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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 November 3, 1980. Linda Jett
transcribed the tapes and Tim Jones edited the transcript. Mrs, Bartscht
reviewed the transcript.

Mrs. Ruth Bartscht was born in Springfield, Illinois in 1913. Mrs,
Bartscht joined the First Congregational Church in 1941, She has served
the church as Sunday School secretary. Mrs. Bartscht has also served as
treasurer and secretary of the women's fellowship. At the time this
interview was conducted, she was active in the church choir.

Henry Russel is an employee of Illinois Bell Telephone. He is a part—time
student at Sangamon State University majoring in 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 uot
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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Ruth Bartscht, Springfield, Illinois, November 3, 1980.

Henry Russel, Interviewer,

Q: Mrs. Bartscht, when did you join First Congregational Church and why?

A: I joined with a confirmation clags about 52 years ago. It was just
taken as a matter of course that I would join the church. And I wanted
to because I had grown up in the Sunday School and my parents belonged to
the church.

Q: Who was the minister of First Congregational when you joined in
confirmation class?

A: Hudson Pittman was the minister at that time.

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

A: Oh, he appealed to me very much. I sort of grew up with his children
and he was like a second father to me,

Q: You are the first that I have interviewed who really grew up in the
church. Do you remember what the Sunday School was like in those days?

A: Oh, yes. We met on the third floor of the old church at Fifth and
Edwards and we always started out with an assembly with singing and then
we went to our classes. I remember Helen Stephens and Nan Spindel were
two of my early Sunday School teachers right after they got out of college.

Q: Are any of your Sunday School friends still members of First Congregational?

A: Oh, I don't recall. Of course my own sister. The others have moved
away. People like Jane Conwill who is now in Decatur.

Q: Have you ever taught in the Sunday School?

A: No, but I was Sunday School secretary for a time after I graduated
from high school,

Q: Now you said that you attended a confirmation class, that you joined
the church through confirmation class. What was it like in confirmation
class when you were in it?

A: Well, there were just a few of us. I would say six or seven. And we
met on Saturday mornings at the church in the pastor's study. And as I

recall, we reviewed the history of the Congregationalists and studied the
New Testament primarily. And that's about all I recall of that. We were
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not required, as the children are now, to have a project and attend
meetings of the church.

Q: And the minister you said, was Revenend Pittman.

A: Reverend Pittman, yes.

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

A: After 1T joined the church and went to confirmation classes?
Q: Yes.,
A: I'm afraid not. I'd have to give that some thought.

Q: Okay. Ruth, I understand that you married Hurshel in the church at
Fifth and Edwards.

A: Yes, I did.

Q: When was this, and who was the minister at the time?

A: Hudson Pittman was the minister and it was June 12, 1937.

Q: Do you remember any of Reverend Pittman's words to you?

A: No, I don't and I'm so sorry because everyone told me after our
ceremony that Reverend Pittman had such a beautiful prayer, and I was
apparently in a state of shock because I do not recall his words and I've
regretted it ever since,

Q: Do you remember what the day was like?

A: Yes, I do. It had been rainy and chilly all that week. And the day
of our wedding turned out to be just beautiful.

Q: Did many attend your wedding?

A: Yes. 1 remember being surprised that there were so many of our
church friends and members there., Pleasantly surprised.

Q: Both of your daughters were married in our new church. Would it be
possible to compare or contrast their weddings with yours?

A: Well, mine was much simpler than theirs I'm sure. I didn't wear the
traditional white wedding gown and it was not as formal as the girls'
weddings. I wore a street length lace peach color dress and a big straw
hat. And we didn't have a reception as the girls did. It was just at
our home. Mother had a lovely reception at home. And of course the
girl's were a little more complicated and both of them were lovely.

Q: Were you ever part of the quilting group that met on the stage of the
old church, or any members of your family, were they?
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A: Well, mother was there every week. They quilted on Wednesdays. 1T
remember that so well. But I'm afraid I'm not the seamstress, the sewer
that my mother always was.

Q: What about staffing in the thirties compared to now? Did lay people
carry much of a load?

A: I don't believe they did. WNot nearly as much as they do mow. It was
left pretty much to the staff of the church and a small staff at that.

Q: What did the staff consist of?

A: It was just a minister, a secretary and the custodian. And that was
it.

: Married couples club was a popular group in the church. Did you and
Hurshel belong to this group?

A: Oh, yes. We surely did and we enjoyed it thoroughly. It was a good
group. And we had potluck suppers and someone arranged programs and
games and it was just a lot of good fellowship,

Q: TForefather's Day dinners have been observed in our church for many,
many years. Have they always been known by this name?

A: Oh, mo. It was always the New England dinner until, I believe, Dr.
Myers felt it should be called Forefather's.

Q: Would you reminisce with us about this dinner in the old church at
Fifth and Edwatds compared to now in our present building?

