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Statement of Task:

In August 2004, Capital Reserve Consultants published a Replacement Reserve Report for Holy Comforter, delineating an inventory of church components, estimated remaining life and replacement costs, to assist the Vestry in planning for capital needs into the future.  At that time the current organ, a 1989 Allen electronic instrument, had an estimated remaining useful life of 12 years.  More recently, half way into that 12 years, a significant expenditure to replace speakers caused the Vestry to revisit the possible impending need to replace the current instrument, compounded by musical, tonal and mechanical concerns raised by then Minister of Music, Michael Painter.
In December 2009 the Vestry voted to appoint the Organ Committee.  Our assignment was to report on the condition of Holy Comforter’s current organ, to evaluate whether a replacement is either needed or desirable, and to research possible alternatives.

Executive Summary:

The Committee held several meetings from February to September 2010, supplemented by e-mail communications among members. We also arranged on-site visits by representatives of three leading makers of organs: Allen, Rodgers, and Walker Technical.  All types of instruments were considered: digital, pipe and hybrids.
The consensus is that the current instrument could well continue to operate for another 20 years with only routine maintenance, though we might need to replace either the computer power supplies (about $2100) or the tone generator voicing controls (about $3500) within the coming decade.  However, each company explained that the state of the art in digital organs has advanced tremendously during the past two decades.  As a result, a new organ could offer many significant enhancements to Holy Comforter’s growing music program and better support congregational singing.
The cost to replace our present Allen with an digital organ of similar size but equipped with up-to-date features and technology would probably fall in the range of $150,000 to $200,000, which we feel would be money well spent—especially now, when we are searching for a new organist and music director, because a better organ will help us to attract and retain a superior musician for this position.

Accordingly, we recommend that the Vestry authorize the current (or similar) Committee to continue our research and within the next six months develop a detailed proposal for a new organ, including maker, model, design options and cost.  The newly hired Minister of Music would also take part in that study.  We hope that the Vestry would then seriously consider authorizing this expenditure as soon as possible, ideally during the second half of 2011.

Current Instrument:
Our instrument was installed in 1989 by the Allen Organ Company of Pennsylvania. It is a model 8350A.  At the time this instrument cost about $75,000.  We added the antiphonal speakers (at the entrance to the sanctuary) about ten years ago for approximately $25,000 including the cabinet.  The only other significant expense we incurred just recently when we had to replace the bass speakers for around $7,000.  These speakers had foam in the cones which had deteriorated after twenty years of use.

As an electronic instrument, this organ tonally imitates a pipe organ.  In a sense it pretends to be something that it is not.  For about two hundred years now companies have been manufacturing instruments that attempt to mimic the pipe organ at much less cost.  In the 1800s and early 1900s this was done with the free reed organ or harmonium. These instruments served the needs of many small congregations that could not finance a "real" organ.  Since the mid-thirties, several companies have experimented with electronic oscillators and other tone generators aimed at imitating the voice of a pipe organ.  
Unfortunately, most of these analog electronic organs were obviously imitating something else and project the sense that they are truly imitations of something more noble.  Our current organ is many steps further forward in technology than the early electronic organs.  For one thing, it is all digital in its electronics, but it still uses electronic tone generators that are amplified to make music.  Another interesting feature of this organ is that it reads punch cards to create several ‘stops’ (individual sounds).  The amplification system has a total of 17 channels, 7 sent to the Priest's right at the Altar and 10 sent to the left.  It produces 1,700 watts RMS and has four memories.  It has 81 total stops, controlled by three manuals and a pedalboard, as well as various mechanical couplers and thumb/toe studs for quick changes of registration (i.e. combinations of stops for a desired sound)
The organ was installed and is still serviced by Mr. Jerry McDermott of Jordan Kitts Music, the local Allen Organ dealer.  Allen Organ only permits authorized dealers to service their instruments.  Mr. McDermott estimates the remaining life of this instrument to be about 20 years.  Additional potential significant expenses include a need to replacing the two computer power supplies for $2,100 and replacing the tone generator voicing controls for about $3,500.  These repairs could be needed in the next ten years.
Mr. McDermott has stated that there is very little mechanically wrong with the organ.  Minor annual servicing should keep the organ in its current state for many years to come.  He recommended a budget of about $850 per year for this servicing.  Replacement parts for all components remain available from Allen Organ.  The company states that they maintain an inventory of about $1 million worth of parts to service all organs they have ever manufactured.  

