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Statement of Task:
In December 2009 the Vestry of Holy Comforter originally appointed the Organ Committee to assess the condition of the existing 1989 Allen digital organ, evaluate the need for a replacement, and to research modern-day alternatives, including pipe organs, hybrid and fully digital instruments.  In their September 2010 report, the Committee recommended replacement with a new digital instrument, based on musical, liturgical and structural considerations, as well as huge advances in digital organ technology in the past 20 past years.  The committee was then further tasked with evaluating the leading American organ manufacturers, narrowing down the field and developing a more detailed proposal, including maker, model, design features and estimated cost.

Evaluation Process:

As summarized in our April 2011 Interim Report to the Vestry, over a period of seven months the Committee traveled around the Washington metropolitan area as well as up to northern Maryland to see, hear and critically evaluate instruments made by three major organ manufacturers: Rodgers, Allen (the maker of the existing instrument) and Walker.  Rodgers and Allen have long been in the forefront of American digital instruments, with a proven track record of reliability and service.  Walker is a relative newcomer, but came highly recommended based on the first-hand experience of Michael Painter, Holy Comforter’s Minister of Music from 2007 to 2010, as well as current Minister of Music, David Kelley.  Both stock instruments and custom installations were considered.
The state-of-the-art off-the-shelf Allen instrument is the Renaissance Quantum. It features a seven-stoplist “library,” meaning that with the flip of a switch the organ can imitate an English Cathedral instrument, a 19th century French Cavaillé-Coll, a neo-Baroque Schlicker, an Arp Schnitger German instrument, a classic American Aeolian-Skinner, orchestral sounds, etc., representing all the major schools of organ building.  The Committee was at first intrigued about this unique approach, thinking that it might offer unsurpassed flexibility to play a wide variety of repertoire.

· The first Allen instrument we evaluated was at Vienna Seventh Day Adventist, a seven-year-old, 3-manual Renaissance Quantum, comparable in size to Holy Comforter’s current instrument.  Estimated historical cost of this instrument was $100,000.  It was situated in a large, fully-carpeted room with padded pews and speakers in the walls.  In short, the Committee was unanimously underwhelmed, acoustical environment notwithstanding.
· The second Allen instrument was at the Korean Central Presbyterian Church in Centreville.  It was a much newer and larger 4-manual, model 410 Quantum, right out of the catalogue in the $150,000 price range.  While it did have a notable assortment of reed stops, the total effect was again not remarkable.
· The next instrument at Falls Church Presbyterian was an Elite/Custom 4-manual installation.  The advantage of the custom Allens, which is what the sales representative was suggesting for Holy Comforter, is that the greater proliferation of audio channels (i.e. fewer stops per speaker) allows for superior clarity of sound over the stoplist library approach.  This was in fact true, in addition to having a beautiful console complete with rosewood drawknobs, but at a price of $250,000.  

· Our final Allen installation was in the 1885 Christ Church, Georgetown.  It was another custom installation similar in size to Falls Church Presbyterian and was actually purchased to replace a pipe organ in that historic building.  The instrument sounded pretty good in the great choir, but the church had some difficult architectural hindrances that muffled the sound out in the nave and were not satisfactorily resolved.  It was also a very “weighty” English instrument, which reinforced for the Committee the need to design an organ specification for Holy Comforter that would be flexible enough to play a wide range of repertoire and not too heavily reflect the potentially obscure taste of a single organist.
The Committee was looking forward to hearing the Rodgers installations, after having heard a handful of digital samples on a small portable keyboard in the sanctuary of Holy Comforter, side by side with our existing Allen.  Also, Rodgers has installations in some very prestigious places, like Carnegie Hall and cathedrals all over the world.

· We first visited Holy Cross Episcopal in Dunn Loring, Virginia which had a modest 3-manual that still uses 3” floppy disks.  Both the size of the room and the dated instrument limited the helpfulness in determining a suitable instrument for Holy Comforter.
· Next was Holy Spirit Roman Catholic Church in Annandale.  While it was a fairly impressive installation, it was a hybrid instrument (part pipe organ and part digital) so it was again not a useful tool for evaluating Rodgers’ fully-digital instruments.

· The final instrument was again small, at 56 stops, compared to the needs of Holy Comforter.  In 2010 it was used at the American Guild of Organists’ convention in Washington DC, after which the church, Saint Barnabas’ Episcopal Church, bought the $140,000 instrument “on sale.”  Fortunately for them, it did not require any modifications to their nave.  This Three Manual Trillium Masterpiece Series instrument was nice enough, but seemed unremarkable tonally and was again difficult to evaluate because of the small organ and church size.