A: Oh, it was quite a bit different. It was more of a community event
in those days. And many of our members would bring their friends and
were proud to bring them. And we would have hostesses at each table,
And our women brought their own best silver and china from home and it
was really a grand occasion. 1 know I served, helped serve, at New
England dinners for many years before I ever sat down and ate in the
dining room.

(Q: What were the menus like in the old church for New England dinnets?

A: Oh, they were almost always pretty much the same with turkey and
dressing and all the trimmings and always cranberry sauce. And a desert
usually of pudding with sauce.

Q: What about speakers, what kind of speakers did they usually try to
have at these events?

A: Well, they tried to have very well known prominent speakers and we've
had some excellent ones and a few not so good. But it wasn't until,

really until Hurshel was toastmaster of the New England dinner, that I got
in on much of the program that went on because I was always in the kitchen
or the serving room or somewhere.
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Q: Do you remember the table decorations, what they were like at all?

A: Oh, we had some lovely table decorations. Some of the women in the
church made them, provided them. None that I particularly care to describe.
They were always nice.

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

A: Oh, we went along as best we could. To me, at that point 1 was at
home with small children, with a baby, and I didn't take as active of a
part in those war years in the church activities as 1 had dome earlier.
And later I didn't sing in the choir because T had to stay home and take
care of my child. T don't believe there were vety many young men in our
church at that time who were involved in the war. There were several but
not too many.

Q: Did your two daughters get to use the chapel scaled particularly for
children in the old church?

A: Yes. Linda, well they both did, particularly Linda, the oldest girl.
Q: Can you describe the special spot and how it came into being?

A: I don't know whose idea it was. Of course they made that small room
above the minister's study. They really just put a floor in, it had been
two stories high almost. And they made that room and I believe my uncle,
Mr. Ball, gave a little pump organ to the church to use in that little
chapel room. I thought it was lovely.

Q: Have there been any humorous incidents in your association at chuarch
that are recallable and repeatable that you possibly would like to share?

A: Oh, some of the things that we did in this married couples group were
such fun. We borrowed mannequins from a department store and had teams
who would dress them, blindfolded and just crazy stuff like that that was
always fun. And of course, there were a few things that happened in the
preparation of serving of the New England dinner that seemed pretty bad
at the time but when you look back on them they were funny. The first
time T had ever helped serve at the New England dinner I was just probably
a freshman in high school. And they served fruit cup in stem goblets on
a little flimsy paper plate. And I had to remove those from in front of
the guests before their dinner plates were served. And I tried to remove
one from in front of our toastmaster who was an honored guest, and I
spilled it. Oh, I was horrified. But of course, when you think of 1t
later, it's funny.

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

A: Oh, of course the fire comes to mind. And I was at home with a small
child and T heard it on the radio. I just couldn't believe it. And then
L kept the radio on and kept hearing about it. It was just as though we
had lost a member of the family. That's the way I felt. How could we
get along without that church.
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Q: Did you witness the fire?

A: No, T didn't. I didn't want to go near it while it was happening but
I did go the next day with Hurshel and it was just awful. I think of
that beautiful rose window as it was before the firemen broke it out with
their axes.

Q: So you were really saddened when this happened and when you saw this
the next day.

A: It was just a horrible shock, it really was.
Q: Do you remember conversations with others and how they felt?

A: Well, they all seemed to feel as I did. Our church was something
that we had just taken for granted for a long time and then to have it
just gone all at once. It just was a real shock.

Q: Was the cause of the fire ever discovered?

A:; No, I don't believe it ever was. There were several theories put
forth, but no one really knew.

Q: Was anything salvaged?

A: 0Oh, yes, some things were salvaged. The back of the building and to
the south was not burned as badly as the rest of it. And we got some of
the choir music out and most of the things that had been in the kitchen,
the dishes and the silver. I know Dr. Myers got some of his books out
but most of them were just waterlogged.

Q: T understand there's a special story about the dishes and how they
were cleaned. Could you share that?

A: Oh, my husband helped, and several of the men got all these dishes
out. And one of our members was an officer at Franklin Life Insurance
Company. And they took all those dishes down there and ran them through
their dishwashing equipment at Franklin Life.

Q: Do you remember if many offers were extended to our church for use of
facilities while we were without a building?

A: Oh, yes. We received many offers from most of the downtown churches.
And, of course, particularly from B'Rith Sholom while the fire was burning.
Rabbi Satlow offered his building for our use which we certainly appreciated
and used for two years.

Q: Why was the Temple chosen?

A: Well because on Sunday mornings their sanctuary was not in use and of
course, all our other downtown church friends use their buildings on
Sunday mornings. So it worked out beautifully that we could use their
facilities on Sunday morning.
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¢: The very next Sunday morning after the fire our congregation had its
services at Temple B'Rith Sholom, What was the morning like?

