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The new pipe organ for First 

Presbyterian Church Savannah, 

Georgia is a custom-built instru-

ment comprising 47 ranks of 

pipes with an eclectic specifica-

tion paying homage to the 

American Classic school of 

organbuilding. A core concept 

of our companyôs tonal ideal is 

ñto design instruments that have 

warmth but not at the expense of 

clarity and clarity not at the ex-

pense of warmth.ò We believe 

this to be one of the most impor-

tant considerations in an instru-

ment that draws its lineage from 

the organbuilding schools of 

Germany, France, and England. 

Of utmost concern was adequate 

support of the choir and congre-

gation taking into account the 

acoustics of the church and the 

literature required of the organ 

in this worship setting. 

 The church musicians and 

organ committee had a clear 

vision for the type of organ they 

desired for worship when they 

contacted our firm three years 

ago. They  listened to many 

instruments in order to define 

their ideals. Certain styles of 

organ design were clearly not 

suitable for First Presbyterian. 

Ultimately, they gravitated to-

ward the collective work of Ae-

olian-Skinner circa 1940s-1950s 

as directed by G. Donald Harri-

son. As our firm worked with 

the church to develop a specifi-

cation, it was decided that our 

work was to be in the spirit of 

this great builder but not a stop 

for stop copy.  Key points of 

departure are found in the pres-

ence of an 8ô Principal chorus in 

each manual division, a more 

dominant Choir division than 

would have been found in the 

period and the choice of English 

reeds. Many of our decisions 

were guided by voicing sample 

pipes in the church prior to 

construction of the organ. 

While setting samples in the 

church it became evident that 

the French reeds often found 

on a Harrison-era organ would 

not be suitable in this acousti-

cal environment.   

 During the planning and 

tonal finishing stages of the 

organ we worshipped with the 

choir and congregation in order 

to gauge critical balances and 

dynamic levels. We were also 

able to use the talents of the 

church musicians and other 

Savannah organists, each 

bringing their own playing  and 

registration style to the instru-

ment. This has been very im-

portant in the sound of the or-

gan as it is heard in its final 

form. 

 A primary challenge was 

where the organ would be lo-

cated. The church was built in 

the late 1940s and was de-

signed to be enlarged by re-

moving the front chancel wall. 

Until this came to pass, a tem-

porary front chancel wall was 

built containing a large stained 

glass window depicting the Sta-

tions of the Cross. As the dream 

of a pipe organ lay dormant for 

many years, the congregation 

grew to accept the chancel de-

sign with its stained glass win-

dow and stone arch as key ele-

ments of the sanctuary. These 

elements were a cornerstone of 

the visual integrity and symme-

try they wanted to maintain. 

Numerous design studies were 

undertaken with free-standing 

organ cases inside and outside 

the arch and its impact on the 

chancel stained glass window.  

 A visual design emerged from 

our engineering study that pro-

vided a focal point for the 

stained glass window with 

Christ as the center. The solution 

was to build a large chamber on 

the front of the sanctuary and to 

utilize a suspended light box for 

display of the window.  In this 

manner we were able to speak 

around and under the window 

with a large degree of tonal free-

dom and minimal tonal occlu-

sion. The organ chamber is built 

of solid concrete to concentrate 

the sound of the organ forward 

without a loss of energy. This 

allowed us to work with more 

modest scales and wind pres-

sures than might have been re-

quired under other circum-

stances due to placement and 

chamber depth. During the in-

stallation and subsequent tonal 

finishing we were very pleased 

with the transfer of energy from 

this organ chamber design and 

construction. 

 The organ case was built of 

native white oak, finished to 

match other woods in the sanctu-

ary. The lower case panels are 

designed as a reflective surface 

for the choir. The organ grille 

panels were designed to provide 

a decorative allure while acting 

tonally transparent. Our treat-

ment of the organ grille panels 

allowed us to eliminate the use 

of grille cloth that is often to-

nally absorptive and does not 

allow a free exchange of air be-
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tween the sanctuary and the 

organ chambers. 

