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Louise Miller, Springfield, Illinois, November 1, 1980.

Henry Russel, Interviewer.

Q: Mrs, Miller, when did you first join First Congregational Church and
why?

A: Well, I joined in 1929, I think the spring of 1929 because it was my
husband's church and had been his church for three or four generations
before me, So I thought as long as he had a church and was interested in
it, I'd better belomg to it. And I've never regretted it. I've made a
lot of friends there,

Q: What church had you been affiliated with before?

e

Westminster Church, Presbyterian.
Q: Was that here in Springfield?
A: 1 was married there.

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

A: Reverend Pittman, Hudson Pittman,

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

A: Yes, I can remember his saying that the reason he became a minister
was because when he was a young boy, he had gone to a fumeral in the town
where he came from, someplace in Iowa I think, and they didn't have a
minister, They didn't have anybody to have a service over the grave.

And he decided then and there that he was going to be a minister so never
would that happen to anyone he knew, that he would always be able to be
there and be the minister and give comfort to the family when they needed
it., And that made quite an impression on me, And he was like that., He
liked people. And he had a good introspection of them,

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

A: In the early days. Well, I belonged to about everything there was to
belong to. No, making friends, I guess. People were awfully nice and I
made a lot of friends. No, there really isn't anything different or
outstanding one thing over another.
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Q: What about staffing in the thirties and forties compared to now? Did
lay people carry much of a load?

A: Well they must have. When Reverend Pittman was the minister I don't
think he ever had a secretary. He was it. There was nobody there at
all. He had an office up on the top floor and there was nobody. They
had an organist and a choir director. But his family, Mrs. Pittman and
the girls, did an awful lot of clerical work for him. And he was the ome
that started the Parish Visitor. And he wrote and typed it, I domn't
think they had such things as mimeographs. And his family folded it and
mailed it and got it out. He did it all by himself. He had no help at
all not even a secretary. Mrs. Pittman was very active in the church.

Q: As I understand it, you helped in the office at one time. Can you
describe what you did?

A: I helped try to bring peace between the congregation and Reverend

Manes, I did typing, I got out the church bulletin, I did regular secretarial
work. Then I worked the three months that Reverend Janes was our pastor.

And then with Dr. Myers I finished up all the records that I could and
resigned. I understand that's the thing to do anyway.

Q: Have you ever been a Sunday School teacher?

A: Yes.

Q: Do you remember what the age group of the children were?

A: Mostly seven and eight years old. They were boys and girls.
Q: What was Sunday School like in those days?

A: It was hectic. (laughter) We had a room upstairs in the back of the
parish house and there was a back stairs that lead from that room down
onto the stage. And if I didn't keep those children interested every
minute, they were either down under the table, we sat around a table,
fighting or running up and down those stairs. And once in a while I
could get their interests and they were darling children. And I did
enjoy it but I was worn out when the time was over. It was a little
hard. We had teacher's meetings and we were told what to teach. I had a
book that I took the lessons from.

Q: Married Couples Club is a popular group in the church. Did you ever
belong to that group?

A: Yes, we did. That was when I first joined the church. It was first
called the Young Married Peoples Club. And then some of us began to be
not so young so we just called it the Married People Club. Well, I'm
trying to think if there's anyone there now. I imagine Marian and Rynie
belonged to it when they came to town. And the Clarks that live out in
California were very active in it. And Loreine Broeker's mother and
father and her aunt and uncle, Ethel and Buck Ball. We had a lot of fun.
We'd meet for dinmer and I can't remember whether somebody cooked the
dinner or whether it was potluck., And then we would play games or just
have fun afterwards. It was a very active group for a long time.
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Q: Forefather's Day dinners have been observed in our church for many,
many years. Have they always been known by this name?

A: Formally, Forefather's Day dinner, but it has always been called the
New England dinner. And it was a New England dinner because our forefathers
landed in New England. And so that's why it was called the New England
dinner, but the real name was Forefather's. And it was celebrating the
landing of the Pilgrims on Plymouth Rock.

Q: Would you reminisce with us about the dinmer in the old church at
Fifth and Edwards compared with how the dinners are served now?

A: You mean the New England dinner?
Q: Yes.