A: It was wonderful to see, from my vantage point in the balcony where
our choir sat at B'Rith Sholom, to see all of our members there. They
really rallied around. We had a full room of anxious church members who
were so concerned about what we were going to do and how we were going to
replace our church building. And our choir sang "Break Forth Into Joy."

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

A: Oh yes., It does go back way before the fire. Reverend Pittman and

the Rabbi at that time and I think it was-—it started with an S and I

can't think of it. But that Rabbi and Hudson Pittman did programs every
Easter week at one of the theaters downtown, at noon, together. And this

had been going on for many years, this closeness between the two congregations.
And it just seemed natural for them to come to our rescue when we had our

big loss.

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

A: We wanted to do this and offered and insisted but they wouldn't allow
us to do that, they wouldn't allow us to pay for it at all. So we gave
them a gift when our two years were up. Fresco is what it is that they
put up over the stalrway in the fellowship hall.

Q: Were we allowed to use our christian symbols at the Temple such as
the cross or the Bible?

A: Oh yes. Well, no T don't believe we did. We tried to be very careful
not to do anything that would disturb that congregation. Of course, we
used the Bible. But I don't recall that we used the cross. I really
don't recall.

Q: Were weddings of our church members and funerals held in the Temple?
A: No, I don't believe so. I remember when Cary Byerly died, his
funeral service was at Westminister Church during that time. And weddings
were performed in several other churches.

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

A: That's, as 1 said, that's the fresco that we gave them. We all tried
to express our deep appreciation for their generous use of their building.

Q: How svon after the shock of the fire did the congregation take steps
necessary to plan for the future?

A: Immediately. The very next week plans were begun.
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Q: I suppose one of the first of the major decisions to be made was
whether there should be a rebuilding on the site at Fifth and Edwards or
a move somewhere else. Can you share how this decision was reached?

A: Well, T believe it was reached by a careful study of where most of
our members lived. 1 remember the big map of the city that was put up
and pins where all the members lived. And a big majority of course were
in the southwest part of the city. And it was felt by the big majority
that this is what we should do, go out where we could have parking space
and it would be more convenient for most of our members.

Q: Do you remember if the decision took a long time to decide on?

A: I really don't recall how long that took. Well, there was a lot of
discussion about it certainly. I recall that. But I dom't think it took
very long to decide that we really should move out to the southwest part
of town.

J: Was there a congregational vote taken on this?

A: 1 believe there was. It seems like we took a vote on a number of
things at that point. And I believe most, of course a big majority, all
but a few, felt we should move out,

Q: Now might be appropriate to talk about finance and how fundraising
was involved. Did we have a fundraiser come into our church?

A: Yes, we did. His name was Harrington I believe. We had a professional
fundraiser. He was a fine man and certainly did a good job for us.

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

A: That I don't recall. T really don't,

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

A: Oh, yes. There were goals set. And many prizes. We were given red
neckties and red neck scarfs. And many little things worked out as
incentives, and goals were certainly set.

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

A: "Forward From Ashes" was our motto.

Q: Do you recall who gave us this motto?

A: I don't. I should. I know Hurshel does, but I don't recall.

Q: Who was chosen as architects of the new building?

A: Oh, my gosh, I know that. It won't come to me right now. Sorry
about that.




Ruth Bartscht ]

Q: That's okay. Do you remember why they were chosen?

A: Oh, it was Worthington, Hadley and Worthington. WNo, I don't kunow
particularly why they were chosen.

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

A: Oh, yes there were several. I don't recall right this minute what
they were but there were many gifts given. Need to look at my scrapbook,

Q: Do you recall the Post Chapel?
A: Yes.

Q: Could you give us a little background of how the Post Chapel came to
be about in this new building?

A: Well it was given by Marjorie Merriweather Post in memory of her
parents.

Q: In April of 1957 when the architects preliminary plans were presented,
were people in favor of the design?

A: Oh, everyone wasn't of course. There were many suggestions and many
differences of opinion. Elizabeth Clark for one wanted—-of course her
interest was all in the music and a place for a choir and she always felt
that the choir should face the congregation. And there were some who
thought the choir should be up in the balcony at the back. And that's
just one small thing. But there were many differences of opiniomn.

Q: Was this one of the reasons why our church possibly has a balcony
today for the choir?

A: I don't believe so. Very few thought we would put the choir in the
back unless we put an organ console up there too, and that just wasn't in
the works at all.

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 would think it might have stayed about the same. But so many
who had been either inactive or didn't show much interest, came forward.
The whole membership got involved and cooperated beautifully. And it
seemed that we had more members, but I don't actually believe we did at
that time, I think it stayed about the same.

Q: So you'd say, like on an average Sunday morning during this time our
attendance increased hecause of the situation we were now in?

