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Robert Lewis, Springfield, Illinois, November 28, 1980.

Henry Russel, Interviewer.

Q: Mr, Lewis, when did you join First Congregational Church and why?

A: To my knowledge I joined First Congregational Church April 17, 1947,
We joined the church because we liked the people we had become acquainted
with and we liked the activities that we found here and we felt like this
would be our church home,

Q: What church had you been affiliated with before you joined First
Congregational Church?

A: I was baptized in the Auburn Presbyterian Church, attended there
faithfully until coming to Springfield in 1925, and continued there until
finding a church home in Springfield.

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

A: Records show that was Reverend E. E, Manes,

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: Well, I remember distinctly serving as the chairman for the New
England dinner or Forefather's Day which was very important in my mind.
And I remember that the particular evening on which this was held that my
speaker was coming in by air and we had an ice storm. And I was very
worried up until the last minute that my program wouldn't be there but he
made it and everything turned out all right, The only important thing of
course was our interest in the Congregational Church choir and the people
we found in the church choir. Of course we're not in Sunday School so we
weren't involved with the adult Sunday School.

Q: Have you ever been a member of the couples group at church?

A: Well, we became interested in the married peoples club prior to our
joining the church because of our friendship with some of those people
and therefore were eventually asked to join the group and finally the
church,

Q: Do you remember some of the activities that you did in Married Peoples
Club?

A: No, I don't think so. Except I know we went to various people's
homes. I don't remember any of the trips. It seemed like we went to the
Gardner farm one time. But I don't remember anything else about it.
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Q: Have there been any humorous incidents in your assoclations at church
that are recallable and repeatable that you might want to share?

A: No, I don't think so. I don't recall anything humorous.

Q: What about staffing in the forties and fifties compared to nmow? What
kind of staff did we have?

A: Of course, the minister. There was not such a thing as an assistant
minister to my knowledge. The church secretary and I recall that sometimes
there had been volunteer secretarys such as Louise Miller and Nan Spindel
and then I believe after Mr. Janes' death that his sister-in-law took the
job. I think they did have people who acted in behalf of the young

people but I don't think they were a paid staff. Names escape me right
now about the staff., Of course they had a janitor person that fired the
furnace. I think that's all there was.

Q: Did lay people carry much of the load in the fortles and fifties
then?

A: 1I'd say they carried a great deal of the load.
Q: Have you ever been omn a pulpit committee?

A: Yes, three times,

Q: Do you remember whose they were?

A: Well, the first man we selected following Reverend Manes would not
serve in the church because prior to his coming to Springfield he had a
heart attack. At the moment I can't think of his name but it can be

found. After that the church organized the pulpit committee and we

started again, And I served on this committee and at that time we selected
Reverend Janes. Following his death the committee was reorganized and I
was named its chairman and we went back to work and at that time the
committee selected Dr, Myers. I think that's the only pulpit committees
I've served on.

Q: Being the chairman of a pulpit committee what are some of the
responsibilities that go along with that?

A: Well, the main thing in my opinion is getting the decision of the

members of that committee., Of course it was necessary to find out the
qualifications of the man, his experience, his background, his age, all

about him and also making comparisions with other men whom we had information
on. And finally getting a decision by members of the committee by deciding
on this one individual to serve the church. We were not charged with the
responsibility of selecting two men for the church to decide on. We were

to select one man. And he would either be approved or disapproved by the
church body,

Q: If I mention the date Monday, November 11, 1956 what comes to your
mind?
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A: Well, Monday~--I don't believe that date is right. I think the llth
was a Sunday. I think it was the 12th which was Monday in 1956, was the
day the church burned. I recall very well 1 was working for the First
National Bank which was only a few blocks away from the church. And some
of my friends came by and said, "Bob, your church is on fire." And I
thought perhaps it is but somebody will take care of it. And about
fifteen, twenty minutes later somebody else came back and said, "Bob,
your church is on fire." I had a customer and couldn't do much about it.
About half an hour more someone else came and said, "Your church is on
fire," and about that time I thought I should go. And I walked down the
street to the corner of Edwards and Fifth and it was on fire., And it
burned up.

Q: Did you feel at any point that the building would be saved?

A: Not when I got there, There was no question but what it was going to
burn up.