Finally we evaluated the much-talked-about Walker instruments.  Walker started in 1973 as a service company, so it quickly learned where other organ companies had failed.  It therefore takes pride in providing a quality product and the best available service. Their goal is to keep technicians out of the console.  They use a magnetic key system so there are no contacts to wear or replace; all circuit boards are 0.1” versus the standard .0068” thick so there is less breakage when they expand and contract; all boards are mounted vertically to avoid rodent damage; they use standard off-the-shelf parts which are easy to replace; they use longer shelf-life components (e.g. upgraded tantalum capacitors and MIL-spec connectors); and they are picky about a “neat” design inside and out.  Another interesting feature of Walker is that they now own the famous Aeolian Skinner name, the epitome of American pipe organ building in the first half of the 20th century.  It’s no wonder they stand at the forefront in the sale of digitally recorded pipe voices.
· The first two Walker instruments were at Mount St. Mary’s University in Emmitsburg, MD.  As with all Walker instruments, both were custom installations.  The first was a large 4-manual, approximating 100 ranks.  As soon as we heard the inimitable Aeolian Skinner sound, the Committee knew this was the musically superior product we were seeking.  The organ had a rich variety of tone colors that could support a diverse repertoire.

· Next we walked into the seminary chapel (heavy on the incense!).  Surprisingly this was a reworked Rodgers console.  Though only a little 2-manual, Walker still produced a full-bodied principal chorus, a wide variety of reeds and a heavenly gamba celeste that very ably filled the room, despite the speakers having to be stuffed in small niches in the sidewalls.
· Our last visit was to McLean Presbyterian Church.  We were immediately welcomed by Dick Osborne, their organ committee chair and program manager of their chancel renovation.  He could not say enough wonderful things about Walker and shared his contact information should we have any further questions or obstacles on our journey.  We were also fortunate enough to have Monte Maxwell, organist of the immense instrument at the US Naval Academy, to demonstrate the organ.  It was a 3-manual instrument that would be just perfect to fulfill the needs of Holy Comforter and in today’s dollars would cost approximately $135,000, less expensive than our existing Allen when adjusted for the time-value of money!
In May 2011 our new Minister of Music, David Kelley, arrived at Holy Comforter.  Because our research to date seemed to indicate that a custom instrument would best serve the needs of Holy Comforter, the Committee could not progress any further without bringing David up to date on our findings.  Given his years of experience, he is very familiar with all three brands of instrument.  He nonetheless visited some installations and helped draw up the much-needed specification list for Walker.  In addition, he has had enough time to acquire a better feel for the acoustics of the sanctuary and the liturgical and musical demands on the organ at Holy Comforter.
After listening to and critically evaluating multiple instruments, musically the entire Committee was sold on Walker, but we could not ignore financial considerations.  Comparing the proposals of the three manufacturers one cannot always compare apples to apples, but the initial proposals were enough to provide a rough order of magnitude.  Following are the proposed instruments that most closely meet our needs at Holy Comforter:
Allen:

· Quantum Q410 – off-the-shelf 79-stop, 4-manual instrument
$139,250
· Custom Organ – 4-manual with the much-needed antiphonal
$234,300

Note: Jordan Kitt would provide a $25,000 trade-in on the existing organ

Rodgers:

· Masterpiece custom 78-stop, 3-manual instrument


$169,300
· Masterpiece custom 80-stop, 4-manual instrument


$181,200

Walker:

· Custom 3-manual instrument with antiphonal


$135,000

Conclusion:
After prayerful reflection on liturgical, artistic and financial considerations, the Organ Committee unanimously recommends that the Vestry authorize purchase of the proposed custom 3-manual Walker organ for a price of $135,000.  David is still massaging the specification list, attached, for tonal variety and versatility, but not in ways that will significantly affect price further.
The Vestry must keep in mind that the purchase price does not include the following:
· Trade-in or removal of the current instrument (other than bringing the speakers down to ground level)

· Any electrical work required to provide three 20-amp dedicated circuits
· Probable expansion of wooden casework outside the existing front speaker cabinets

· $3,000-$4,000 for a dedicatory recital soloist

· Acoustical enhancements to the sanctuary.  It is recommended that organ installation be coordinated with any other proposed sanctuary improvements as changes made after organ installation may require revoicing of the instrument by the Walker.

To again paraphrase our previous rector, Father Bob Denig, music is indeed at the heart of our worship.  Given the enormous advances in digital sampling technology and the ever-increasing technical and artistic difficulties with our existing organ, timely replacement with a quality Walker instrument will ensure that we continue the strong liturgical tradition that is Church of the Holy Comforter.