Tonal issues, however, make the organist’s job very difficult on this instrument.  Michael Painter stated that many hours are required to plan registration for each and every prelude, postlude, hymn, anthem or other liturgical elements.  “Textbook” registrations do not work for a variety of reasons, including:
· Thin, opaque, unsupportive Principal foundation stops on the Great (central/main) manual, essential for effectively supporting hymn singing

· Inability to utilize any Mixtures (stops which in a pipe organ are multiple ranks of pipes sounding at consecutive octaves and fifths above unison pitch) because they are so shrill
· Swell (top manual) reed stops very weak
· Choral accompanying difficult, especially soft registrations with the children’s choir
This instrument can carry on for many years and not get much worse.  It also cannot get much better.  Mr. McDermott states that a re-voicing of the tone-generators would result in only a minor tonal improvement.
New Instrument Alternatives
Over the past several months members of the committee have met with representatives from three leading makers of electronic organs: Allen, Rodgers, and Walker Technical.  Allen is the maker of our current instrument; Rodgers is an equally prominent American maker, while Walker is less well known but was strongly recommended by our former organist, Michael Painter. 

We provided each of them with information about Holy Comforter’s music program and asked for their opinion of our organ as compared to their current models.  All three people made the point that electronic organs today are tremendously improved compared to those made twenty years ago, having evolved nearly as rapidly as personal computers during that same people (compare, for example, an Apple IIe or Mac SE to the iPhone 4).  The main innovation occurred in the early 1990s, when the sound sampling was introduced.  This replaced purely electronic generation of tones with sampling, a technique in which the sound of actual organ pipes is recorded and then made available for “playback,” note-by-note, from the keyboards of the electronic instrument.  This results in a much more realistic sound, a greater range of available sounds (especially as computer memory has become steadily cheaper), and enhanced possibilities for matching the sound to the acoustics of the room in which it will be heard. 

Each maker offered a sample quote for an organ comparable to our current instrument.  Prices ranged from about $150,000 to $200,000; fuller details appear below.  To place these figures in context, in 1989 we paid $75,000 for our current organ, which translates to about $130,000 in 2009 dollars. Thus, a new organ in the suggested price range would cost only 25–50% more than our old one while offering greatly increased realism and versatility of sound.  Another relevant comparison is that in 2002 we paid about $50,000 for our Steinway grand piano, equal to $60,000 in today’s purchasing power.  A new electronic organ would cost only about three times as that amount for a much more centrally-important enhancement to our music program.

Parenthetically, while the committee recognizes that a pipe organ would be an ideal sound source, such an acquisition was deemed unrealistic within the confines of the already-cramped physical space of our sanctuary, quite apart from costing on the order of ten times as much as an electronic organ with a comparable number of stops and manuals.  Hybrid (part digital, part pipe) instrument proposals were also evaluated but deemed to offer little additional benefit over a totally digital instrument, given advances in sound improvements in the last ten years and the aforementioned structural and space constraints.
A. Allen Organ Company

The Allen Organ Company is headquartered in Macungie, PA (near Allentown, about 50 miles north of Philadelphia), and represented in this area by Jordan Kitts Music.  We were visited by Neil Weston and Ken Saliba of the Institutional Sales Department of Jordan Kitts on July 28, 2010. Phil Allard, Mitch Galloway, and Jeff Johnson participated in the presentation.  Mr. Weston played the organ and we evaluated the existing instrument, which is roughly the equivalent of their Quantum Series Organ.  This is a high quality, standard instrument with a pre-determined specification (list of stops), though there are several lists to choose from.  Allen also offers the Custom Series, allowing the church to select the specification that it wants, stop by stop.  Their Elite Series organs are an upgrade from the Custom Series that differ in the number of channels, amplifiers, and speakers that are provided.

