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USIG PRESERVATION: THEATER ORGAN “CLUB

Story and photos by Mamca Archer

Almost every Saturday morning for the past 156
years, the West Michigan Theater Organ Club has
met for breakfast and then met one another at the
Frauenthal Center, formerly the old Michigan
Theater, where they take turns playing a few
songs on the Barton Pipe Organ. They are a
friendly group of people from all walks of life,
with a common interest - the theater organs.

The West Michigan Theater Organ Club is a
non-profit organization and any proceeds go
toward renovation of the Frauenthal’'s theater
organ. Organized in 1968, the club currently
boasts 50 members under president Joseph
Jurick. Many donate nme working on the
magnlﬁcent pipe organ's restoration, tuning,
wiring, maintenance and upkeep.

The Barton Pipe Organ was made in Wisconsin
and dates back to 1930. At the present time,
the theater organ is in as good or better shape
than when it was brand new. Several problems
had to be overcome during restoration. The ornate
red and gold beauty (still with its original finish)
was not in playing condition at first. The
pneumatics, or little bellows made of doe skins im-
ported from Europe, were rotted; rusted relays
would not move, and the chests were full of water
due to roof leaks. Added to these problems were
poor solder connections, weak from the older style
acid core solder which eventually oxidized. Each
connection had to be thoroughly inspected.

In its infancy, the Michigan Theater was
heated with coal and the soot settled on
everything, including the organ console and the
pipes. Consequently, it was a filthy clean-up.
After four years of dedicated hard work, the
pipe organ finally uttered its first note.

Many sounds have been added to the organ

Crucial temperaturas must be maintainted
where the pipes are housed.
since they changed to a better unit swapper
with another Barton Organ at the old Majestii
Theater in Grand Rapids. The club member:
have added a bass drum, an Oo-Oo-Ga Hori
taken from a 1920 Dodge, a bird whistle and :
boat whistle. The Barton's notes ring out
reminiscent of the days of silent movies witl

musical accompaniment.

The club is hoping to attract the interest o
younger people in the old theater organs ant
pass on the technical and musical aspects o
the trade. Annual membership runs $17 for thi
first year with a $12 annual renewal fee. Yot
do not have to know how to play to join.



