A: Well the dinner was standard. It was always the same. And they had
this steam table that I told you so they could cook things and keep them
hot in this steam table which was in a serving room between the kitchen
and the dining room, But the dinner consisted of turkey, mashed potatoes,
and a number of the women would go down the day before and make cranberry
sauce, whole cranberries, I think they still do, don't they? And relishes,
a plate of relishes which was olives. And a former minister, I can't
remember his name, but one who had been there before I joined the church,
always sent them a great big keg of olives for years and years. And they
had them at the New England dinner along with radishes and pickles. But
no salad. And this New England pudding, We still call it the New England
pudding. And coffee, And it took an awful lot of the women working the
day before and that day. Now the turkeys are farmed out, aren't they?
Well, at that time they were cooked down there and sliced and kept warm,
sliced ahead of time and kept warm in the steam table. The Nelchs donated
the whole steam table outfit and it was a wonderful help. They always

had a speaker. He always spoke on our forefathers until we got to know
all about the forefathers, Aside from that they're very much the same.

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

A: I haven't any idea. I don't remember any cuts in salary. I have no
idea. I was busy raising Rich I guess.

Q: Have there been any humorous incidents in your association with the
church that are recallable and repeatable that you would like to share?

A: Well the young people and it was called the P.F.'ers had this Halloween
party. And they were all just having fun., And it was during the ministry
of Reverend Manes. And they had a colored janitor. And he was a nice

0ld man, he was fine, He had been the minister I believe up here at
Westminster Church. And they made an effigy of a black man, life size,

and they put a rope around his neck and they hung it up between the

doors, between the door leading into what was called the pine room and

the hall I think, And the next morning when he came to work, he came
first, he found it there, and it just scared him to death because he
thought they meant it for him, that they were going to string him up.
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That wasn't too funny. He went to his bishop about it and the bishop
called our minister. And of course the minister didn't know anything
about it.

Q: If I mention the date Monday, November 11, 1936 what comes to your
mind?

A. The fire.
Q: Did you witness the fire?

A: Yes, I did. I was one of that crowd. Ken called up from the bank
and said, "The church is on fire." And I called several people. We
walked, we didn't take cars, And yes, I witnessed the whole thing.
People stood there crying. And Helen Stephens, she will tell you this
herself, we had just gotten a new silver communion set. Some people by
the name of Schrader I believe had given it to us. And we were real
proud of it, And it was new. And it was kept in the closet in the hall
just inside the door. And Helen and somebody else, but Helen went in and
rescued the communion set. And she went through a lot of smoke to get
it. And I've always kind of admired Helen for having done that.

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

A: No., By the time I got there the smoke was pouring out of the roof
and shortly afterwards the roof fell in, And that beautiful rose window
in the front, it tells about it in that book I gave you. The stained
glass was, I don't know the word, it was made by some very famous artist,
I think his name was Millet, Not Edna Vicent Millet. But it was a very
famous piece of glass. And people went down there and picked up pieces
and several of the women made ashtrays out of them. And they were there
in the church for a long time. I think Marian told me they also made
some of these little window . . .

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: No, not across the street but there was a house right next to the
south that I think they were very concerned about burning. And the
people who lived there were concerned too but it didn't. But the firemen
worked to keep it from spreading.

Q: Do you recall what your feelings were?

A: Well just mostly kind of numb I think. To Ken, my husband, it meant
an end of an era really because the new church hag really never been to
him what the old church was. He was raised there, his mother and father
were married there, and it meant a lot to him. The feelings on his part
were much more than mine. I was too new. I was sorry and I liked the
church but it was just another thing in my life.

Q: Do you remember any other conversations with others and how they
felt?
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A: They all felt about the same as we did and how were we going to raise
the money to build a new church and where were we going to build it.

They had several meetings deciding where it was best to build the church.
And then they had a fundraising drive, they hired a man from out of town
to do that. The first thing they did, I don't know who they asked,
different people. Who could give a thousand dollars? So everybody that
gave a thousand dollars, the man got a red tie and the woman got a red
scarf, And I've still got the scarf. We gave them I think eleven hundred
dollars and I'm sure Ken didn't wear the red tie because he had red hair.
But I've still got the red scarf. And that was supposed to be an honor
and to make other people want to do the same. And I think it worked
because when they saw all these people that had given this much money
then a lot more did the same. They gave very generously toward the
building of the church and of course we did have insurance.

