
12 THE DIAPASON

 

A.E. Schlueter Pipe Organ Company and Atlanta First United 
Methodist Church are pleased to announce the recent com-
pletion and dedication of their new pipe organ. 
 
This instrument features 
a 5-manual  console and 
93 ranks of pipes in 9 
divisions. The complete 
specification is available 
at www.pipe-organ.com 
for this and other pro-
jects. 

A.E. Schlueter Pipe Organ Co. 
P.O. Box 838, Lithonia, GA 30058 

800-836-2726    www.pipe-organ.com 

Atlanta First United Methodist Church 

bales of sawdust to be carted off to line 
chicken coops.

While we think about the work in-
volved in organizing a fl ow of materials 
into a nineteenth-century organ shop, 
what about the actual work of building 
the organs? When I started working in 
organ shops, we had screwdrivers that 
we turned by hand—analog screwdriv-
ers. For a while we used electric screw-
drivers that had wires hanging out of the 
handles—wires that could fl op across 
the pipes of the Mixture while you were 
taking down a bottom board of an upper 
chest to repair a dead note. Now we have 
rechargeable cordless tools. And to top 
that, I have a battery charger that runs 
on the twelve-volt power in my car so I 
can recharge my power tools between 
service calls.

I’ve joked with the hypothetical ques-
tion, “if Bach had a Swell box would he 
have used it?” I bet Mr. Skinner would 
have delighted in an eighteen-volt re-
chargeable DeWalt screw-gun. It’s even 
got an adjustable clutch to keep you 
from stripping the threads.

Supply and demand
We live at the end of a half-mile dirt 

road. I have a swell little workshop at 
the house where I tackle portions of our 
projects. I’m especially fond of working 
on organ consoles and I have a beauty in 
the shop right now, built by Casavant in 
1916. We are renovating the organ for a 
church in Manhattan and I’m spending 
the summer plugging away at the console. 
Our house is at the end of the UPS route. 
A couple times a week at around 5:30 in 
the afternoon, the big brown truck hur-
tles down the driveway and careens into 
the dooryard. Nuthatches, chickadees, 
mourning doves, and goldfi nches scat-
ter in terror, groundhogs and chipmunks 
dash into the stone walls—only the sassy 
and pugnacious little red squirrels seem 
ready for the challenge.  

With diesel engine roaring and spew-
ing, the driver (there are two regulars) 
turns the truck around so it’s heading 
home before he’ll even look at me. He 
tosses a couple boxes at me and blasts off 
in a cloud of fumes, dust, and pebbles. (If 
he had to take care of a long dirt road the 
way I do he’d never drive like that—each 
time he comes to the house, fi ve shovels 
of my gravel goes into the woods.) Mea-
suring sound in decibels-per-hour, the 
UPS guy makes more noise in two-and-
a-half minutes than I do in a week.

Leaning to the left
I suppose that if we were at the begin-

ning of the route, the UPS driver would 
have a little more time to chat, but I re-
member reading an article that allowed a 
glimpse into the company’s effi ciency. As 

Looking Back

traffi c increases on America’s roads, we 
are all aware that you can wait a long time 
for a chance to make a left-hand turn on 
a busy road. Years ago I fell into the habit 
of planning errands to avoid left-hand 
turns. If I go to the hardware store fi rst, 
grocery store second, bank third, the only 
left turn is when I leave the grocery store. 
I got teased about that some, but on De-
cember 9, 2007 the New York Times pub-
lished an article that I believe excused 
my apparent eccentricity. Titled “Left-
Hand-Turn Elimination,” the story told 
that that UPS has a “package fl ow” soft-
ware program that maps out routes for 
the drivers limiting the number of left-
hand turns as much as is practical. UPS 
operates 95,000 big brown trucks. By 
limiting left-hand turns they were able to 
reduce their routes by 28,500,000 miles, 
save 3,000,000 gallons of fuel, and re-
duce carbon dioxide emissions by 31,000 
thousand metric tons. (Now you know 
what kind of mileage a UPS truck gets.) 
You can read the story at <http://www.ny 
times.com/2007/12/09/magazine/09left-
handturn.html>. Makes my fi ve shovels 
of gravel seem a little less important!

