. I don't know whether that's
eleven committees or not but that's pretty close to it. Your going back
you know about 22 years here and my memory gets a little vague.

3+ T suppose one of the first and the major decisions to be made was
whether there should be a rebuilding on the old site at Fifth and Edwards
or a move somewhere else. Can you share how this decision was reached?
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A: Well I don't know exactly how it was reached but it was finally
decided that we just didn't have enough room on the old site. Downtown
churches, and maybe this was a false premise, but downtown churches were
kind of becoming a thing of the past. 8o we decided that the best thing
to do was to go out in an area where we'd have lots of room, plenty of
parking and that sort of thing. And to my knowledge we had, oh we may
have had two or three people that kind of didn't like to leave downtown
because they lived close to downtown, but the great majority, I'd say 99
percent of our congregation, were all for moving out where we could have
more roOOMm.

Q: Did this decision take a long time?

A: You mean as far as staying downtown or moving out? No, it didn't,

Q: Were there many buyers for the old church site?

A: No, not really. Of course we had a built in buyer because Illinois
Bell Telephone was in the process of buying up practically the whole
block down there. And we figured that they were our best prospects. But
it took them a while to make up their mind. But eventually that's who
bought the property.

Q: Do you remember how much the land was sold for?

A: No, I really don't. T hate to quote a figure because I just don't
remember what it was.

Q: And now might be an appropriate time to talk about finance and how
fundraising was involved. Did we have a fundraiser for our new church?

A: Yes, yes, we did.
Q: Do you remember what their name was?
A: No, I don't. I should, but I don't.

Q: Did the congregation have to raise the total cost of the building in
its drive?

A: No, no. They didn't. We ended up--we had a very wonderful drive and
the congregation of our church came through with flying colors really but
no way could we raise all the money we needed in one single drive.

Q: What bank was the money borrowed from?

A: Borrowed from the First National Bank of Springfield.

Q: And what was the amount of the mortgage?

A

I think it was around $90,000.

Q: How many years did the congregation have to pay it off?
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A: Well it was originally borrowed to be paid off In, I believe fifteen
years. But our congregation didn't like to pay all that interest, and we
worked out a little bit faster pay off period, and I think it was paid
off in something around seven years.

Q: Would you happen to remember approximately what the interest rate
was?

A: WNo. It's nothing like it is today, I know that, but I don't remember
what the interest rate was.

Q: Was there any special reason why it was borrowed from the First
National Bank?

A: Well, the Congregational Church in Springfield had borrowed money

from the First National Bank several times in previous years for remodeling,
for an organ and things of that nature. But one of the main reasons that
we went to the First National Bank was that Robert A. Stephens, who

though he was not a member of the Congregational Church, his wife and

their two boys were very active members in the church. And he was on the
board of directors and was the attorney for the bank and we had a real

good connection there with the First National Bank.

Q: Were the Sunday School children asked to contribute during the fund
drive?

A: I don't remember that.

Q: Were there goals for individual performance during the fund drive and
were there any prizes given?

A: Oh, yes. We had our meetings, I think we had most of them down at
the First Presbyterian Church. Oh everybody had goals and they had
people down for how much they thought they ought to be able to give and
all this sort of thing. Then when we'd go down there we'd guess how much
money had been raised during the previous week or so and the one coming
closest to it would get a prize. 1 think I won a flashlight once and I
don't know what my guess was either.

Q: Was there a central theme or slogan used during the fund drive?

A: Yes, Dr. Myers came up with--I hope I say this properly--I think it
was up from ashes.

Q: Were there any special gifts given for the new bullding outside of
the ones from the members?

A: One in particular that I recall was for the Post Chapel and that was,
let's see, Marjorie Post who is related to Mr. and Mrs. Gardnmer, I can't
think of Mr. Gardmer's first name now. George Gardner's father. John,
yes, John Gardner. Mr. and Mrs. John Gardner. But Mrs. Post, and her
family had been members of the church for a long, long time. She was
instrumental in the King's Daughters Home here in Springfield. And she
contributed a considerable amount of money for the children's chapel.
ITt's not really a children's chapel. It's just a chapel,.
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Q: Who was chosen as architects of the new building?
A: Hadley and Worthington.
Q: Why were they chosen?

A: Well, T don't really know. 1 knew Bryant Hadley and had known him
for a good long time. And of course we discussed this in our early
committee meetings and it was finally decided that Hadley and Worthington
would be our architects.

Q: Was thete a congregational vote taken on this?
A: On the choice of the architects?
Q: Yes.

A: I don't remember whether there was a congregational vote on it or
not. There was some question about whether they should be the architects
but it was a minor thing as far as 1 was concerned. I don't remember
whether we had a congregational vote. I don't think we did. There were
some objections to Hadley and Worthington. The reason, which escape me
now, I don't remember what the heck the objections were.

Q: 1In April of 1957 when the architect's preliminary plans were presented
were people in favor of the design?

A: Yes. Oh, there were minor changes made. T can still remember Mr,
Hadley saying that any changes that you want made all we've got to do is
change lines and draw a new line some place. But there were no bad
objections to it. There were minor changes.

Q: Do you remember the vote that was taken on the design?

A: Frankly, I don't.

Q: Do you recall the approximate cost estimate of the building?
A: Tt was in the neighborhood of $500,000.

Q: Were there any problems in the building of the church such as strikes,
shortage of building material, etc.?

At No, there were no strikes that held the thing up. As far as I know——it
seems like it took a tremendous amount of time and effort to make any
progress. But there were mo items such as you mention that caused the
delay.

Q: How long did it take for the building to be completed?

A:  Just about one year. We were about one year in the planning stage

and one year in actual construction, and we were almost two yeadars to the
day from the time the church burned until we had our first service in the
new church.
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Q: Would you say our membership grew, stayed the same or declined during
the period that we didn't have our own building?

A: Oh, I don't think there was much change. T think it stayed pretty
stable.

Q: Did you participate in the groundbreaking ceremonies on October 27,
1957 at Bates and Cherry?

A: Yes, I did.

Q: What was the weather like on that day?

A: It was cold. That's all 1 remember about it. It was very cold.
Q: What did the area look like where the new church was to be built?
A: It looked like a weed patch really. But it was nice and flat.

{Q: Did many members attend?

A: The groundbreaking?

Q: Yes.

A: Oh, ves. They sure did. They had quite a c¢rowd.

Q: Were there any dignitaries there?

A: No, not that I recall. T don't believe there was anyone there but
our own congregation.

Q: Did you get to use the shovel?

A: I guess I did. I don't remember. Everybody was using the shovel so
1 suppose I did.

Q: Do you have any idea where it is now?

A: No, I dom't.

End of Side One, Tape One

Q: On Sunday, January 25, 1959 you turned over the keys to the new
building to Dr. Virgil Myers at the dedication service.

A: That's correct.

Q: How did you feel?

A: T felt relieved.













