The 1960s

The 1960s are remembered by most historians as a time of social unrest and change, a time when the children born after World War II came of age and started questioning many of  their parents values — including the value of the church.

At Epiphany, the sheer numbers of Baby Boomers helped fill the pews during the early part of the decade. But by the late 1960s, newer church members were seeking, sometimes demanding answers to questions about the Vietnam War, affirmative action and civil rights, and about personal issues like divorce, birth control.and premarital relations. 

From 1957, when Fordyce Eastburn left for St. Luke’s, until his successor departed in 1970, the church and society were to experience some astounding changes as pressure grew to make many facets of life more “relevant.” But other things stayed the same. More people went to church then. But the reasons for doing so weren’t so different from those given by people attending Epiphany today.

“I felt we all needed a good Christian education and background,” Doris Anderson said recently. “To me, the fellowship was so important, to be with nice people I wanted to call friends. And our daughters needed to know about God and how to lead a good Christian life.”

In 1957, most of the women were homemakers, the generation of suburban wives and mothers that later inspired Betty Friedan to write The Feminine Mystique .Men wore suits and ties to church and the women wouldn't have dreamed of showing up without gloves and hats. In fact, Episcopalian women covered their heads in church by custom. Pictures of girls in the choir show them wearing hats that went with their choir robes. But the difference was far deeper than fashion. The prayer book was the 1928 version, the Bible was the King James translation and only boys and men could serve at the altar. The service was usually Morning Prayer with Communion offered once a month or only at the early Sunday service. The priest celebrated Communion standing in front of the altar with his back to the congregation. Epiphany in the early 1960s had only recently begun the practice of intinction, in which the communicant could dip the bread in the wine instead of receiving bread and wine directly. And only people who had been confirmed were supposed to receive Communion.

Building the Church

Nowadays, it takes an average of 18 months to go through the search process for a new priest, but in 1957 it was common for a vestry to accept the candidate recommended by the Bishop (and a rector, once called, could expect to stay in a parish to the end of his career. So, by by April 1 of 1957, only a month after Eastburn submitted his resignation, Epiphany had a new rector — the Rev. Edward W. Wicher.

Wicher says he was shocked when he was told during his first meeting with the vestry that the congregation planned to build a church as soon as possible.

"I said we'll raise the money first, but they vetoed that," he recalled. "They already had the plans drawn up. They were looking for fellowship. You know, it's not very worshipful sitting in a parish hall with makeshift chairs sliding around."

John Maltby, whose family moved to San Carlos and joined Epiphany when he was just a few months old, remembers as a child crawling around in the Parish Hall between the wooden folding chairs and the rubber mats used as kneelers. 

"The chairs always used to fold up on some kid who was wiggling too much," he recalled.

But the first property issue Wicher had to face was that of the rectory. A former Air Force chaplain who had been rector at St. James Church in San Francisco for 10 years, Wicher wanted to move his family to the suburbs. Epiphany must have seemed like a perfect match to Bishop Block, who told Wicher that the church came with a nice rectory. Wicher, who had five children, only learned after he'd accepted the call that the rectory was the two-bedroom house on Rosewood. He later convinced the vestry to first rent out and eventually sell the Rosewood property and give him a housing allowance from the proceeds. He used the allowance to buy his own home with the help of a CalVet loan.

The vestry had planned to finance the church building with a cheap loan from the Bank of California, but it was turned down. Fortunately, the Diocesan chancellor had a friend at Great Western who arranged a 10-year loan for $150,000, but at a higher interest rate. They also got an interest-free $25,000 loan from the National Church. Pledges at the end of the building campaign totaled $95,000 (over five years). "It was a struggle from then on," remembers Wicher. He said part of the problem was that the Bishop had promised to freeze the parish's annual assessment to the diocese until after the church was paid for, but Block’s successors didn't honor that practice until 1966, when the assessment was reduced by $2,000. "It was hard on the parish," said Wicher. "They were establishing their own homes and were heavily mortgaged."

However, the church was a focal point for many people's lives. In the days before a TV set was in every household, the church was where people met not only for their spiritual needs, but also to make friends and develop social networks. Either at the Parish Hall or at other sites, the church hosted adult dinner groups, ladies' teas and card parties in addition to both adult and children's choirs, day and evening women's auxiliary groups, plus adult and children's Christian education meetings.

Boy Scout Troop 96, which was started around 1950, had the largest number of Eagle Scouts in the country for a troop its size, according to Ed Dixson, the former Scoutmaster. The Dixsons, who joined the congregation in 1946, said Mr. Wicher was very supportive of the troop and that his son, Gordon, was one of the Eagle Scouts.

Vincent and Ruth Morvillo, who were active at Epiphany between 1960 and 1977, remember the church as a “tight congregation, like a big happy family,” that also was friendly and outgoing with lots of activities including parties, the married couples club, mystery trips and other outings.

