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Renmenberi ng Bl acksburg Presbyterian Church 1948-2008

My father, Ellison A Snyth, accepted the call to

Bl acksburg Presbyterian Church, effective February 1948. He
was uniquely suited to this position: son of a professor at
Virginia A&M Col l ege (as it was then), home-grown in the
congregation, a graduate of VPl in electrical engineering
with experience in “the real world” before entering the
mnistry. He knew and was known, but had been | ong enough
away to soften any rough spots fromthe past. He was com ng
Horre.

H's work was cut out for him in addition to the
church in town, largely revolving around the coll ege
community, there was a chapel in Roanoke Valley where he
preached at 9:30, nmaking it back to town for the 11:00
service. He was also building up a mnistry in “ Potlikker
Flats” in Northside, where he preached and hel d gospe
si ngs Sunday eveni ngs about 7:00. Each |location had its own
di stinctive congregation and style of worship. Dad woul d
prepare one text, then tailor the sernon for each
congregation, and the hymms were quite different each pl ace.

But that’'s getting ahead of ny story, which for
me began when we stepped fromthe train onto the platformin
Canbria, now swall owed up in Christiansburg. W were net by
“Sally” Mles who called ne * Towhead,” which confused ny
brunette head as nuch as the fact that “Sally” was a
gentl eman, but | accepted the affection in his voice.

Having lived nost of ny Iife in balny South
Carolina, | had been | ooking forward to snow. The griny
slush in R chnmond had been a di sappoi ntnent, but there was
nice white snow at the manse, where we were net by Paul Dyck
and his two girls, Nancy and Polly, the latter ny brother
Al'lan’s age. Their eldest, Robert, was away at coll ege, but
was an active nmenber until recent years. Qur famlies becane
good friends. The Dycks had a big brick house on South Main
with a sloping yard, where | did ny first sledding. M. Dyck
taught us to swmin the sepul chral basenment pool at VPl and
sang in the church choir. Ms. Dyck was a consunmmat e cook
her pfeffernusse recipe is still a Christrmas favorite.

| caught nmunps right after we noved to
Bl acksburg, and Dr. Charlie Manges, a menber of the
congregation, ordered ne into a darkened room so | m ssed
out on all the welcomng activities, including Dad s
installation on February 29, Leap Year.

The red brick Presbyterian Church on Roanoke
Street was the fourth built by the Bl acksburg congregati on.
Al t hough there had been an earlier wooden church, the brick
church on Main Street, which has gone through many
pernmutations — the Odd Fel |l ows Lodge, a maternity shop, and
now a restaurant -- was the one ny grandparents had
attended. The next church built was in use as the
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educational building and fellowship hall when we noved to
town. The church | grew up in had been built in 1904, the
year after Dad’ s birth. The nave was divided into three
sections with a balcony. W sat in the 4th or 5th pew on the
left aisle — Dad’s Aunt Meta' s pew.

Aunt Meta was a form dable woman, an ari stocrat
from Charleston, S.C., widow of the forner cadet corps
commandant, |ater a professor. She wore a stole of two or
three mnk pelts; the heads fascinated ne — each hard,
poi nty nose cl anped near its fellows’ dangling hind |egs,
beady gl ass eyes glittering at ne. Wth four of us to
control, Mother tried to seat herself between those nost
likely to cause trouble on a given Sunday, and the
unl ucki est got to sit next to Geat-aunt Meta. One of ny
nost enbarrassi ng chil dhood nonments was when the choir sang
Handel's “Hall elujah Chorus” after the benediction one
hol i day. Considering the length of the chorus, Dad suggested
t he congregation be seated during the singing. However, if
King George Il had stood during the chorus, so would Aunt
Meta, and | was made her unwilling partner in this public
di spl ay.

