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(After clicking on a link, click BACK on one’s browser to return to this document.) 

It might be simple to say the Van Wert First Presbyterian Church was founded June 10th of 

1843, but a little more complex to portray the era (link) .  (Link to a 30 minute video on the Great Black Swamp) 

Several families in Van Wert, Ohio, making up twelve people met at the log cabin court 

house that day to establish a church within a village of forty log cabins and a single framed 

house.   The transportation system was yet to be developed beyond a couple horse trails.  

This inhibited conventional freight such as basic luxuries as a cast iron stove.  Men were still 

in knee to waist high swamp mud within Putman County attempting to complete the Miami 

and Erie Canal. 

Presbyterian Church services continued at the court house until 1847.  From there, services 

were held twice a month at the Methodist Episcopal Church at Jackson and Jefferson Streets.   

In 1852, a horse back circuit riding Rev. Thomas Elcock (link to new window)  became the 

church’s first regular pastor, whose headstone still rests at Woodland Union Cemetery.   At 

Rev. Elcock’s prompting, a lot on the southwest corner of East Main and South Harrison 

Street was purchased and the first Presbyterian Church within Van Wert was constructed.   

 

http://www.historicperrysburg.org/blackswamp.htm
http://video.wbgu.org/video/1402715991/
https://books.google.com/books?id=Kd8yAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA294&dq=Rev.+Thomas+Elcock+Van+Wert&hl=en&sa=X&ei=UCDdVICDLoWeNtiCg6gM&ved=0CDcQ6AEwBA#v=onepage&q=Rev.%20Thomas%20Elcock%20Van%20Wert&f=false
http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=35472480
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Yes, the original structure still stands today although, the church now has a basement under 

it, a brick exterior, an addition to the rear, and a new entrance way. 

By 1863 the First Presbyterian Church was debt free.   

During this century, the church reprimanded members for such things as unjust treatment of 

one’s wife, excessive drinking,  non-payment of just debts, and poor church attendance. 
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As membership grew, a portion of the members successfully promoted the construction of a 
new church.  Land was purchased at the south west corner of S. Washington and W. 
Crawford with construction occurring in 1873.  This was prior to the era of more solid 
building materials such as concrete foundations.   In addition, the elevation of the church 
was  close to the height of Washington Street just a block from Town Creek.  Years later, the 
building was subject to the flood of 1913. 

https://fbcdn-sphotos-b-a.akamaihd.net/hphotos-ak-ash2/t31.0-8/s720x720/882901_10151269030400895_1296547620_o.jpg
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During the second year of Rev. James Gordon 22 year tenure, the church installed a new 
grand pipe organ in 1892.  Membership grew during these years, various new programs 
including the choir successfully competing in musical contests with other communities.  
Some of the membership even became personally involved in mission work within China. 
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During Rev. John Christie’s 1912 – 1918 tenure, fund raising for a new building was started 

in 1916 to meet the needs of an expanding membership.  Land was purchased adjacent to the 

church, however with a World War breaking out in 1917, the project was postponed. 
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Reverent Dr. George Arthur Frantz served from 1918-1926 with the finance committee in 
1920 again focusing on a new church building.  Dr. Frantz toured European Cathedrals 
during his summer vacations and played a major role in the 15th century gothic design of our 
current building.   With their church having been condemned, it was razed in 1922. 
 
For three years, members of First Presbyterian Church held services within the YMCA.  The 
initial construction company went into bankruptcy.  In the aftermath, refinancing had to be 
arraigned and material shortages contended with.  The diligence of the membership then 
came into fruition 
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A north bound view… 

 
 

A south bound view… (The pictured house became the church manse up until the 1950s, then used 

by church youth groups, and in the late 1970s was torn down, later making way for a small parking 

lot.) 
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These two pictures display the sanctuary steel attic tresses inverted downward with a temporary 

floor below the height of the crest of the windows.  Below displays the upper stone of the chancel 

windows half way completed and a temporary wood structure which would later support the 

construction of the free standing arch within the sanctuary.  Each far corner contained shafts to the 

basement.  The right one held a flue for the water heater, an exit ventilation shaft, and the rain gutter 

drain spout.  The rain gutter would be located on the inner side of the upper displayed walls.   
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Pictured below is Washington Street and what is now the front yard of the church. 
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Below is a west bound view with Calvary United Methodist Church on the left and a church 

steeple beyond Taylor Street near McKibben on the right…. 
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Why was the second steeple never completed?  The partial steeple represents that the 

church is not yet complete until Christ’s second coming. 
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Note the original glass prior to the current stained glass windows… 