Q: Was the cause of the fire ever discovered?

A: It was suspected. There was a young boy, maybe eleven, twelve years
old, wandering around in the basement. I don't know who saw him, most
likely the janitor, And I think he most likely told him to get out,

Well he didn't get out. He went into the kitchen. And that's the last
they know about where he was, But they think he was playing with matches
in the kitchen. They think it was this young boy. They don't know.

Q: Was anything salvaged from the fire?

A: The communion set. A bench. There's one church bench that's in the
hall of the new church there by the parlor and a couple of plaques. And

I think they're against the wall right behind the pew in honor of Mr.
Tracey. They were some of the original founders of the church. I believe
they're there, Yes, there are a few things. Dr, Myers salvaged some of
his library but he lost an awful lot. As far as I know there really
wasn't nothing else salvaged.

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

A: Many, many. People were most kind. St. John's Lutheran. We had a
lot of meetings there. Wednesday night suppers. Westminster, we had
meetings at Westminster Church. And the most generous was the Temple.
We held Sunday services there all the time they were building the new
churech, The only provision was after Sunday School, Nan Spindel taught
Sunday School and she's the one that told me, after Sunday School on
Sunday all pictures of Jesus must be taken down. Because Nan said one
Sunday they forgot to do it and the little Jewish kids came in and said,
"Who's that? Who's that?" And so after that it was a strict order that
all those pictures must be removed, which was okay. But they were very,
very generous. And in return our church gave them and I guess it's still
there in I would call it the narthex, the entrance, a big statue of
Moses, Have you seen it? Our church gave it to them in gratitude.

Q: Wwhy was the Temple chosen over these other churches?
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A: Because they had their services on Saturday and the church was 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: I think it was pretty sad. I think most people were in more or less

a state of shock. There wasn't really much feeling at all. There was a
feeling of closeness to each other. We felt like we had all gone through
the same sad experience. But there was no gossiping or talking or anything.
It was serious.

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: Well, except that it was due to Reverend Pittman. He was very broad
minded and felt that all men were brothers and we should cultivate their
friendship. And the Rabbi's name at that time was Snyder I believe. And
he and Mr. Pittman got to be good friends. And I think he was asked then
to come and preach at our church. And in return he asked that Mr. Pittman
to preach at their Temple which I'm sure he must have donme. I wasn't
there, And that friendship continued. And then Abramowitz became the
Rabbi and their rabbis are very well educated and intelligent men. And
he preached at our church every year until he retired. Maybe he still
does. Now they have a new rabbi., I don't know him. But it was through
the efforts of Reverend Pittman. And our church is not a narrow minded
church. It's broad minded. And they accepted it very well.

Q: Did we pay for any of the services that we used at the Temple such as
electricity . . .

A: I don't know but I think we did. I really don't know but I think we
did. It'd be only right, wouldn't it? I don't know but I think we did.

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

A: During the Sunday that we had services, yes but they must be removed.
Q: Were weddings of our church members and funerals held at the Temple?

A: No. Funerals were mostly held at the funmeral home, Boardmans. The
Boardmans were members of our church. Weddings, Mary Spindel was married
during that time and she was married in the chapel of the First Presbyterian
Church. And that's the only wedding I can remember. If there were they
would have been held in places like that. First Presbyterian had a nice
new chapel and they offered it to us for such things.

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

A: Almost immediately I would say. Now that's an educated guess. I
would say within six weeks.

e -
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Q: I suppose one of the first of the major decisions to be made was
whether there would be a rebuilding om the old site on Fifth and Edwards
or move somewhere else. Can you share how this decision was reached?

A: Well, it was reached by a meeting of the congregation and a consensus
of feeling that more of our members lived in the southwest part of town
than anyplace else. And that it wasn't necessary to have church downtown
and that it be more important to have church located near to where the
majority of the people lived. That was the main reason.

Q: Did this decision take a long time?