After the big brown truck barrels up 
the driveway and turns right onto the 
road, I go back into the shop and open 
the boxes. What goodies I fi nd: silver wire 
for key-contacts, woven felt for keyboard 
bushings, snazzy little control panels for 
solid-state relays and combination ac-
tions, specialty wood fi nishes from a one-
of-a-kind supplier, useful tools that you 
can’t fi nd at Home Depot. It’s like a little 
birthday party at the end of the day.

I need a huge variety of parts and ma-
terials to complete a project like this, and 
I spend a lot of time on the phone, leaf-
ing through catalogues (the big indus-
trial-supply catalogues have more than 
3,500 pages) and searching online. I rely 
on Internet access, next-day delivery, 
and specialty supply houses. And I can 
buy just about anything. Let’s say I need 
some red woven felt (bushing cloth) to 
replace the bushings in a mechanical 
part. I can use an X-Acto knife to get the 
old cloth out of the hole, but it’s really 
hard to measure the thickness of a piece 
of felt that was made ninety years ago. 
So what thickness should I get? Easy. 
If I search carefully online I can fi nd it 
in thicknesses graduated by 64ths of an 
inch. I order a few square feet of four 
different thicknesses and experiment.

Close enough?
We talk about the importance of du-

plicating original materials when restor-
ing an instrument. “If Mr. Skinner used 
9/64″ red bushing cloth, I’m going to use 
9/64″ red bushing cloth.” But I bet Mr. 
Skinner wasn’t choosing between eight 
different thicknesses listed on a cata-

10 years ago in the October 1999 
issue of THE DIAPASON

Cover: Berghaus Organ Company, St. 
Raphael the Archangel Church, Naper-
ville, IL

Douglas Cleveland appointed assistant 
professor of organ and church music, 
Northwestern University, Evanston, IL

Robert Dodson appointed dean, Ober-
lin College Conservatory of Music

Gregory Peterson elected president, 
Association of Lutheran Church Musi-
cians

Rayner Brown died June 16 in Los An-
geles

“An interview with Miriam Clapp 
Duncan on the occasion of her 80th 
birthday,” by Sarah Mahler Hughes

“Reminiscences of Henry Willis 4 as 
told to John-Paul Buzard, Part 2.”

New Organs: Christopher Bono, Hoch-
halter, Inc., Noack Organ Company

25 years ago, October 1984
Cover: Rosales Organ Builders, Inc., 

St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, Ojai, 
CA

Peter Fyfe honored for 25 years as or-
ganist and choirmaster, Christ Episcopal 
Church, Nashville, TN

John Scott wins J. S. Bach Organ 
Competition, Leipzig, Germany

Joseph Galema, Jr. appointed associ-
ate director of music, Cadet Chapel, 
U.S. Air Force Academy, CO

Larry Peterson appointed director 
of music, St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, 
Brenham, TX

Calvin Hampton died August 5 in Port 
Charlotte, FL

“AGO San Francisco—Some Perspec-
tives,” by Bruce Gustafson

“AGO San Francisco —Recitals,” by 
James Welch

“The Pedal Piano—A New Look, Part 
1,” by Karrin Ford

“Hymn Society of America—1984 
Convention,” by Alan Barthel

New organs: A. David Moore, Noack 
Organ Company, Schlicker, Visser-Row-
land Associates

50 years ago, October 1959
Feike Asma fi rst North American tour
Emma Lou Diemer wins anthem com-

petition, National Presbyterian Church
Marie Dufour fi rst U.S. tour
Harry Gay appointed organist and 

choirmaster, Trinity Cathedral, Cleveland
Charles Huddleston Heaton appointed 

to Second Presbyterian Church, St. Lou-
is, MO

Donald R. M. Patterson joins music 
department, Stephens College, Colum-
bia, MO

Flor Peeters sixth American tour
News of William H. Barnes, Robert 

Lodine, Marilyn Mason, Herbert Nanney, 
Irene Robertson, Barrett Spach, Amelia 
H. Smith, Richard Waggoner, James Ri-
ley Weeks

Royal Canadian College of Organists 
50th anniversary convention

“Articulation—The Role It Plays in Or-
gan Performance,” by Klaus Speer
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In the wind . . . 
by John Bishop

Organs by Aeolian-Skinner, Austin, 
Casavant, Estey, Möller, Chester Ray-
mond, Reuter, Schantz, Tellers