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

A: I don't think there was much thought about the Vachel Lindsay Home
burning but the house next door on the south which was made of wood and
not too far away, they poured lots of water on that home. The Knights of
Columbus building was made of brick and there wasn't too much danger.
Although they kept them both watered down pretty good and they actually
did not suffer any damage to my knowledge.

Q: Do you recall what your feelings were when you saw the church on
fire?

A: Yes, I was really depressed. I thought of all the effort we put into
remodeling and we just at the time had decided to buy a new organ. Of
course we didn't have the organ yet but we had a $40,000 campaign on hand
to build the organ. And this fire came before the organ of course was
installed. But I thought, "Well, looks to me like we're going to have to
start over." And everybody was greatly distressed at the loss of the
remodeled sanctuary and everything we had donme to improve the church.

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

A: I don't think so. Everybody felt pretty bad the day of the fire but
afterwards when we began to get organized, I will say this., I served as
chairman of the Board of Trustees to raise the budget along about that
time. And I recall having a 3 percent increase in the budget. And we

had a very hard time of raising that money. But when the church burned
down, the church became very much united and money was everywhere. They
raised the amount required and in a little while and everybody was looking
forward then to rebuilding the church. I recall too that it was decided
to find out where the members lived. I remember them taking a map and
putting in pins for every member. And we decided that most of our members
lived in the southwest part of town and therefore the church should go in
the southwest part of town. And I believe a committee was appointed to
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find a site, and at that time the old site was put up for sale. I believe
the telephone company bought it and I think the price was $40,000.

Q: Do you remember if the cause of the fire was ever discovered?

A: No, I don't think so. I think they thought the fire started in what
used to be the old coal room where they had thrown boxes and crates and
things of that kind because the furnace was formerly a coal burning
furnace and then it was converted to gas. And therefore the coal room
became a junk place and I believe it was started in there.

Q: Was anything salvaged from the fire?

A: Yes. 1 remember, and the history shows, that a communion set was
salvaged. T do remember another thing that was salvaged and that is the
candelabra that's in this church, it was part of the old church. And
when I was the chairman who bought those things in memory of, I'm not
sure at the moment. Those were bought in the memory of someone. And
they did not burn and they're still in this new church., I remember some
of the pews did not burm, particularly on the back end. I remember
seeing some of the old collection plates that were burmed but not entirely.
In fact, I have one that shows the fire having burned part of it. I
think they salvaged pots, pans and some cooking things, dishes and I
believe some chairs and tables that were not under the main part of the
church. I believe there were some records saved. I believe Dr. Myers
lost his library. I believe there was some music saved because we did
have some anthems that showed where the fire had been in the library.
That's about all I can recall,

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

A: Many. Right away the B'Rith Sholom extended an invitation while the
fire was going on. And I believe the next Wednesday night which was to
be a fellowship supper, was held in the Temple and the fired occured on
Monday. And I'm sure the church used that building the next Sunday for
its services. I recall using the basement of the First Presbyterian
Church, the Firgt Christian Church, the Lutheran Church on Monroe Street,
the Westminster Church and many homes for committee meetings. And our
choir rehearsals were held at several different places. We used the
Masonic Temple. And that's about all I can think of.

Q: Why was the Temple chosen over all these extensions of offers from
other churches?

A: We're talking about the B'Rith Sholom Temple?
Q: Right.

A: Well, the Rabbi there had always been a very good friend of the
Congregational Church and in fact, the Rabbi was to be the speaker at the
fellowship supper that was to be held on that following Wednesday night.
And T remember that he and Dr. Pittman were always good friends and that
friendship extended over a long time so it was rather logical that they
offer their facilities particularly when they didn't use them on Sunday.
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Their church services are held on a Friday night so their facilities were
available on Sunday.

Q: The very next Sunday after the fire our congregation had its services
at Temple B'Rith Sholom. What was that morning like?

A: Well, that's a difficult question. I can't hardly answer that. If I
remember right, there was a good turnout of congregational people. Of
course, the fire was the main subject of conversation. No plans at that
time had been made to build a new church and so everybody was talking
about the fire, But I don't think there was any despair because the
people realized that eventually we'd have another ome.

Q: While we were at the Temple did we pay for any of the services we
used such as electricity, heat or janitorial service?