 

Note the dirt banks and height of the first floor of this structure compared to the old building at this same 

location on page 4 which was subject to flooding.  
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The cornerstone was laid June 14, 1923 by the youngest daughter of Rev. Thomas Elcock.    

The first set of stained glass windows were installed over the chancel prior to the church 

dedication on October 11, 1925. 

Church Dedication (.pdf 6mb) 

 

 

 

 

http://vwpresby.org/history/dedication.pdf
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Along with new construction, came church debt, and some of those who made our church a 

priority in their life. 
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The church exterior is made of Indiana lime stone. 

The three panels of the wood doors signify the 

“Father”, “Son”, and “Holy Ghost”. 

 

The “Holy Table”  and other 
pieces within the chancel were 
produced by the world’s most 
famous ecclesiastical wood 
carver, Alois Lang.  
 
The reredos canopy of the table 
signifies the “Burning Bush”, 
“The Lamb of God” and the 
“Crosa and Crown”.  
 
The outer panel’s backgrounds 
signify vine and grapes 
representing the body and blood 
of Christ. The center is a rose, a 
symbol of love and beauty.  
 
The flanking panels are of Gothic 
detail.  Our  rotatable lectern held 
the Old Testament on one side 
and the New Testament on the 
other. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alois_Lang
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The pews were adapted from the original church along with the grand pipe organ which had 

an electric blower added.  Note the unpainted mortar walls, original window glass, and the 

late 1800s pews.  The sanctuary hanging chandeliers were created by H. R. Bonnewitz.

 

During the 1930’s, there were years of struggles to make interest payments.   However, by 

the 100th anniversary (sanctuary photo) of the church in 1943, the $300,000. of debt had been paid 

off, and sanctuary stained glass windows completed.   In 1943, the church held a 

membership of 660.  

Although most of the stained glass windows were completed after Rev Frantz had moved to 

his next church, his earlier planning was instrumental in the theme of what each stained 

glass window later portrayed. 

What was originally a room for the 

younger children, later became the church 

parlor, and in 1953 was named the “Frantz 

Room” 

in 

honor 

of Dr. 

Frantz. 

  

http://vwpresby.org/history/images/1943.htm
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After the Chancel windows, the second earliest ones are located 

on the west half of the south wall.  The R. Toland Wright Studio 

(click for actual contract) in Cleveland, Ohio created the Saint Paul 

Window (13) (photo) and the Chancel Windows (1-3). (photo)  

One of our members recalled his father talking about being 13 
years of age when his grandfather drove to Cleveland around 
1926 to pick up one of these sets of windows. They drove a 
"Maxwell" automobile while transporting the windows back 
within the rumble seat.  
 

The Saint Stephen window 

(14) and along with the 

Elisha (21U) / Joseph & 

Jacob (21L) (photos) windows 

are from the Von Gerichten Studios of Columbus, 

Ohio, later known as the Capital City Art Glass 

Company.  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
The vast majority of our stained glass windows are 
from the Henry Keck Stained Glass Studio from  
Syracuse, New York.  While many studios closed 
their doors in the 1930’s, the superior quality of the 
Keck windows extended the life of their studio until 
1972.   
 
 
Each of these 70+ windows are on display with a 
corresponding audio presentation at:  
http://vwpresby.org/tour . 

  

http://vwpresby.org/history/Toland.pdf
http://vwpresby.org/tour/south/13all.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/south/13all.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/chancel/1-2-3overall.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/south/14all.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/south/14all.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/ambulatory/21U.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/ambulatory/21L.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour/ambulatory/21L.htm
http://syracusethenandnow.org/Architects/Keck/HKeck.htm
http://vwpresby.org/tour
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Prior to the dedication of the Scott Chapel in 1935, the room 
was named the Morgan Class Room.   
 