75 years ago, October 1934
National Association of Organists con-

vention, Worcester, MA
National Association of Organbuild-

ers annual meeting, Hotel Commodore, 
New York City

Edwin Lemare dies at home in Hol-
lywood

News of William C. Carl, Winslow 
Cheney, Mary Arabella Coale, Mrs. 
Douglas H. Decherd, Clarence Dick-
inson, Virgil Fox, Fernando Germani, 
Alice Goodell, Porter Heaps, Arthur B. 
Jennings, A. Walter Kramer, Renee Ni-
zan, T. Tertius Noble, Günther Ramin, 
Clarence F. Read, Edward Rechlin, 
G. Calvin Ringgenberg, Clarence Wat-
ters, David McK. Williams, Pietro Yon

Organs by Austin, Casavant, Hill-
green, Lane & Co., Kilgen, Kimball, 
Möller, Wicks

Special delivery
The Bath Iron Works (a General Dy-

namics Company) is about fi fteen miles 
from where we live. Located on the 
shore of the Kennebec River in Bath, 
Maine, more than ten miles up from the 
ocean, they build Aegis and Zumwalt 
class destroyers for the United States 
Navy. The shipyard is unique because 
of its immense lifting capacity—you can 
see their mammoth cranes from miles in 
each direction. This allows them to mass-
produce ships in large sections because 
they can lift as much as a third of a ship 
at once. In the company’s heyday dur-
ing World War II, they launched a com-
pleted destroyer every twenty-two days. 
Think of the supply chain. That’s a lot of 
steel—tens of thousands of tons. That’s 
a lot of wire, windows, pipes, engines, 
tanks, valves, and gauges. It took about 
275,000 person hours to build a ship. 
Twenty-two days—that’s 12,500 hours a 
day, or 1250 workers working ten-hour 
days. To stay effi cient, each worker had 
to have the right tools and the right ma-
terials at the right time. Any organbuild-
er’s head would spin to think of such a 
management challenge. It’s hard enough 
to organize 200 person hours per week in 
a fi ve-person workshop.

In the 1870s and 1880s, E. & G. G. 
Hook & Hastings was building new or-
gans at the rate of something like one 
a week. We know that materials were 
delivered at night to that workshop in 
Boston by horse-drawn rail cars using 
the same tracks that the passenger trol-
leys used by day. Think of the mountains 
of American black walnut going into the 
maw of that place, all to be unloaded by 
hand. I suppose they had a night crew 
of men who did nothing but unload rail 
cars and make sure the materials were 
stored in the right place. And I suppose 
once the lumber was stored they loaded 

Bath Iron Works
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logue page. I think he bought the stuff 
that was available and made it work.

The expression shutters of this Casa-
vant organ we’re working on turn in 
bearings of woven felt. There’s a quar-
ter-inch steel pin in each end of each 
shutter that serves as an axle. The pins 
turn in holes in wood blocks—those 
holes are bushed with green woven felt. 
After seventy years of regular use and 
twenty years of neglect, that felt is hard 
and worn. Over the years, organ techni-
cians fi xed squeaks and squeals in those 
shutters by glopping grease, oil, candle 
wax, mutton tallow, and more recently 
silicone and WD-40 from spray cans on 
those bearings.  

I could buy Tefl on tubing of quar-
ter-inch interior diameter (1/4″ ID) 
from McMaster-Carr, an industrial sup-
ply company in New Jersey. I found it 
on page 91 of their 3,528-page catalog. 
It costs $1.28 a foot and comes in fi ve-
foot lengths. I could cut it into half-inch 
lengths (less than fi ve-and-a-half cents 
each), and drill them into the shade 
frames to make perfect bearings for the 
quarter-inch steel axles. I bet it would be 
a long time before they squeal or squeak. 
It’s not historic, it’s not good restoration 
practice, but I bet those shutters would 
work beautifully for decades. I think I’ll 
go ahead and make that change. I’m con-
fi dent that the organists who will play on 
this organ will never know we did, and 
I trust that Claver and Samuel Casavant 
will forgive me. My intentions are good 
and my conscience is clear.