The new Allen Organs differ from our organ in a number of important ways. First, they are fully digital and based on sound sampling techniques.  New organs also come with recording capabilities, allowing registrations and even actual performances to be saved to a memory card for later use.  They are also MIDI compatible, which allows the organ to be interfaced with other electronic organs and with computer files.  MIDI sound files, including orchestral sounds, would also be available to expand beyond the built-in organ stops.  Another significant difference is that current Allen organs no longer use contacts in the keys.  Contacts are subject to wear and sensitive to dirt and are a maintenance item.  New Allen organs use a sealed magnetic system instead of contacts, thus reducing maintenance requirements.

Both the Allen Custom and Elite organs have interleaving to better reproduce the sound of a pipe organ.  This means that if C sounds from the Gospel side, then C# will sound from the Epistle side, and so on up the scale. This is commonly how organ pipes are distributed. A new organ would have at least 45 channels of amplification instead of our current 17, which means that the individuality of various stops can be preserved.  Instead of the tone of multiple stops being mixed in the amplifier, they would be mixed in the air.  This would provide a sound substantially superior to what we have today.

Mr. Saliba and Mr. Weston provided an initial proposal with a Quantum organ priced at about $140,000, a Custom organ priced at about $235,000, and an Elite organ priced at about $305,000.  They are willing to offer a $25,000 trade-in allowance for our current organ.

B. Rodgers Instruments
On April 12, 2010, Michael Painter and Committee member June Harper met with Ken Brown, Vice President of Daffer Church Organs, area representative for Rodgers Instruments of Hillsboro, Oregon.  Allen and Rodgers are considered the two principal manufacturers of quality digital organs in the U.S.  This initial visit was essentially a fact-finding trip for Ken, to better understand our needs, desired console design, acoustical environment, sanctuary structural considerations, etc.  Ken himself is also organist at Cathedral of the Incarnation (Episcopal) in Baltimore so he is intimately familiar with the kind of liturgical requirements at Holy Comforter.  In short, Rodgers offers the same digital sampling, stereophonic sound, MIDI applications, expanded memory (over 100 levels versus our current four) and other technical improvements that Allen offers.  They have two tiers of instrument designs: a standard specification instrument (more limited flexibility for the organist) and the Masterpiece custom series.  Rodgers also would offer a trade-in allowance for the old instrument (approximately $15,000), a movable platform for the console ($900), up to half the artist fee for a dedicatory recital, as well as help promoting concerts and events.  Delivery averages two to three months after finalizing the contract and installation would be very quick so we wouldn’t miss a Sunday (except maybe finishing up the final voicing).
On September 1, 2010, Ken Brown returned to meet with the entire Committee and set forth four designs for an American Classic organ with English Cathedral tonal influence.  Design Concept #1 was a custom fully digital three-manual with 78 stops at a price of $168,800.  Speakers would fit into our existing casework.  Design Concept #2 was again three manual with 78 stops, but was a hybrid design incorporating 10 ranks of pipes at $350,000.  While the real pipes are aesthetically pleasing (suggested on either side of the spirit window), improvements in digital technology in the last ten years have greatly narrowed the acoustical advantage of adding real pipes to a digital instrument.  Design concept #3 expanded to a four-manual digital instrument at $315,000.  Finally for comparison, Design Concept #4 was a pipe organ, used pipes costing $375,000 (sans necessary casework and structural modifications) and new pipework costing $950,000.  Cost and structural limitations (e.g. the footprint required to accommodate the larger pedal pipes) eliminated #4 as a consideration.
Finally, Ken demonstrated a sampling of organ stops simply using a single electronic keyboard and a small speaker on the floor on either side of the altar.  When compared to the existing instrument, the sound difference was remarkable, especially when our group tried singing a hymn with the two instruments.  Ken also recommended sealing the wood and brick to further liven the acoustics of the room.  Finally, he indicated that technological improvements are also lengthening the useful life of today’s instruments.
C. Walker Technical
On May 21, 2010, Michael Painter and Committee member Tom MacCracken met with John Carpenter, the president of Walker Technical Company, located in Zionsville, PA (about 50 miles north of Philadelphia).  Although this firm is not as widely known as either Allen or Rodgers, Michael had strongly recommended including them in our investigations because he is familiar with several of their instruments, including the organ on which he studied as an undergraduate.