A: No, it didn't. Now Hurshel Bartscht was chairman. I rather imagine
it was made by the building committee or whatever they called it.

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

A: Well, I was on the group called the social group committee. And
Helen Stephens was the chairman. But I don't remember any part that we
took in the dedication of the church. 1In fact I don't think we were
here, I think we were visiting Rich. That committee with Helen as
chairman did an awful lot of work, We went to St. Louis, we went to a
number of towns around here, we went to Congregational churches, we went
to St. Aloysius out here, talked to the architect a lot, who was Hadley,
and interviewed people in different churches, We planned the kitchen and
the serving room. And wanted the dining room not to be noisy and so they
had this noiseproof ceiling and you can hardly hear anything down there
now. That's why.

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

A: I don't know. If there were evidently I wasn't interested.
Q: Do you remember how much the land was sold for?

A: No, I don't.

Q: And now might be appropriate to talk about finance and how fundraising
was involved. Did we have a fundraising orgamization that came in to
help us during this fundraising?

A: They hired a man from out of town who was a professional fundraiser
for churches and other buildings. And he's the one that I told you got
the people together to see how many could give a thousand dollars apiece
and gave out the neckties and the red scarfs. And that encouraged other
people to do the same. I think the money came in quite readily and
handily. The people were genmerous, They realized the need and they gave
us much as they could which was a lot.

Q: Do you happen to remember what this man's name was?
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A: No, I never did know. If I did it didn't mean anything.

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

A: No, they had a mortgage on the building for some time. And they
allotted so much to pay it off each year, something like $5,000. And
they finally got it paid off but I wouldn't know when. About that time
they had to put a mortgage on it again when they put the extemsion on.
Q: Was there a central theme or slogan used during the fund drive?

A: Onward Thru Ashes or something like that.

Q: Do you happen to remember who the person was that came up with this
slogan?

A: Dr. Myers. Onward Thru Ashes, that was maybe not exactly right but
almost, It's on one of these pictures.

Q: Who was chosen as architects of the new building?
A: Bryant Hadley.

Q: Why were they chosen?

A: Well, they most likely gave low bid. I don't think he had any particular

friends in the church. He was a good architect, He had a good name. I
don't know. I rather imagine his business was most acceptable. Isn't
that usually the reason?

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

A:; Not that I know of., You mean people who weren't members of the
church?

Q: Possibly, yes.

A: Well, not that I know of but there could have been. I know a lot of
people at that time left money to the church in their wills. And it was
about that time that the memorial committee was formed. It was not
suppused to be spent., It was suppose to build up and the interest from
this fund used for expenses. But at that time they needed so many things
that they have always used it for current necessities,

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

A: Oh, very much so. Now maybe I'm speaking for myself. They didn't

want a contemporary building like the First Methodist Church or anything

50 modern. They wanted a typical New England Congregationmal church and
that's what this is. And it is modeled to a certain extent on St. Aloysius
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Catholie Church out on Sangamon Avenue only it's a lot bigger. I think
we went through 1it.

Q: Do you remember if a vote was taken on this design or not?

A: No, I don't remember but I would think there would have been. I
really don't know. I would think that would have been more or less up to
Hurshel and the building committee. But there was no dissention.

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

A: No strikes. There weren't any problems that I know of. I know
Stouts gave us the silverware,

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

A: It didn't grow. I would say it stayed the same.

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

A: I think we were down in Louisville visiting Rich, no. And I was
sorry we didn't get to it,

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

A: No, I don't. Yes, I do. It had a big ditch along the base and the
Woodruffs lived right across the street and everybody that ever went to
visit the Woodruffs were scared to death that they were going to back
into the ditch. And over where the church was just lots of odds and ends

of trees and what have you. Not necessarily weeds but trees and overgrowth.

But this ditch is what we all remember. It's still there to a certain
extent.

Q: Do you have any idea where the shovel is that was used during the
ceremony?

A: No, we did have a picture of it, No, I have no idea. Dr. Myers
might know.

Q: 1I've heard the expression "BF member." What does it mean?
A: Before the fire.

Q: Within the total membership now would you say BF members are still
fairly representative?