So work on the church proceeded. Wicher was responsible for much of what the church looked like. He'd been a curate at St. Luke's Church in San Francisco before his term at St. James, and had always liked it. He said Epiphany has the same floor plan as St. Luke's, except the shape of the lot didn't allow for a baptistery in back, so the chapel was put on the north side instead. J. Francis Ward, the Englishman who was the architect of the neo-Gothic church, was the first to be confirmed in it, according to Mr. Wicher.

Construction started in July, 1958 and as in most projects built on a budget, compromises had to be made. The allowance for the steeple was trimmed. Samples of both modern and traditional designs based on the cycle of the church year in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer were developed for the windows, but the traditional design was selected. Although both the steeple and windows have undergone repairs since then, they’ve withstood the test of time.

The Dedication Celebration: Bishop Pick’s Peak Performance

The church was dedicated n March, 1959, by Bishop James A. Pike, who had succeeded Bishop Block in 1958. Hazel (now Maltby) and Charlie Farrow hosted a reception in their home after the church reception for the Bishop. Pike was already known for his sense of drama.

Hazel recalls that as they were discussing whether it was appropriate to offer the Bishop champagne, he came in through the back door, kissed the kitchen maid hired for the event and proceeded to the piano to play a few numbers. When he was offered the champagne, he replied, "No, I'll have a glass of Scotch."

Jack Drach recalls that Bishop Pike, who was known for a variety of unorthodox beliefs, announced his imminent retirement at Epiphany in 1965. He warned that “If you think I've been radical, wait until you see Kim Myers (C. Kilmer Myers, Bishop from 1966-80).

The Rev. Ed Wicher

The Rev. Wicher loves liturgy. He grew up in Marin County where he attended St. John's Church, although his father taught at a Presbyterian seminary. After graduating from UC Berkeley, he said it would have been a family embarrassment if he'd gone into the clergy without attending his father’s seminary. But he became an Episcopalian priest.

"The dignity, the reverence, the orderliness of the church was appealing," he said. "You knew what you were getting. I just loved the orderliness of the Episcopal Church."

Wicher will readily admit that he is a somewhat formal person. St. James and St. Luke's were both "dignified churches but not High (more like Roman Catholic) Church," he said. Epiphany was somewhat more relaxed. "Father Eastburn had started the church from scratch and it was all very informal. He was the church. I think I told the congregation the first Sunday I was there that I was not Father Eastburn."

Although perhaps not as outgoing as Father Eastburn, many people were made to feel welcome by Mr. Wicher, as he preferred to be called, and his wife, Helen.

Parishioner Katherine Young met him in 1958 when she and her family had just arrived from Hong Kong as refugees."Rev. Wicher heard that we were Episcopalians and came to our home personally and welcomed us to the church," she recalled in a recent letter. "Since then all (four) of our daughters were married in our church by the Rev. Wicher from 1960 through 1966." The Youngs attended Epiphany for 30 years with husband T.J. in the choir for 20 of those years and Katherine creating a reputation as "The Violet Lady" because she grew violets for the church bazaars.

Jay Thorp, an active member of the present Congregation, came to Epiphany in 1957. A former Congregationalist, she joined Wicher's confirmation class to find out about the church and decided by its end to be confirmed.

"There are so many choices," she recalled during a recent interview. "God has given us free will. Mr. Wicher went through the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed. He didn't tell us how we were supposed to think. I liked him. He was easy to talk with. He has a good sense of humor. He told me he'd gone to UC Berkeley and majored in basketball." She especially enjoyed some of the informal dinners she had at the Wicher home eating off TV trays.

He may have been informal at home, but there's no question Wicher believes in the dignity of the church service. He forbid the ushers to wear white shoes and insisted on neckties. John Maltby remembers that all the boys looked forward to being old enough to be acolytes. Girls weren't allowed.

"The tallest boy would be crucifer," he said. "There were eight acolytes for each service and height mattered. The two boys closest in height were torchbearers. Every year, when they fitted you for a new robe, they measured your height so they could plan who would serve. If you weren't going to be there, you had to find another boy your height to fill in." Acolytes knelt by the altar during the entire monthly Eucharist. Occasionally, a boy would faint on a hot day, according to Maltby.

More People: More Challenges

Epiphany had been holding three Sunday services in the Parish Hall. When the congregation moved into the more spacious new church, they changed to two services at 8 and 10 a.m. Sunday School was held during the 10 a.m. service.

Attendance during the early 1960s boomed. The newsletter in 1961 reported Christmas attendance of 817 with 21 acolytes and 12 ushers. Epiphany listed a communicant membership of 748.

Jack and Dorothy Potts, who were active at Epiphany from 1962 to 1978 (they now live in Canada), recall that the church always seemed to be full. "If you went to the Christmas Eve service a little late, you were sitting on chairs in the back because the church was crammed," said Dorothy.

