A Tribute To The Late Mrs. Joe Clement

By Rev. Marcus L. Bach in 1929

(A newspaper clipping brought to First UCC from Merton & Shirley Moely in May 1988)
It is one of life’s little tragedies that the accompanist is so often eclipsed by the one accompanied.  While the soloist rejoices in acclaim and conquest, the accompanist receives the attention of a mechanical automatism.

There is one particular accompanist who has run the rugged gamut of faithfulness and whose record of constancy is destined, at last, to reward her with recognition.  She is Mrs. Joe Clement, organist of the First Reformed Church, Sauk City, WI.  She has the unusual and enviable record of having played the organ for 45 years, and she has never missed a service.  This has included special meetings, weddings, choir rehearsals, holy days, and funerals.  This has included Sabbaths when the mercury was down to 30 degrees below, days when it was 100 degrees above, days of rain and snow, days when there was to be company for dinner, days of headaches and heartaches, days, days, days.

One Sabbath, April 11, 1884 to be exact, a mother and father watched their 13-year old daughter take her place at the old church organ.  When she was securely seated on the cushioned chair, her sister came and helped her adjust her stiffly starched skirt.  And without further formality, a frail, curly-haired youngster, scared to death, began her career.  She had had this encouragement from her father before leaving home that morning, “You’ve taken enough music lessons now, and you should be able to play anything.  Jetz, Spiel!”  The four blocks to church had been traversed painfully.  Two little legs had shivered and trembled, not entirely from the cold; and one little heart had beaten thunderously!  Those little legs felt the pedals with effort and little fingers pressed heavily on the keys.

The old church was equipped with kerosene lamps.  The pulpit was high above the organist’s had and was reached by a flight of precipitous stairs.  The stove on this April Sabbath scorched those Christians in its immediate vicinity, and the preacher made it hot for the rest.   The horses in the adjoining shed neighed and stamped.  But young Selma Buerki was oblivious of it all, she pedaled the organ and as her perspiring fingers felt their way over the keyboard, she led the singing, “Praise God from whom all blessings flow …”
Some years later, there was a presidential inauguration; and the organist, now Mrs. Joe Clement, played a triumphant choral in honor of the first president of Reformed faith.  Nor could that notable have felt more exalted than she who played the new church organ that day!  There was a pedal keyboard on this new instrument to be played with the feet, and the bellows were worked by a boy, hidden behind the cabinet.  These were innovations!  With them came a salary of $20 a year for the church organist. 

It was a long span of years that stretched from Chester A. Arthur to Theodore Roosevelt.  The intervention bridging that gap could be made graphic by noting the events it includes!  Selma 
Buerki, too, had experienced changed.  She had changed her name but not her avocation.  Not even a honeymoon could make her miss a church service.  That romantic episode was so arranged that Sundays found her in her place at the organ.  She was in business for her King.  Her parents had passed on.  The sister who had been so particular about Selma’s appearance at her debut had, also, been summoned home.  The wheel of time was slowly rolling through various changes.

New families of mice inhabited the new organ; it was more spacious.  Only once did one of the little denizens disturb a service, and that was when it ran across the keys and added an obbligato to “O Come All Ye Faithful.”  (Mrs. Clement is still horrified at church mice.)  They and the bellows boy were her main anxieties at this period.  But as she sat at the organ, she smiled.  The congregation was growing.  The church had caught the spirit of the times, the spirit of progress.  On the ceilings gleamed the miracle of man-incandescent lights.  Gone were the dangerous and offensive kerosene chandeliers.  Gone were the lamplighter and ladder.  As she pulled the stops and touched the keys, her soul, too, was aglow; and she sang, “Praise God from whom all blessings flow …”
The years whirled on and in this final cycle the organist’s name was again changed, and she became known as Aunt Selma.  Rousseau once wrote, “There is a period of life when we go back as we advance.”  Our faithful accompanist advances as time strives vainly to slacken her steps or mar her record of perfection.

The World Was was harassing to her as to all German-Americans scattered throughout our land; but she dealt with the situation admirably.  She played at the special services where there were prayers for peace or where men were paid at last homage during the throes of war.  Loyal to her calling, she accepted with fortitude whatever transpired.

With it all came a new and magnificent structure for the First Reformed Church.  Down came the little old stone church with its steeple and belfry.  Down came the horse shed and up went a temple modern and noble in design.  Go to this church next Sunday, and you will see Aunt Selma at the console of a great double-manual organ.  She touches a switch and the glistening keys eagerly await her tender caress.  The choir is before her, a large congregation unmindful of her emotions, fills the church.  Outside are cars, row upon row, and oftentimes a plane sweeps high overhead.  Ministers have come and gone, children who were baptized have married, and their children sing their Christmas songs to the plaintive accompaniment of the organ.  That accompaniment has come year after year for almost half a century, and always the same fingers have played over the keyboards.  Those fingers are gnarled, but never weary.  For as Aunt Selma gently touches the responsive keys, she still joins in singing the strains of the immortal doxology, “Praise God from whom all blessings flow ….”