Soneti mes Mom woul d parcel us out to sit with
ot her trusted nenbers. Dr. Jack Hutcheson, former president
of VPI, sat in front of us and had a marvel |l ous bass voi ce.
| liked to |l ean ny ear against his chest, especially when he
sang “Into the Wods My Master Went, ” the nost dol orous
hymm ever witten. One Sunday ny hair got tangled in his
vest buttons, and when it cane tine to stand for the next
hymm we were inextricably entwined. Ms. Ida Dunlap sat
directly behind us, a tiny woman wth an extensive
collection of flowered hats. She had been Dad’ s piano
teacher and became ours, although the | essons didn't take on
ne.

There were wi ndows on either side of the pul pit
platform One warm Sunday Adger, who was about four years
ol d, escaped fromthe nursery and clinbed up on a box to
| ook in through the window on Dad's right. The | ong pastoral
prayer was underway, and Adger joined in, “Blah, blah,
bl ah, bl ah. ™ Dad gl anced up at one of the ushers, who,
conprehendi ng the nessage, slipped out back, and shortly
there was an indignant squawk as Adger di sappear ed.

We | oved to explore the enpty church, crawing
under the pews, racing up to the bal cony, using the choir
with its velvet curtain as a stage. We di scovered how to get
into the basenent and found the Christnmas decorations, and
purl oi ned a blue glass ball, which appeared for years on our
own tree, producing feelings of guilt. Bulletins, for some
reason, we called "church nmenbers,” and our job was to
collect themafter the service. On sumrer evenings it was
fun to watch the chimey swifts swarminto the church
chi mey at dusk.

The brick manse stood on the corner of Roanoke
and Church Streets. It was a large two-story affair with a
bit of a front yard where | once tried ny hand at a | enonade
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stand. There were full-length back porches up and
downstairs. There was a nouse hole where an electric cable
entered the house, and | loved to see the tiny mce peek
out, their pink ears aquiver. | renenber the sound of Dad
stoking the coal furnace in the basenent, and the pile of
coal with the big flap doors for deliveries. W weren't
supposed to clinb up the water pipes connecting the
radi ators, but we did anyway, like chinps up a tree. The
basenent, which had a dirt floor, was al so where the Boy
Scouts stored piles of newspapers accunul ated during their
paper drives. | think Mother had a jelly closet down there
for food she canned. This was also the place where a stray
cat had kittens. | avoided the basement as dark and scary.
The manse had a big back yard. Dad al ways had a
garden where we were each encouraged to grow sonething; |
had a row of radi shes. Wien | discovered one row was

spi nach, I *“over- weeded” it down to nothing. Another tine
| enptied a pot of spinach fromthe stove into the garbage.
Not ny favourite vegetable! | had to pay for the | osses out

of ny * Saturday dine” allowance.

There was a hi gh wooden fence on the Church
Street side of the back yard which was fun to sit on
especially the day the bear cane to town, although we m ssed
seeing it. Hollyhocks lined this fence, and al ong the back
fence was a grapevine, fromwhich we nmade jelly. Between the
manse and the back of the church was a | ow pi cket fence
entirely covered with wild clematis. You could cl anber onto
the fence and fall backwards into the mass of vines, raising
sneezes fromthe pollen.

The back yard corner abutting the fenced Sunday
School yard had a brick barbecue and was where church
socials and picnics for VPl students were held. | loved to
shuck the ears of corn that were boiled to acconpany fried
chi cken or hog dogs and burgers, nounds of potato sal ad, and
fruit pies. In inclenment weather the Westm nster Fell owship
met in the adjoining educational building, row upon row of
students, served piping hot neals by the church wonen. |
remenber the sound of two hundred mal e students singing
eveni ng hymmns.

The educational building, behind the sanctuary,
was where Dad had his study. On Sundays our classes were
there, and | renenber baskets of broken crayons, the Faith
and Life curricul umworkbooks, and the take-hone |eaflets
based on the International Sunday School Lessons. | hated
dressing up, especially wearing a hat, and | used to tuck ny
offering dine into nmy white gloves. Ms. Hll's day school,
Ki ndergarten to Grade 6, net in the educational building,
and ny younger siblings, Ruth and Adger, were enrolled
there. Allan and | wal ked down Roanoke Street to public
school . | enjoyed the sandbox under the huge bl ackheart
cherry tree. You could clinb into the tree by standing on
top of the sandbox, but we weren't supposed to do that.

