
Organs

One of the best-known instruments in North Carolina is the 1928 Skinner 
organ in St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Winston-Salem.

Located in two side-by-side chambers speaking into the elegant chancel of 
this Ralph Adams Cram building, Opus 712 is owned by a congregation with a 
strong sense of stewardship for their heritage. They have taken excellent care 
not only of the instrument, but also of the furnishings and building in which 
they are placed.

Even for seasoned organ restorers, the opportunity to return an instrument 
such as Ernest M. Skinner’s Opus 712 to its pristine glory comes along but 
rarely. At St. Paul’s Church, all of the critical elements were in place; here was 
an unaltered major instrument by possibly America’s greatest organbuilder, 
installed in one of Ralph Adams Cram’s finest parish churches. The organ had 
been carefully maintained and sympathetically played over the years, for a 
large and vital congregation with a keen sense of stewardship towards the 
many treasures entrusted to its care. The members of St. Paul’s Church simply 
wanted to preserve this heirloom so that it might be passed on to those who 
some day will follow. In the eyes of the organ restorers, this was love at first 
sight.

To be sure, Dr. Cram and Mr. Skinner had conspired unwittingly to create a 
formidable task which eventually would have to be addressed. The instrument, 
almost seven tons of it, had been tightly installed in two adjacent chambers; 
now, in an exacting and complex sequence, it would have to be removed 
piecemeal through two beautifully carved organ screens concealing the tone 
openings into the chancel. The narrow, winding cast-iron stairway to the 
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organ chamber would be of little use in removing most of the instrument. 
Furthermore, the organ would have to be kept available for regular church 
services during the time it was being restored. Everything would have to be 
done while St. Paul’s congregation continued to marry, bury, and worship in 
their church: this giant Chinese puzzle would have to be solved under the 
watchful and protective eyes of its owners.

Work began in January, 1996. Worshipers soon became accustomed to odd-
looking pieces of the organ, normally visible only to technicians, occasionally 
strewn all over the building during the comings and goings of the instrument. 
Because St. Paul’s is such a busy place, a considerable amount of co-ordination 
was necessary to keep the project moving ahead without interfering unduly 
with the regular activities of a vigorous church. The entire process would take 
eighteen months, and except for a two-month period when the organ’s console 
was emptied for restoration, Mr. Skinner’s versatile instrument continued to 
serve the daily needs of St. Paul’s Church.

Back in New Haven, in what might be described as a kind of health spa for 
pipe organs, every part of Opus 712 was cleaned, renewed, polished and 
pampered back to its original 1928 condition. The beautifully handmade metal 
pipes were scrubbed spotless, repaired, and fitted with new tuning sleeves; 
wood pipes were cleaned and their finishes rejuvenated, carefully preserving 
the old-fashioned handwriting left by the Skinner firm’s voicers many years 
ago. Of particular interest were the pipes of the 32’ Bombarde stop in the 
Pedal Organ: customarily these huge floor-shakers were made of thick sugar 
pine, but at St. Paul’s they appear for the first time made of heavy-gauge zinc, 
no doubt an experiment which proved successful for it later became the firm’s 
standard practice.

Another discovery concerned the Trumpet pipes in the Great Organ. Each 
of these pipes has “764” scratched upon it, which is the opus number for an 
organ built for the Greenwich, Connecticut, home of Percy Rockefeller, one 
of John D’s nephews. We can only speculate, but it is likely that Mr. Skinner 
substituted these Trumpets during the finishing process at St. Paul’s, probably 
to obtain a different kind of sound than he had initially intended. No one knows 
where the original Trumpet pipes marked “712” eventually found their home.

While the 3,473 pipes were being restored, the mechanism of the organ was 
completely disassembled and renewed. Since the builder’s design had proven 
so reliable and durable, no attempt was made to improve upon the time-tested 
technology of the instrument; rather, perished parts were replaced with only 
the finest quality new materials, painstakingly installed to the builder’s exacting 
standards. Over 8,700 valves were cleaned and replaced, along with the 
thousands of leather diaphragms which move them. Metal wind trunking was 
repaired and regasketed, all woodwork refinished, and the ceilings, walls and 
floors of the chambers given two coats of paint to promote sound reflection 
into the church. Lastly the organ console, with its remarkably intricate and 
refined mechanism (actually an electro-pneumatic computer), was taken to 
pieces and rebuilt, scrupulously preserving its sophisticated machinery and 
the unmistakable “feel” of an original Skinner console.