An expressive conundrum
We have some tree work going on in 

our yard and one of the crew is a skillful 
equipment operator. He’s using a light-
duty excavator that’s known as a backhoe 
because the bucket (or shovel) comes 
back toward the operator as it digs. The 
machine’s boom has three joints, roughly 
analogous to the human shoulder, elbow, 
and wrist, and the bucket compares to 
the hand, as it can curl under to scoop 
the earth. Each of the joints is operated 
by a hydraulic piston—that ingenious 
machine that uses the pressure of oil to 
extend or contract. It seems counterin-
tuitive, but the engine of this machine 
drives no gears at all—its sole purpose 
is to drive a pump that creates the oil 
pressure. Even the wheels that drive the 
tracks are turned by hydraulics. The ma-
chine’s controls are valves operated by 
handles—those valves conduct the pres-
surized oil to the appropriate pistons.

The operator, a young guy named Todd 
who’s anticipating the birth of his second 
child as he digs in our yard, has his feet 
on the pedals that drive the machine 
forward and back. He has each hand on 
a four-function joystick. Each push of a 
control operates only one function, but 
Todd moves his hands and wrists in quiet 
little circles combining the machine’s ba-
sic movements into circular, almost hu-
man motions. His understanding of his 
controls is intuitive. He doesn’t have to 
stop to think, let me see . . . if I pull this 
handle this way, the bucket will curl un-
der . . . He effortlessly combines the mo-
tions to extend the boom and the bucket, 
sets the teeth in the dirt, and brings the 
boom toward him as the bucket curls 
under fi lling with dirt. He whirls around 
to empty the bucket on a pile, and as he 
turns back to the hole, the boom and 
bucket are extending to be ready for the 
next scoop, which starts without a pause, 
a jerk, or a wiggle. He’s operating six 
or seven functions simultaneously. The 
power that operates the machine and the 
nature of the motion are both fl uid.

I’ve read that some revered orchestral 
conductors eschew the pipe organ as an 
inexpressive instrument because it’s not 
possible for an organist to alter the vol-
ume of a single organ pipe. You press a 
key, the pipe plays. You pull a handle in a 
backhoe and the bucket moves in one di-

rection. I can hear my colleague organists 
gasp as I compare Todd’s backhoe with 
an elegant musical instrument, but isn’t 
there a similarity between the two ma-
chines? After all, we don’t hesitate to call 
the pipe organ the most mechanical of 
musical instruments. And when we press 
that key, we’re opening a valve to let pres-
sure through to do work. (I have to admit 
I’m glad we’re not messing around with 
hydraulic oil near a chancel carpet.)

The organist intuitively manipulates the 
controls—playing keys, changing stops, 
pushing pistons, operating expression 

pedals—and the result is fl uid crescendos, 
accents, beguiling delays, great oceans of 
sound billowing through the air. Literally, 
organ music is the result of thousands of 
switches or levers moving at the will of the 
organist. That organist has practiced for 
thousands of hours, mastering the limita-
tions of his or her body, teaching the body 
to perform countless little motions with 
ease and grace so the music fl ows free, 
denying both the physicality of the player 
and that of the instrument. Because the 
machine and player are both well-tem-
pered, the music is infi nitely expressive. 

And of course we separate the organ 
from the backhoe. It’s nice to be able to 
move a ton of dirt in a few minutes with-
out breaking a sweat, and we admire 
the skill of the guy who can make that 
machine come alive. But I couldn’t help 
notice that one of the joints on Todd’s 
machine has an important squeak to 
it, enough that when I was back in my 
workshop or offi ce and couldn’t see the 
machine, I knew when he was extend-
ing or retracting the boom. Not my 
swell shutters!

A pipe organ is magic when all the 
squeaks and squeals are gone, when each 
function of the machine responds effort-
lessly to the intuitive motions of the play-
er. In the workshop we make thousands of 
little choices about what material to use, 
how to adjust it, how to glue it down, so 
the machine will not stand in the way of 
the music. In the practice room we hone 
our skills so no knuckle cracks, no muscle 
binds, no fi ngernail hangs, and nothing 
about our bodies will stand in the way of 
the music. We dress in clothes that allow 
us to move freely, and we make sure our 
shoes are less than two notes wide. Our 
bodies and our instruments are conduits 
between the composer’s ideals and the 
ears of the audience.

Thanks to the UPS guy for bringing 
all those goodies, and yes—I’m certain 
that Bach would have used the expres-
sion pedal, but only if the shutters 
didn’t squeak. ■

Todd’s backhoe

TTHEHE WWANAMAKERANAMAKER OORGANRGAN
Listen to it worldwide over the

Internet! Hourlong streamcasts
are featured at 5pm ET the first
Sunday of each month at wrti.org
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