A: No. No, I wouldn't. Not as far as activity on boards. They're all

quite a bit older now and they had a lot of new members. No, I would say
there are not., They should be to a certain extent because they've had a

lot more experience in building and running a church.
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Q: You probably remember well the famous Christmas home tour of 1957.

A: Yes, I do. There's all the pictures. They had six homes, members of
our church. And they charged a certain amount, I forget how much but it
was a lot at that time but it was about two dollars. And these people
decorated their homes. One was Helena, the Dilts' home. Another was
Martha Helen Nelch's. And another one was the Wollan's. Mrs., Cowdin,
Mabel Byerly, and Igsabella Bradford. And they were different. The homes
were quite different in style. It was a great success. We made a lot of
money. And we were the first group to have a home tour and after that
every group in town had one.

Q: Do you remember what your responsibility was in this big project?

A: I think I was president of women's fellowship at the time. I don't
remember being very responsible. I was co-chairman, Mrs. Kenneth Miller
and Mrs. E. C. Lindquist were co-chairman., And they sold candy and
cookies and different things at one of the places. People made it,
breads and so forth., Made a lot of money there.

Q: Did women's fellowship make a large profit off of this?

A: We thought it was a large profit. I don't suppose it would be a
large profit now. Yes, they made all they had expected to.

Q: Do you remember what it was used for?

A: Most likely for the upkeep of the social room, the parlor. That's

always been our responsibility. The parlor and the kitchen, the dining
room. It was mostly used for necessities in the kitchen. We also made
an annual pledge to the church. The women's fellowship. |

Q: On April 12, 1961 our congregation voted to affiliate with the United
Church of Christ, Was it hard to sell this idea to the congregation?

A: Not to our congregation. That was the E and R church, wasn't 1it?

The pension system for the ministers of the two churches was very different.
One of the pension systems was much more generous than the other. And

the one who had the most generous pension system, the minister, held back
for quite a while on the merger but it finally went through.

Q: Has the Sunday morning worship service remained nearly the same
throughout your membership?

A: Well, the choir changed, the choir director has changed, the ministers
have changed and the personalities of all those people come through. But
the fundamental order of the service hasn't changed.

Q: When you think of Christmas in the church are there any traditions
that are maintained by our congregation?

A: Well I think the white gifts service is a tradition that's well
worthwhile.
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Q: What 1is the white gifts service?

A: Well, they have a ceremony in the sanctuary, do you remember 'Love
the Lamb?" Well that was the white gifts service that year. Usually it
consisted of a navity scene of some kind with the wisemen and the shepherds
and so forth. And then everybody came up to the chancel with gifts. And
they were sent a letter ahead of time, we usually provided things for a
certain number of families. And we were all told what they needed. And
they were suppose to be wrapped in white tissue paper, that's why it was
called white gifts. And then of course a lot of people who didn't have
those things that were needed would give money, checks. And they had a
committee that bought the things that were needed. And the very next day
they would sort out what they got and start delivering them to these
people. I still think it's a very worthwhile project.

Q: In the raising of funds to undergird the budget is it any easier or
more difficult?

A: Well, I think it must be more difficult. They never seem to have
enough. And I don't know whether they have more trouble raising it or
not. I think they do. They usually come up with a deficit and have to
change the budget in a certain way. And they usually draw on certain
funds, don't they? I think it's more difficult., I think the reason is
that more is expected, more and more.

End of Side One, Tape One

Q: How are women's activities in the church organized?

A: They're not very well organized, are they? The women's fellowship

was the top body and the guild operated more or less under the surveillance
of the women's fellowship. And each guild raised money in their own
individual ways and gave so much money to the women's fellowship., And

the women's fellowship always made a pledge to the church and to the

church budget, But I believe it was Thelma Myers, and I could be wrong
here, but I believe it was Thelma that said that we should get away from
that and use our money for women's work and things outside the budget.

And I believe we did do that. I don't know.

Q: Do you belong to any of the guilds today?

A: Well, I guess I belong to the Naomi Guild. I haven't been there
recently. But they'd take my money if I gave it to them I'm sure.
That's the only one.

Q: How often do guilds meet in the church?

A: 1 believe they each meet omnce a month,

Q: Are officers hard to find?
