A: Can't answer that, T don't know. I suppose that they did. I don't
know,

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

A: No. No, I had nothing to do with it,

Q: Were we allowed to use our Christian symbols at the Temple such as
the cross or bringing our Bibles in?

A: Well, of course our Bible was brought in but we didn't bring any
symbols in., We used thelr auditorium just like it was. 1In fact we
didn't have hymnals right away, we used a small book. And then of course,
we picked them up and took them with us. Everything that we brought in
for Sunday we took out with us and brought it back the next Sunday. And
so, we tried to disrupt their service as little as possible.

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

A: Well, that shows in the history book and I can read it to you. Here
it is. The Temple built a new education building south of the B'Rith
Sholom at the time we were there. They tore the center building down
which was used for Sunday School. That handicapped us some for we didn't
have a place for the church classes. But eventually they built a new
building and it says here that, "To none was the debt so great as to the
officers and congregation of the Temple B'Rith Sholom. They would not
accept any renumeration not even for the added utility and heating cost."
Maybe that's the answer to your question. "As a token of appreciation of
all their kindness on the first page of the Book of Remembrance in the
narthex of the new church bears this inscription. As a second expression
of appreciation the congregation presented the Temple with a plaster base
relief copy of the painting "Moses and the Prophets" by John Singer
Sargent. The work is 42 inches high and 18 feet long. It's cast in five
sections and is painted in the colors of the original mural in the Boston
Public Library. It was installed above the entrance to the assembly hall
of the Temple's new Memorial Building which replaced the old center
house. The dedication took place on Friday evening, February 20, 1959
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during the annual brotherhood week service when Dr. Myers made the
presentation to Rabbi Myer M. Abramowitz, who had succeeded Rabbi Satlow."
I recall that. I was there at that time. And of course that was following
the dedication of the church here, which I believe was January 21, 1959.

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

A: Very quickly., My records show that Thursday, November 1 a meeting

was called to order by the Board of Trustees to consider the recommendation
by the Board of Trustees that our church conduct a capital fund campaign
for the purpose of providing much needed repair and major improvements.

To confirm the appointment by the Board of Trustees of church treasurer.
That occured on November 1, 1956. That would be about three weeks before
the fire.

Q: Okay. So for the most part we had just finished refurbishing the old
church sanctuary. It burned. So we had to start another campaign.

A: Yes.

" Q: Did you feel it was hard for the congregation to get up again just
after they had gone through a hard drive to refurbish the old building?
Was money tight?

A: Well, the answer to that I think is the fact that the members of this
church became firmly united., They were not going to be defeated no

matter what the cost was, and there was a budget set, necessary funds to
be raised, and they met the challenge. I'm trying to think. Concludes
first phase of church rebuilding drive. And I'm looking for a date here,
So far cash and pledges reported as $127,459.41 and this was—--I can't
actually give you a date for that. But it was sometime in April I believe.

Q: So for the most part we moved pretty fast?
A: 1 think very fast.
Q: Was there a central them or slogan used during the fund drive?

A: Yeg, It was titled "Forward From Ashes." And believe it or not,
here's a picture of a newspaper dated January 22, 1957. That would be a
few months after the fire, The old building was still standing. And it
says by that date we had raised $87,636. And believe it or not, my
picture's there. I'd forgotten about that. Let's see. There's Hurshel
and Bud Groan, Bill Gisel and Dr. Myers. I don't think there's any
reluctance about the congregation. They were going to get the job done.
And I think the money and pledges of course came forward from the people's
ability to pay but I'm sure whatever had been the price it would have
been done.

Q: I suppose one of the first of the major decisions to be made was
whether there would be a rebuilding on the old site at Fifth and Edwards

or move somewhere else. Can you share how this decision was ultimately
reached?
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A: Yes, in my memory there was a committee to do that and it was done

simply by taking the map of Springfield and the members of the church at
that time, locating a pin in the map where every church member lived and
determining where most of the people were living. And it was found that
they mostly came from the southwest part of Springfield. Therefore they
started looking for a site in the southwest part of Springfield. And it
was decided to purchase the lots at the corner of Bates and Cherry Road.

Q: Now did this decision take a long time?

A: Not to my memory because the church plans were developed and all of
this was accomplished within two years.