Jay Thorp, who become a sixth-grade Sunday School teacher, had 20 children in her class. "They didn't even all fit around a table," she said. "We'd open the windows and the boys sat on the window sills."

However, finances were strained by the growth. The January, 1961, newsletter warned that the church might have to return to mission status. That year, the church hired an experienced outside professional to work on the stewardship campaign.

The Rev. Schuyler Pratt: Part-time Assistant Rector/Full-time Friend
In 1961, Epiphany added a retired priest, the Rev. Schuyler Pratt, to be assistant rector. Pratt, 70, was to serve for more than 14 years — longer than any other clergy at Epiphany — without receiving a salary.

Born in Albany, NY, in 1891, he attended Williams College in Massachusetts and the Yale Divinity School in Connecticut, graduating just in time to be an Army chaplain in France during World War I. He was an active life-long member of the American Legion. During his ministry, he was rector of All Saints, San Francisco; St. Mark’s in Hood River, Ore.; St. Peter’s in Redwood City (1935-44), Our Saviour in Mill Valley and St. Luke’s in Hollister.

He and his wife, Mabel, lived in an adobe house he’d built in Los Trancos Woods near Portola Valley. He lived there until 1977, when he entered the Pilgrim Haven Skilled Care facility in Los Altos, where he died in 1987 at age 96. During the 1970s, the library at Epiphany was named in his honor.

Hs duties at Epiphany included giving the homily at the 8 a.m. service. Parishioners who were there at the time recall that he could sometimes give quite lengthy sermons, but the talks he prepared for children were succinct and delivered in a slow and articulate voice, according to John Maltby.

Schuyler Pratt was a man of short stature — but immense heart and dignity, say those who knew him. Dale Madden remembers him as “wonderful listener.” “He was such a dear,” she said recently. “When you became frustrated, you could always go to Schuyler and pour out your feelings. Even if he couldn’t do anything about it, you somehow felt better.”

The Rev. Fred Gere, who was to be rector during part of the 1970s, remember Pratt as “a prize.” “He was small but extremely dignified,” said Gere. “When he did a funeral — the old service was built on Psalms and Scripture reading — Schuyler would recite the Psalms by memory and look you straight in the eye. He still came to church, even in his 90s.”

Communication: The old and the restless

The records show that Epiphany was also responding to events happening outside the church. Dr. and Mrs. Richard Porter chaired a committee studying inter-group relations problems, that was supporting the Presiding Bishops Fund to meet the racial crisis and education on interracial relationships. In 1965, Wicher encouraged parents to attend a discussion by Mary Kay Jones, Diocesan Director of Education, on parents' roles in sex education. 

The same year, the vestry accepted an invitation from the Community Church to explore ecumenical relationships with other churches. In 1968, two joint potluck suppers were held with Trinity Presbyterian Church. The next year, vestry representatives met with people from St. Peter's in Redwood City and Good Shepherd in Belmont to explore "working jointly on areas of common concern." As Wicher recalls, "the 60s were a period when the church was emphasizing social action. There were hawks and doves and some people were really fervent about it."

Leose Schuyler, who joined Epiphany with her husband, Jim, in 1955, remembers the '60s as "difficult years." "The hippies were in the news," she said. "The church wasn't as formal. Kids wore long hair." Jim Schuyler said many of the new young families who started coming to Epiphany weren't willing to put up with some of the old ways. The decline in church attendance was recorded in the vestry minutes.

One of the long-haired kids Leose mentioned was probably John Maltby, who was part of the youth group. "We made the peace sign with the cross," he remembered. "A lot of it had to do with the movement against the war in Vietnam. There were marches in Redwood City. The feeling in the youth group was very much against the war. The older people kind of tolerated us. We were probably too radical for some of the parents. But Ed Wicher didn't seem to have a problem with it. His daughter, Ann, was one of us."

The church itself was undergoing an upheaval with pressure to make services less formal and more accessible, and to include women in more varied roles. At Epiphany, money remained a challenge. Epiphany was not contributing as well as the average church in the Diocese, although the parish had the highest income in the Convocation, according to the vestry minutes. The church received another blow in 1963  when $800 was stolen and $352 in damage was done to the building. But ithe parish went ahead with remodeling the kitchen, which was completed that summer.

Financial events reached a crisis stage when results of the Every Member Canvass were so disappointing in 1969 that the vestry again was considering returnign to mission status. They met in December with Bishop Myers who made it clear he thought San Carlos could well support an independent parish and that the vestry wasn't actively communicating with the congregation. 

The new decade began with the resignation in April of 1970 of Ed Wicher, who later went on to build a parish and a church in Modesto. He said his experiences with Epiphany helped him in the new parish, where he stayed until his retirement in 1978. For the past 18 years, he's served as an associate at St. Matthew's in San Mateo.