Ms. Hill produced an annual play, with reworded
tunes: "Mrror, mrror magic, hanging on the wall" (Au Cair
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de la Lune) and "I ama little pilgrimmid, ny nane is
Patience Charity Wade, | sew and cook and cl ean and nend,
and hel p ny nother days on end." | envied the costunes and

strutting about the stage. One year Roger Long, son of the
m ni ster to students and ethics professor, was Al addin. The
robbers |l ed himblindfol ded off stage, but forgot to tel

hi m when he’d reached the edge. The audi ence heard a | oud

“ Thunp,” but when Al addin was | ed back for the next scene
in the robbers’ cave, he manfully spoke his line, * Thank
you for bringing ne,” which brought down the house!

Because of over-crowding, a nice problemfor a
church to have, Sunday School classes began neeting
downstairs in the manse, so Sunday nornings were harri ed.
One Easter Mdther cane downstairs to discover that Adger had
found a tube of Dad’'s heavy-duty glue. H's hair was just
hardening i nto spi kes, and she spent the Sunday School hour
trimmng off the clunps. Wth the manse nore and nore in
demand, Dad nmade the w se decision to invest in a honme of
our own, and in 1950 we noved to Cak Drive, in Bl ackwood.

Janet Caneron and Hallie Hughes were pillars of
the north Bl acksburg m ssion, and I woul d often acconpany
Dad to the Sunday eveni ng services. Wen the cinderbl ock
Nort hsi de Chapel was built in 1950, Dad procured a train
bell from Norfolk and Western, the sane bell that was tolled
for his funeral decades later. | occasionally acconpanied
himto early services at the Roanoke Valley Chapel, picking
up people en route, sonetinmes on the running board of our
old Ford. As a teen | helped with Vacation Bi bl e School
there, which was usually organi zed by a sumer sem nary
student, on whom | invariably devel oped a crush.

Church Picnics were at Plank’s farm There were
peacocks up at the main house, which sounded |ike they were
screaming for “ HELP! ” There was a river to explore and
splash in, a pony to ride, horseshoes for the nen, and relay
races for all ages. Long tables were laid out with every
i magi nable thing to eat, all grouped in categories: fried
chi cken, sliced country ham devilled eggs, many types of
potato salad, corn on the cob, beans cooked different ways,
pi ckl es made from cucunbers or waternelon rind or green
t omat oes or zucchini, rolls and biscuits and corn pone, and
wonder ful deserts: coconut cake, chocol ate cake, berry and
appl e and rhubarb pies, brownies and cookies, and sonetines
hand-churned ice cream-- we took turns turning the crank --
and al ways wat er nel on.

Dad | oved bei ng back in Bl acksburg and on Sunday
afternoons introduced us to all his boyhood haunts:
Smthfield, Brush Mountain, TrilliumVail . . . Dad clained
he coul d skate before he could wal k, and becanme the official
tester of the ice on the pond. He was in his md-seventies
when he finally hung up his skates. On Sunday norning fol ks
at church would ask, “Is it ready yet?,” and soon the
ponds becane the center of town. Dad taught many town kids —
and sone adults — how to skate. He woul d skate backwards,
hol di ng your hands and pulling you forwards, and then skate
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side by side, with hands crossed over in front. Often he was
tow ng a whole |ine of kids, and sonetimes would do a gentle
crack-the-whip. Then he would do some figure 8s, or rapid
backwar ds skating, crossing his feet over on the turns.