The “Scott Chapel” came about after the closing of the 
Presbyterian Church in Scott, Ohio.   
 
Several of their members then joined our church with $1,041.73 
of their church assets transferring with them to our church 

which was contrary to Presbyterian Synod doctrine.   
    
The room was never 
updated into a “chapel” 
until years later as a part 
of the1945 – 1955 
renovation plan.  During 
the renovation, Bonnewitz 
light fixtures (click for actual 

letter), paneling, and the 
many furnishings (Click for 

actual bills) were installed.   
 
The remodeling included 
paneling covering the 
room fireplace in the 
center of the north wall. 
The chimney flue (photo)  
still extends out the roof. 
 
In the early 1950s this chapel received the last of our Keck stained glass windows. (letter from Mr. 

Keck)  
 
  

 

 

 

Poor acoustics within the sanctuary was a recurring problem.   

In 1941, a sound amplification system was installed, however excessive “echoes”, prompted 

a sound reverberation study (Click for actual report) by an engineering firm from Cleveland Ohio in 

1945. 

  

http://vwpresby.org/history/bonnewitz.gif
http://vwpresby.org/history/bonnewitz.gif
http://vwpresby.org/history/scottchapelbills.gif
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/fireplace.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/keck.gif
http://vwpresby.org/history/1945acousticalreport.pdf
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In 1945 an extensive renovation plan (Click for actual list) was developed including about every 

room within the church.  When the scuffling was set up in the sanctuary, it was used in 

painting of the sanctuary walls along with the 1946 installation of the long awaited sound 

absorbing ceiling tile. 

 

In 1949 an Allen electronic organ was donated to the church after the original grand organ 

had become unreliable.   

In 1953 an un-named donor made new sanctuary pews and seat cushions possible.   These 

cushions were recently updated because of another generous donor, 

http://vwpresby.org/history/1945alterations.pdf
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The kitchen may be the most 

remodeled room of the church.  

The ceiling is lowered below the 

window height.  This upper area 

was filled with air ductwork in 

2000 and the latest 2011 room 

remodeling includes a new floor. 

 

   

The late 1940s renovation included 

sound absorbing ceiling tile, floor 

tile and a Bonnewitz lighting 

fixture. 
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The current Shantz pipe organ was installed in 1970 after 

three years of work 

on the project. 

   

The organ consists 

four rooms in 

addition to the 

pipes visible within 

the sanctuary.   

 

Two rooms contain 

pipes of various 

shapes, size, and 

materials.   

In additional, there are two sound protected rooms which shield noise from the blowers 

which supply air to the organ.    (Note the Bonnewitz chandelier.)                   
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In 1992 all sanctuary stain glass windows were remove, flattened, repairs made, and re-

installed. 

 At the time of the 150 year Sesquicentennial 

celebration in 1993, plans were underway to 

make our church handicap accessible by 

providing an elevator to all three floors along 

with renovating the church office, pastor study, 

the nursery, and adding a handicap restroom.   

Exterior stone came from the same quarry as the 

stone for the original building seventy years 

earlier.  

The membership activity participated in 

contributing to cover the $200,000. cost of this 

project.  

 

From 1995-2002 new drain pipes were installed to 

separate all rain water down spouts from the city 

sanitary sewer lines. 

 

“Believe it or not”, back in the 1920s, the original 

designers of the church included an air conditioning 

system.   

Cooling ventilation chambers were designed between 

the fellowship room walls and the building foundation along 

with a chamber under the downstairs hallway.  The air was then 

pushed through ductwork above the outer isles of the sanctuary 

and vented (1920’s photo) the cool air out onto the congregation.  

The system was in use into the 1970s when the circulation 

system fell into disrepair.  