A: That's right. That's what I feel.

Q: Did you participate in the groundbreaking ceremonies on October 27,
1957 at Bates and Cherry?
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A: Oh, I just stood back and took pictures.
Q: What was the weather like on that day?
A: It was chilly and cloudy as I recall.

{: Do you remember what the area looked like where the new church was to
be built?

A: Oh, yes. It was a big, open field with weeds about knee high.

Q: Did many members attend?

A: The groundbreaking ceremony?

Q: Yes.,

A: Oh, yes. Yes, there was quite a crowd there.

Q: Were there any dignitaries there?

A: Yes. I've forgotten who they were but there were some. I'm not much
help to you.

Q: Don't worry. Did you get to use the shovel?

A: No, T didn't.

Q: And do you have any idea where it is now?

A: T haven't the slightest idea. I don't recall seeing it after that.
Oh, I did see it once in Dr. Myers' office after that. But that's the
last time I saw it.

Q: I've heard the expression "BF member." What does it mean?

At Before the fire. It means we who were members before the fire.
Sounds like antiques.

Q: Would you say BF members are still fairly representative in the
church today?

A: Oh, yes. I think so. Those who are still with us.

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

A: You know, I believe I'm a charter member of the volunteer choir.
Elizabeth Clark got the idea to have a volunteer choir. We had paid
soloists and a4 quartet before that. And I was in high school and was
recruited to sing in the choir. And I've been doing it, except when T
had small children, ever since.



Ruth Bartscht 10

Q: What part do you sing?
A: I sing alto.
Q: Would you say the size of the choir has remained about the same?

A: I believe it has over many, many years. My father used to sing in
the choir. Virginia Hyndman's father sang in it. Had a lovely tenor
voice.

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

A: Oh, I think we sing better music mnow, more difficult things. But
we've always sung good music.

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

A: Well, I don't know how humorous, but when my daughter Susan was
little she didn't want to go to Sunday School. She was rather timid. It
wasn't too surprising for me to look up and see her coming right down the
church aisle, into the choir and sitting with me.

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

A: Well, T remember how difficult it was for me as a member of the choir
to sing at a Christmas service when Norman Janes had just died. And we
sang some beautiful music but it was a sad time. Just so hard to stand
up there and sing. I remember doing it with tears running down my face,
It was such a sad thing.

Q: What did the church do for a minister? You said Reverend Janes died
near Christmas time?

A: Yes.

Q: What did the congregation do for a minister when they didn't have
one?

A: Our conference minister provided. I do believe a few of our own
members took care of the services, too. Cannot recall who they were.

Q: Was there any thought of not having a Christmas service because
Reverend Janes had died?

A: No, there was not. We felt it had to go on just as we had planned
it. And it was done.

Q: Did the old church at Fifth and Edwards have a pipe organ?
A: Oh, yes. Yes, we had a pipe organ with all those pipes up behind the

chancel., T remember so well how they looked and it was always having
problems. T can remember Reverend Pittman's eldest son when we were
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growing up—-Lowell. He would get back into the back of the pipe organ
and take out little tiny pipes and slip them out of where they were
suppvse to be and blow on them just to make sounds for the edification of
his friends.

Q: Would you say this pipe organ at the old church compares at all to
our present one?

A: Oh, no. Our present Cassavant is a fine organ. It's not the biggest
one, but it is a fine organ.

Do you feel the stained glass windows of the old church were outstanding?

Q:
A: Oh, I certainly do, because they were beautiful.
Q: Do you miss them in our present facility?

A: I do, yes. Although I'm not sure that they would go with the type of
architecture that we have in our church. But I do miss those beautiful
old windows.

Q: You probably remember well the famous Christmas home tour of 1957.
This was a first for Springfield and definitely a first for First
Congregational Church. Could you tell me about this?

A: Oh, it was something new and different for our entire community.
Helen Stephens had gotten the idea at a church meeting she attended in
St. Louis. And it was ideal for our situation at that time. We had no
building to have a bazaar or anything in. So to have a home tour, Five
of our own members with Christmas decorations and things to sell in the
way of baked goods at one home and hand crafted articles in another. And
it was a novel idea and it was highly successful. And then we had tea at
the Cowdin home and I was so concerned. I was in charge of that tea. I
was concerned for Mrs. Cowdin's carpeting because it was a snowy, icy
day. She wasn't worried about it a bit. She said she was going to put
new carpeting in shortly after that anyway. So we didn't worry about it.
But it was a very successful endeavor on the part of the women in our
church,

Q: How many people did you serve?
A: I believe it was over a thousand.

Q: How did you ever accomplish that feat when using an original house
kitchen?

A: You know, I wonder about that myself. But we had cookies donated by
all the women of our church. And we just kept the coffee and the tea
going. And it worked out just finme. Had a lot of good help.

End of Side One, Tape One






