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

A: Yes. There was an amount of $25,000 given from the Post family which
was to be used in developing the church chapel. And the presentation was
made by Mrs. John Gardmer to Franklin Schlitt on about September 1957.

Q: Now you mentioned that Illinois Bell was one of the buyers for the
old church site. Were there any other people interested in the old
church site?

A: Not to my knowledge. I don't know.

Q: Now you also mentioned earlier that we received $40,000 for the old
church site. Were we happy as a congregation with that amount of money
that we got?

A: I never heard anyone object to that. I suppose at that time that was
a good amount of money but of course today it would not be. But no omne
was dissatisfied that I know of. And I think there were somewhere around
$120,000 insurance., And then there was $127,000 pledges I believe. Of
course that didn't cover all the cost. They eventually made a mortgage
of this church with the First Natiomal Bank which of course has now been
paid off, T think this thing cost somewhere around $500,000. Isn't that
what you've , . .

Q: I don't know. The only thing I can remember from other conversations
is that we bought the property here for $46,000. But as far as the
building costs I do not know.

A: You might look into that, Of course Hurshel may be able to tell you
more about that. But I was thinking this thing cost somewhere around
$500,000.

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

A: Hadley and Worthington.

Q: VWhy were they chosen?
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A: Well, the only reason that I would know is that they had had experience
in church architecture. I know that Mr. Hadley was known to a great many
of them, including me. I didn't know Mr. Worthington. I had nothing to

do with it. But I suppose it was because of their knowledge of Hadley

and their work. That's my guess.

Q: What kind of design did the congregation want?

A: Well, I would say this, that they wanted a uniform church appearance.
Everyone was opposed to modernistic ideas. They wanted it to look like a
New England church, wanted to have a spiral on the church and they were
opposed to any modernistic designs.

Q: When the architect's preliminary plans were presented were people in
favor of the design?

A: I'm not sure the answer to that question. T don't recall at this
time of anyone really objecting to the general design. I think there
might have been some minor changes. But I think it was pretty much
accepted like it was.

Q: And now might be an appropriate time to talk about finance and how
fundraising was involved. Did we have a fundraising organization come
in?

A: Yes. Yes, we did. Yes, there was a fundraising group came in here
and of course, that's all part of the church records., It's kind of hard
for me to remember. (tape stopped) The group that came in here, the
name was H. P, Demand Company. They sent a live wire here. I can't
recall his name now but he organized the finance campaign and it was
successful.

Q: Do you remember during the fundraising drive if your wife and you
were recipients of a red tie and red scarf?

A: Yes, T remember well, I think I still have that red necktie. We
both received a scarf and the necktie. And many others did too. And of
course, later on if I remember right they had a fellowship supper and you
were suppose to wear your scarf and your necktie.

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

A: No, they did not. They had enough funds to get the building started
and then there was a mortgage made by the First Natiomal Bank. If I
remember right the yearly payments on the mortgage were carried through
the budget. I believe it was somewhere around $5,000 a year, something
of that sort until they got it paid off.

Q: Do you happen to remember . . .

A: Of course then you know another time they built this building here,
this educational building, and there was another fund drive. I don't
believe that mortgage is paid off yet. I think you'll find that in the
present budget.
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Q: Do you remember the amount of the interest rate? Probably small
compared to what it is now,

A: Well, I don't think it would be over 5 percent or something like
that. Maybe 6 but not much more than that. In those days you didn't
have a high interest rate like you do today.

Q: Now in talking to other people, Mr. Lewis, I found that we had 15
years to pay off the mortgage. We did it in seven. How did we do it?

A: Well, I don't believe they had another special drive. I think they
included their amount of their payments in the annual budget. I know

I've been asked several times to make pledges to the church. I'm talking
about a building fund but I don't recall making a second pledge to build
this building. Maybe the first onme paid that. But I don't believe there
was a second one, And I believe it was paid off through the early payments
through the budget. That can be found out. I haven't been on the Board

of Trustees for a long time.

End of Side One, Tape One

Q: There were many committees under the general chairman of the new
building committee. You served on the sanctuary committee., Could you
share some of your remembrances of the work of this group?

A: Well, I really don't recall a thing at the moment. I recall committee
meetings. But I don't recall any particulars about it,

Q: Do you remember any of the problems in the sanctuary, such as where
the choir would sit, where the organ would be, things of that nature?