Sunday di nner often found stray students at our
tabl e: Dad would sweep them up after church and Mom never
knew how many she'd have to feed. | especially renenber a
student naned Joe Martin, after whom | naned ny next
Christmas doll. He, the doll, later becane Baby Jesus for
the Christnmas pageants.

Christmas was a busy tinme in the manse, with
extra services, a pageant, and all the excitenent of the
season. | don't renmenber Christmas Day services, unless it
fell on a Sunday, but Dad would go down to open the
sanctuary in case anyone wanted to spend sone quiet tine in
nmedi tation. One Christmas the church did a dramati zati on of
“The Gft of the OGher Wse Man. ” Mdther nade a
magni fi cent cape for Dick Dietrich out of the remains of a
sil k parachute she had bought fromarny surplus. | had a bit
part as a slave girl scream ng down the aisle that the Roman
sol diers were com ng, and w ecked things by making nmy noisy
entrance too soon.

Bob Bluford directed student work until Apri
1951. One evening he found a possumon their back porch and

asked his son if he’ d ever seen a possum “1’ve seen Possum
Snyth, ” Bobby said, having heard Dad referred to as
“Parson.” Bob was followed in Septenber by Edward Leroy
Long, who was half tinme at the church and half at VPI’'s new
departnment of Phil osophy and Religion. Ed is brilliant,
active in social and political issues, and still a prolific
witer.

The Bl acksburg Church has a good record for
produci ng mnisters and m ssionaries. Earl King was a VPI
student who had served summers in the Roanoke Val |l ey chapel
and went to the Congo; Ron Dietrick becane a mssionary to
Korea; Dick Andrews and Bill Brown entered the mnistry, as
did ny brother Allan. | like to think that our neighbor R ck
Dietrich was influenced by his childhood in the Bl acksburg
church. Charlie Bill More directed student work and then
becane a candidate for mnistry. | stayed on the farmwth
his fol ks, Harry and Frances Mwore, when the church sent Dad
and Momto Florida when Dad | ost his voice after Christnmas.
Harry let me try mlking the cow, but neither of us enjoyed
t he experience. | preferred feeding clover to Lyn's rabbits
and was allowed to take one home as a pet, not realizing
that the others were headed for the table.

Mot her bel onged to a nunber of groups that net
occasionally at our house. The Wnen of the Church, of
course, but also the Garden C ub, the Community Concert
Associ ation, a Book C ub, bandage-rolling for the Red Cross
or mssion hospitals, and the Christmas Bird Count.
Sonetinmes we were allowed to serve refreshnments, starting
wi th passing napki ns when we were snall, to the honor of
passing the tray with sugar and cream and the polished
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t easpoons. She was involved in sonme of the orientation
progranms for international students at VPl and was an active
menber of the Council on Human Rights. And there were many
years of Sunday School and Scouting: probably every
departnment of the fornmer up to Jr H, and al so Den Mot her,
Brownie and Grl Scout |eader, and all the commttees

t hereunt o appertaini ng! One year for Vacation Bible School
she |l ed her class several tines around the church, but the
wal I s of Jericho didn't fall

In 1953 | joined the communi cant's class neeting
with Dad. We | earned the Ten Conmandnments, the Shorter
Cat echi sm and were exam ned by the Session. | was
di sappoi nted when we “j oined the church, ” because, since
t here had been so nmuch tal k about taking on adult
responsibilities, | had expected to becone a nmenber of Wnen
of Church. | renmenber voting for elders and deacons and j ust

mar ki ng the nanes | knew. At least | was now all owed to take
communion, a rite fromwhich I had felt excluded and avoi ded
whenever | coul d.