In the course of our conversation, Michael offered his opinion that our current Allen organ is “completely inadequate” tonally, quite apart from any mechanical problems that have arisen recently or might arise in the future.  He added that he normally refrained from using about half the stops on the organ because he finds their sound unpleasant or unsatisfying.  Michael also noted that the music program at Holy Comforter, and the organ’s role in it, has grown considerably in recent years, so that what sufficed for his predecessor(s) now appears as a limitation for what we can successfully accomplish or aspire to in this area.

Most of our discussion dealt with what Walker does, and could do for us, if and when we decide the time is right to replace our organ.  Every Walker project is a custom instrument, usually developed in consultation with the church’s organist.  Because we are currently in transition, he understands that we would want to wait until Michael’s successor is appointed before making specific decisions about what stops and other features to include in a proposal, and in fact he recommends doing so.  Walker, like Allen and Rodgers, offers a range of approaches, from all-digital, through mostly digital with a few stops of real pipes, to adding a few digital stops as enhancements to an otherwise all-pipe organ.  Though they don’t make pipes themselves, nearly everything else (console, circuitry, speakers, etc.) is manufactured by or for them, with particular attention to quality and durability. 

From looking through a photo album of consoles John showed us, it appears that Walker has done installations all across the country, though naturally their business is more concentrated here on the East Coast, including the Washington area.  One noteworthy location is a four-year-old organ in Avery Fisher Hall at Lincoln Center in New York.  This all-electronic instrument has 86 stops on three manuals and pedal, and in John’s preliminary opinion represents something close to the size and versatility that we should be considering for our room and music program.  He suggested that something of this size might cost in the vicinity of $150,000 to $175,000. 
Conclusion:
As the current clergy and Vestry have recognized in discussions and planning sessions for the future direction of Holy Comforter, our great strength is meaningful worship and, as our previous rector Bob Denig expressed in 1988 before purchase of our current organ, “Music is at the heart of that worship; it plays an absolutely irreplaceable role…(and) so often says what cannot be said.”  Music surrounds and enfolds the liturgy and readies us all to be in the presence of the majesty and mystery of our relationship with God.  As it said on a brass plaque mounted on the windchest in the organ loft of a Committee member’s childhood parish, “To the Greater Glory of God.”
Dramatic innovations in electronic technology have taken place since 1989.  The most significant advance in electronic organ technology is the development of sound sampling technology in the early 1990s.  In our current instrument the sound is modeled mathematically.  Major components of the sound, for example the attack, sustain, and decay are calculated and these calculations are then used in the computer driven tone generators to produce sound.  In sampling technology the sound of a genuine pipe is recorded in many components.  These measurements are then used by the computer to drive the tone generators that produce sound.  This has allowed the reproduction of a nearly every nuance of pipe sound by the modern instrument.  As computer memory has declined in size and price more complete sound samples (large computer files) can be used, improving sound reproduction even more.  A modern electronic organ can produce sound, and therefore music, that is almost identical to authentic pipe organ sound. 
It is therefore the conclusion of this Committee that Holy Comforter should replace the existing Allen organ with a new digital instrument.  A new organ would greatly enhance our music program in several ways.  A new organ, together with an accomplished organist, would allow the authentic performance of most all of the classical and traditionally Anglican repertoire.  This would enhance all parishioners' worship experience and better lead hymn singing.  We would also be able to enhance the literature currently sung by the choirs.  In addition to this, a new organ could also be used to support contemporary music performance through various uses of MIDI technology.  This technology, available in all high end instruments currently on the market, gives a keyboardist access to orchestral sounds.  These sounds can paint a background for contemporary ensembles like Rite One, and serve as background to more contemplative services because they can be played very softly.  Our current instrument is not able to play particularly well at low volumes.  A new organ is essential to recruiting and retaining a high quality musician, and the prospect of a new instrument has been a big draw in the current search process for a new Minister of Music.  (Conversely, lack of a new instrument would be a detriment to attracting qualified applicants.)  Finally, such a new organ could also be the foundation of a variety of musical events in addition to use in worship, with concerts becoming the basis of various outreach and other fund-raising activities. 