A: Well I do recall about the arrangement of the choir, that they were a
little doubtful that a divided choir would be satisfactory. Rather than
have a choir directly in front. But it seems as though the plans were

made for a divided choir and the choir eventually accepted that arrangement
and so far the choir is not divided because of its size. But that's the
only thing I can recall of anybody objecting to the plans at that time,

Q: Would you say our membership grew, stayed the same or declined during
the period we didn't have our own building?

A: I have no way of knowing the answer to that.

Q: Now were there any problems in the buillding of the church such as
strikes, shortage of building materials, etc.?

A: I believe there was a strike for a short time. I think it was a
labor strike. But I'm mot sure. I think that it says in the church
history someplace that there was a strike. Have you found it in there?

Q: No, I haven't seen anything. Now, how long did it take for the
building to be completed?
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A: Well, I would think about less than a year because it looks like the
building began to take shape along about December 1957. And continued
through the winter, and in March of 1958 the exterior walls were going
up. The cornerstone was laid March 30, 1958. And in May of 1958 the
roof was being put on. And in August of 1958 the building was nearly
complete except for the interior. And in October of 1958 the finishings
in the basement and the sanctuary were being done. And the first service
was held in the new church November 23, 1958.

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

A: To my knowledge I had nothing to do with the groundbreaking except I
was here. 1 recall that.

Q: Do you remember what the weather was like on that day?

A: I think it was a bad day.

Q: What did the area look like where the new church was to be built?

A: We might go back a little bit on that groundbreaking. It says here
that the groundbreaking was October 27, 1957. On the particular location
there were no buildings. It looked 1like a field of grass and of course
the grass--was tall, And the people attending were wearing overcoats.

So it apparently was a fall day, it might have been chilly.

Q: Did many members attend?

A: The picture before me I'd say there were approximately thirty people
there,

Q: Did you get to use the shovel?

A: No., I don't recall that. I'm sure I didn't.

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

A: No. But I have seen it in this church someplace.

Q: Where there any dignitaries there on that day?

A: I don't believe so outside of our own people. Here's the newspaper
item concerning that. No mention is made of any outside representatives

for the groundbreaking ceremonies.

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

A: That's a really hard question to say. We became a member of the
cholr before we became a member of the church in 1947. But just when we
did become members of the choir, I don't know. We became members of the
choir mostly at the insistance of Mrs. Gene Clark, who was the choir
director at the time, in her recruiting new members. And since we had

choir experience why, we were asked to join.
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What part do you sing?
I sing bass.

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

> O _B>.O

: Yes, strange as it may seem, it has, Somewhere around 25 people,
sometimes less. But it's been about the same. And quite a number of the
present choir members have been there for a long time.

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

A: Yes. There has been a change in the music to my way of thinking from
the old standards that we sang for many years to new modern things. And
some of them I find are quite acceptable and some I dislike. However I
think the church has moved along with the new trend in anthems. And I
find them acceptable.

Q: Are there any humorous incidents you remember singing with the choir
regarding the choir I should say?

A: Well, that's a hard question too. I'm always interested in a little
fun but I don't play jokes on anybody. Bill Craw and all, we always have
a little fun. But I don't recall anything that's humorous.

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

A: I'm trying to recall the Sunday that we sang a certain anthem. And
at the moment I just can't think what it was. But we apparently did
pretty well because the audience stood up after we sang the anthem and
that was a surprise to everybody in the cholr, Rusty, maybe you recall
that. That was one of the times when we thought we must have done a
pretty good job. What was the name of that, do you recall?

Q: I don't remember.,
A: It wasn't--well, I can't think of it.

Q: Let me ask you this. Did the old church at Fifth and Edwards have a
pipe organ?

A: Oh, yes, Yes. In fact that organ at that time, just before the
fire, we were intending to buy a new organ. I suppose it had been the
same organ for many years. At least it wasn't put in while I was there.
And they were attempting at that time to organize a campaign to buy a new
organ. But I think at that time you could buy one for $40,000. And it
costs a lot more than that today.

Q: Did the old organ compare at all to our present one?

A: Well, that's a hard question. It sounded all right to me. I don't
even know the name of the old organ. I do know it was moved around after
