Dad was a conm ssioner to General Assenbly in
Ri chrmond in 1954, and was al so being awarded a D.D. by
Hanpden Sydney. He m ssed his ride but found a friend
willing to rush himto the cerenony. W were wondering where
on earth he was when he crept onto stage, still struggling
into his academ c gown.

| rene Gay was church secretary for many years and
had to get used to Dad s sense of hunor, which often crept
into letters he dictated. “Now Ellison,” she'd say, *“ do
you really want that part about the kitchen-sink to be in
here?”

| was in the Sr H Sunday School class |ed by Dot
Wsman and Charlie Domrernuth. We kicked off the fall with a
bi ke hi ke, of which there is a nenorable photo. In 1956 Wbe
Kroontje cane to VPl in agronony and joined the Presbyterian
church. He called Dad “ Dom nie,” and he and Marietje
followed the scripture readings in their Bible. I was called
on occasionally to babysit their daughter Roeli Ann, and
grew to admre them both, sometines stopping off to visit on
my way honme from school. | renenber Wbe as trenendously
ent husi astic, eager to |earn everything, and, a forner
menber of the Dutch Resistance, dedicated to freedom —
freedom of thought, speech and action. Wbe was probably the
nost influential mentor in ny life. Wien the church noved to
the new | ocation on Eakin Street the follow ng year, the
Kroontjes becane advisors to the Sr H group. Fromthem we
| earned to ask questions, to probe for truth, to chall enge
unjust systens. W also had a lot of fun. | renmenber ice
skating, Wbe going hard and fast -- Allan clains in his
shirt sl eeves! Mther would have cocoa piping hot for the
group when we got back to the house to warmup and pl ay
board ganes or Spill & Spell. The Sr H group spent a
weekend at our fam |y vacati on house in Bl ow ng Rock, North
Carolina, hiking, planning for the fall, worshipping and
singing together. We had a youth newsletter that | co-edited
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one year. A nunber of the youth group also sang in the
church choir under Dick Dietrich’ s direction. The church
encouraged youth to engage the w der church at presbytery
rallies, retreats, and canps such as Massanetta and
Fincastl e. W had Easter sunrise services on the golf course
and waffl e breakfasts afterwards. One year Mdther taught a
group of the girls the highland fling for the high school
spring festival.

In May 1954 the Supreme Court had brought down
Brown vs Board of Education, requiring public schools to
begin to desegregate. Massive Resistance was the response in
much of Virginia, with sone counties closing their public
school s rather than integrate. Mnister to Students Jerry
Boney (who married Nancy Dyck), the Rev Bob Thomas fromthe
Epi scopal Church, our parents and a nunber of congregants,
e. g. Normand Anne G over, were nmenbers of the Council on
Human Rel ations |locally and attended neetings in R chnond.
At the time | didn’'t understand what this was all about,
for, although our parents were very involved, | don’t
remenber their tal king much about it at hone. Wen | asked
Dad years | ater why, he said he thought we woul d have a nore
difficult time at school if we knew, but | didn't agree.
had considerable difficulty with ny McCarthyite homeroom
teacher that year, and if | had understood ny parents’
activities were a factor, | think I m ght have nanaged
better.

In 1958 the Rev. Wody Leach cane as Director of
Student work. Wody and Nance were activists in race
rel ati ons, and supportive and wise friends to ne in ny
“lettuce years.” | went off to Southwestern for coll ege,
but had letters froma nunber of church friends who kept ne
informed. Givil Rights was heating up in Westm nster
Fel  owshi p in Bl acksburg as well as Menphis.

Rev. Archie R chnond, mnister of African
Met hodi st Epi scopal church, had been arrested in 1955 for
pi cni cking on the "white" side of a state park. Dad and
other white mnisters supported himand invited himto join
the Mnisterial Association. The Session had then turned
down a request for the Association and the Council on Human
Rel ations to neet at our church. In 1959 the AAUWI nvited
I ndia Richnond, Archie’s wife, to join, and was thrown off
canpus. Mom and others raised the question of their neeting
at our church. The ushers were struggling with the question
of whether to seat Negro visitors. Dad asked Orrin Mgill
who was from M ssi ssi ppi and had been a m ssionary to China,
to head a conmttee to ook into all questions relating to
race relations in the light of Christian faith. Their report
canme to Session in January 1961 and opened seati ng,
menber ship, use of the facilities, the Scout troop and day
school to all.

| have heard stories of the voting at that
Session neeting. VPl President Newman, adamantly opposed to
integration, was on a Session made up of nostly faculty
menbers. Dad started the discussion next to Newran and asked
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everyone to speak their mnd. Newran was | ast and stal ked
out of the roomas the only negative vote. Geat strategy on
Dad’ s part, and trenmendous courage on the part of faculty
menbers.