 Ever mindful that an organ is 

musical only when it is in tune, 

we took great efforts in the de-

sign to provide a stable environ-

ment. A primary consideration 

was to place all of the manual 

and pedal pipework at one com-

mon level, thus avoiding differ-

ing thermo climes and the re-

sulting tuning issues. The organ 

blower is located beneath the 

organ and draws its air from the 

bass of the Swell and Choir 

chambers. In this manner air is 

drawn from the same environ-

ment as the pipes to promote 

tuning stability. Metal windlines 

were used to dissipate heat 

buildup. The chambers were 

also designed with air returns in 

the ceiling to draw the ambient 

sanctuary air back into the 

chamber. This system is cou-

pled to the sanctuary HVAC 

and runs whenever it is en-

gaged.  Thus no special controls 

are needed to set proper condi-

tions in the church in respect to 

the organ. This careful attention 

to layout and other issues that 

affect the environmental condi-

tions of the organ has enabled 

us to maintain a one-degree 

variance between all divisions, 

which promotes tuning stability. 

 To provide control over the 

volume of the organôs re-

sources, the organ contains two 

expressive boxes, one for the 

Swell division and one for the 

Choir division. Built with extra-

thick shades that overlap and 

former such as multiple memory 

levels, programmable crescendo 

and sforzando, transposer, MIDI, 

and the ability to record and play 

back organ performances. 

 As the music ministry contin-

ues to grow, the organ is pre-

pared for additional stops in the 

Great, Swell, and Choir divi-

sions. There is also preparation 

for an Antiphonal division with 

a horizontal Trompette en 

Chamade in the rear of the sanc-

tuary. These design considera-

tions allow the organ to grow 

with the needs of the congrega-

tion. 

 The organ chassis, inclusive 

of the organ case, console, wind-

chests, winding system and 

wood pipes were built entirely 

by the Schlueter craftsmen. De-

livery and installation of the 

organ took five weeks with the 

tonal finishing lasting six weeks 

beyond the installation. Tonal 

finishing was completed under 

the direction of Arthur 

Schlueter III and Daniel Anger-

stein with the assistance of Lee 

our decision making processes. 

Our concern is a winding system 

that provides a solid wind sup-

ply without being sterile. The 

winding on the Savannah organ 

is accomplished through the use 

of ribbed and floating lid regula-

tors fitted with weights and 

springs.  The organ reeds are 

placed on independent wind 

regulators to allow a pressure 

differential from the flue stops 

and to permit independent 

tremulant control. All of the 

windchests are individually fit-

ted with tunable concussion 

bellows to allow fine regulation. 

In this manner, we achieved 

stable winding that still main-

tains a presence of life.   

 The resources of the organ are 

controlled by a three-manual 

drawknob console.  Built in the 

English style, the console sits on 

a rolling platform to allow mo-

bility. The console exterior is 

built of white oak with an inte-

rior of mahogany and ebony. 

The console features modern 

conveniences for the organ per-

interlock, the expressive boxes 

provide wide dynamic control 

with electro-pneumatic servo-

motors faithfully duplicating the 

performerôs movement of the 

expression shoes at the organ 

console. This degree of expres-

sion finds additional favor with 

control of the high-pressure 

hooded Tromba Heroique in the 

Choir division. Constructed with 

small Willis tuba shallots on 16ò 

wind pressure, this dynamic reed 

is duplexed to the Great division 

and can be tamed for use as a 

chorus reed by its enclosure. 

Indeed, the degree of control 

allowed by truly effective ex-

pression allows the use of a vari-

ety of stops for choral and con-

gregational accompaniment and 

tonal layering that is not often 

possible in other instruments. 

 Our firm built electro-

pneumatic slider chest actions of 

the Blackinton variety with our 

electro-pneumatic primary de-

sign.  This type of chest action 

has the ability to operate over a 

wide pressure range without the 

repetition problems and pressure 

limitations often associated with 

electric pull-down slider chests. 

Electro-pneumatic unit chests 

are provided for all large bass 

pipes, offset chests, and reeds.   

 One fabled and often debated 

element in organ mechanical 

design is the winding system of 

the modern organ. Often in art 

one can consider that anything 

that draws attention to itself is 

probably too much.  This maxim 

is used as an internal compass in 
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