In 2000 the heating and air conditioning project included the 

removal of the remaining huge steam boiler and the complete 

replacement of the prior system.  The annual church budget is 

still financing this project. 

http://vwpresby.org/history/images/aircooling.htm
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A local area contractor can still remember the windy day around 2002 when they hauled 

mortar up the top of the main chimney.  A mortar seal was placed over the cracks among the 

clay furnace, fireplace, and ventilation exit flues.  This “seal” corrected some water leaks.  A 

grid (photo) was also place over the smaller flues to prevent additional birds from to falling 

down the shafts.  

As picture on page 21, the latest Frantz room update was in 2002 which included “walling 

in” exposed pipes from the heating and air project along with lighting, trim, wall paper, and 

carpet. 

After Calvary United Methodist church closed its doors, a donor through their estate in 2006, 

made it possible to purchase the property and provide our church’s first major parking lot. 

 

 

 

A rubber roof was placed in the north sanctuary rain gutter in 2008, south gutter in 2011, and 

south narthex mid-height roof in 2013.  Such roofing material includes the 1994 addition 

which generally needs re-seamed after 20 years and replace at 30 years.  The addition roof, in 

fact, had a trap door installed in 2012 to lower the cost of accessing this area when servicing 

the roof air conditioner and addressing leaks on this nearly flat roof. 

In 2011 more efficient fluorescent light components and bulbs were installed to meet the new 

federal standards.  

In 2012, the basement hallway was remodeled including carpet for the first time. 

http://vwpresby.org/history/images/chimney.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/midheight.htm
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Because of the generosity of the donor 

through their estate, during the years 

2011 -2013 the sanctuary was tuck 

pointed, windows glazed, and the 

resetting of storm windows to allow for 

enough ventilation (photo) as not to warp 

the stain glass windows.   

Except to having caulked the crown 

molding at the crest above the Frantz 

room in 2003 (photo) during a roof repair, 

all such caulk was replaced in 2012 

within the joints between the uppermost 

“crown molding” stonework of the 

original building.  Without such 

caulking every 25 years, leaks will 

develop and expensive tuck point work becomes necessary.   Our primary chimney is still 

has a need for tuck pointing (earlier photo).  

 

In 2013 the sanctuary attic was re-insulated, doors 

weather-stripped, and foam insulation applied to the 

wall behind the south organ pipes which now allows 

the organ to remain more in tune during frigid 

weather.  

 

As mentioned on page 9, the upper sanctuary rain 

gutter is within the inner side of the sanctuary walls.  

During snow build up on the roof, the original steam 

boiler had the ability to push steam through a pipe just 

under the gutter to prevent ice dams.  Since converting 

to a hot water heat system, some years water from 

melting snow has leaked under the slate portion of the 

roof causing damage to the organ.   Rubber roofing was placed under the lower several feet 

(photo) of slate roof in an attempt to correct this leak, however the damage continued.  In 2014 

heat cable (photo) was placed in the gutter above the organ and in the horizontal portion of the 

drain pipe. 

http://vwpresby.org/history/images/stormwindow.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/frantzcapstone.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/chimney.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/roof.htm
http://vwpresby.org/history/images/heatcable.htm
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As one drives by the First Presbyterian Church, little thought is given to the bell which 

stands out so predominately.  Yes, it is from the old church which once stood a couple 

hundred feet away and yes, this bell did gather dust within the basement of the current 

church more decades than at its original perch.  As with many memorial gifts, the display of 

the bell came about because of the love an individual and their family had for our church. 
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What is a church other than an avenue to gather with a group of believers to serve and 

worship a Holy God?   

Love for one another is gained within this 

fellowship, making a church far more than 

bricks and mortar.   

During the many decades of our church, 

hundreds if not thousands have found our 

church worthy of their time, talent, and 

treasure.   

Can such love by so many be represented 

in a smile or two?  It is hard to say… 

The motivation for such generosity is a 

simple one, to recreate the opportunity for 

others to experience what these individuals 

found within our church, a loving 

relationship with the creator himself.  

 

Please accept our welcome  in being a part of our worship service this Sunday at 10am. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Van Wert First Presbyterian Church - www.vwpresby.org 

Errors or major omissions, contact: td@ohiotrail.com  

http://www.vwpresby.org/
mailto:td@ohiotrail.com