When | graduated from Sout hwestern in 1963, | was
accepted by the World Council of Churches for a nonth | ong
sumrer project in Berlin, Germany, and then for a four nonth
stint as a volunteer in Austria. Two couples instrumental in
this experience were the Kroontjes and the Jake Tingas from
t he church, who provided encouragenent and fi nanci al
support.

On August 21, 1965 Dad conducted my marriage to
Ji m Li ndenberger, then a student at Union Theol ogi cal
Sem nary. Many wonen in the church -- Cornella Dyck, Helen
Judki ns, Margaret G ayson, Frances Dietrich, Mary Thonpson
and Maude Wal |l ace — hel ped with preparations and hosted
showers, teas and lunches. It felt right to be married
surrounded by peopl e who had hel ped ne grow from chi |l dhood.

In Spring 1974 Jim who had taught Hebrew Bible
one senester at the Vancouver School of Theol ogy in Canada,
was conpleting his Ph D from Johns Hopkins. Mom and Dad were
in Hartsville, S.C., where Dad was interimmnister, so we
noved into their home and back into ny home church. Qur
daughter Ru was three years old and enjoyed the pre-school
group, especially the church playground. Dad had been
cautious about creating problens for new mnister’s after
his retirement in 1968, as he had served such a long tine.
He had backed away from many activities, but when the Rev.
Jesse Hutchinson di ed unexpectedly, he agreed to fill in as
interimlate in 1974. These were years when ny parents
enjoyed travelling in their little Airstreamtrailer. Mther
continued working in the VT herbariumuntil she was 88 years
ol d.

The 1980's and ‘90's were years of declining
health, and | was thankful that | could piggy-back a trip to
Bl acksburg onto United Church of Canada neetings which took
me to Toronto twice a year. During these visits | was
enbraced by ny parents’ “ Young Friends” - Joni & Bob
Pi enkowski, Guy & Jean Hammond, Don & Barb M chel son,

Cat heri ne Snyder and Chris, JoAnn Underwood, Barbara Sinha.
Havi ng been wel comed to Bl acksburg by ny fol ks, these folks
reci procated tenfold. My parents’ friends soon becane m ne,
added to nmy longtinme friends in the congregation. They kept
in touch with ny fol ks, who now |lived at Warm Hearth, and
kept me informed about their condition. They extended
support, advice, neals, a place to debrief and stay when
was in town. The Leaches and Pi enkowskies virtually kept a
t oot hbrush for nme in their guest roons! And when Dad and Mom
died within three weeks of one another in 1998, the
congregation reached out to the famly, hosting children,
grandchi l dren, nieces and nephews. | wll never forget the
eveni ng of renenbering held before Dad’ s funeral, nor the
synpat hy extended when we were stunned by Mdther’s death
whi ch foll owed so quickly.
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Wbe Kroontje said, “1 don't suppose we'll see
you in Bl acksburg anynore, ” and | replied, “Don’t bet on
it!” Most sumers we try to schedul e our cross country

route through Bl acksburg on a Sunday, so that we can worship
and fellowship with our friends at Bl acksburg Presbyterian,
and twice | have been able to attend the Snyth Lectures, a
wonderfully appropriate nenorial to two people who gave so
much of thenselves to Bl acksburg.

My life, and that of ny extended fam |y, has been
bl essed by the saints of BPC, which will always be ny *“ hone
church.”

Susan Snyth Li ndenber ger
Vancouver, BC, Canada
August 2007