An unusual challenge appeared in dealing with the Harp/Celesta in the Choir 
division. One of the most delightful (and expensive) stops in the organ, this is 
a percussion device which produces tones when tuned metal bars are struck 
by padded hammers, and its considerable bulk is thoroughly impacted in the 
most inaccessible corner of the chamber. Mr. Skinner doubtlessly assumed 
that the Harp would be taken out and overhauled along with everything else 
in the organ at some future time. Unfortunately the mechanism had been 
hideously damaged many years ago in a misguided attempt to extract the Harp 
without emptying the entire chamber first. About one-third of its mechanism 
disappeared, and most of what remained languished in sad disarray. The Harp 



fell silent for many years and almost everybody forgot about it.

Fortunately the restorers had another Skinner Harp in storage, removed many 
years ago from Old St. Peter’s Episcopal Church in Philadelphia (Skinner Opus 
862). Except for the most subtle differences, it was identical to what remained 
of the St. Paul’s Harp. The Winston-Salem Harp could have been scrapped and 
the Philadelphia Harp reconditioned and installed in its place, but in the spirit 
of restoration this was not done. Instead, the Philadelphia Harp was merged 
with what remained of the Winston-Salem material, in order to preserve as 
much of Opus 712’s fabric as possible, or “robbing St. Peter’s to play St. Paul’s” 
as one wag put it. Even the missing swell-engine (which opens and closes the 
expression shades in front of the Harp) was replaced with an identical Skinner 
engine called out of retirement from the dead-storage locker.

Throughout the project it was the intent to carry out a thorough, sensitive and 
transparent restoration, one which respected the integrity of the organ as well 
as the genius of the people who built it more than seventy years ago. This was 
done partly because, to paraphrase architecture critic Ada Louise Huxtable, 
the future will judge us not only by what we create, but also by what we allow 
to remain. More importantly, however, this was done as a gesture of faith 
between generations, in order that this extraordinary instrument, which has 
been carefully preserved and passed down to us, might continue to comfort 
and inspire others for many years to come.

From the A. Thompson Allen website

Fisk Organ, Opus 131

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina has 
a long history of quality instruments 
associated with its distinguished 
music program. When the main 
church was built in 1928, the parish 
commissioned a landmark four-
manual E. M. Skinner organ. As 
St. Paul’s began designs for a new 
chapel, which was to include an 
organ, the organ committee, led 
by consultant John Mueller, made 
a field trip to the Fisk workshop 
in Massachusetts. Impressed with 
the workshop, the instruments, 
and the staff, St. Paul’s contracted 
C. B. Fisk to build the Samson-
Loetzer Memorial Organ for their 
new chapel.

To help decrease the construction 
and delivery time, it was agreed to 
make the project a collaborative 
effort between C. B. Fisk, Inc. and 
Schreiner Pipe Organs, Ltd., of 
Schenectady, New York. The organ 
was originally conceived along 
the lines of Opus 107 in Dover, 
Massachusetts, with a console 
on the floor and pipework in the 

balcony. When the balcony was removed from the chapel plans, our work in 
the scale model of the building led to a freestanding design that reflected 
the chapel’s simple elegance. Opus 131’s case of quarter-sawn white oak 
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stands more than twenty-seven feet in height and includes two manuals and 
seventeen stops.

The organ’s 8′ foundation stops surround the congregation with a warm, 
singing tone. The Great Prestant 8′ of hammered lead, en façade, is an 
especially vocal stop, which encourages congregational singing. Gently 
voiced brighter stops and an effective swell box allow for maximum versatility 
when congregations are small. Opus 131 serves the congregation as a vehicle 
for musical excellence in liturgy and is a pleasing addition to its surroundings.

From the C. B. Fisk website


