
 

 

 

June 14, 2018 marks 110 years since the dedication of our landmark building atop the hill at 10th 
and Pleasant streets. The First United Methodist Church has a long history in this city that goes back 

to the days when Fort Des Moines was a military garrison on the edge of the frontier. 

  

On March 4, 1845, a small group of early pioneers met for a Bible study in the log cabin home of 
Rev. Abner Rathburn. This was the beginning of the very first congregation in Des Moines — our First 

Church congregation. 

  

From this early beginning came four church buildings that housed the Methodist congregation. The 
first, built in 1848, was a 24x30 wood-frame building on Fifth Street that functioned as both church 

and town meeting hall. 

  

In 1856 the wood structure was replaced by a plain, yet substantial, brick building. The church took 

on the name, Fifth Street Methodist Church.  

  

As the congregation grew there came a need for a larger building. A site was selected at Ninth and 

Pleasant streets and the new First Methodist Episcopal Church was dedicated on August 28, 1881.  

  

By 1904 membership had grown to about 1,000 and the need for more space and as well as an up-
to-date building became a topic of conversation.  A site was selected just one block west, atop the 

10th Street hill, next to the new Methodist Hospital that had opened in 1901. 



 

A ground-breaking ceremony was held on 
June 22, 1905 with about 1,500 in 
attendance. As a fund-raiser, cake and ice 
cream was served at 10 cents per serving. To 
give everyone an opportunity to participate in 
the ground-breaking, a 250-foot rope was 
tied to a walking plow. The rope was lined 
from one end to the other with people who 
wanted to give a “pull” to start the new 
building. 

  

On July 23, 1906 a cornerstone laying ceremony was held at 7 p.m. Those attending were the 
Governor of Iowa, the Presiding Elder of the Des Moines District, and the pastors of Grace, Wesley 

and Asbury Methodist Episcopal Churches as well as the pastor of St. John’s Lutheran Church. 

  

In the summer of 1908 our magnificent church was completed. The exterior was made of Bedford 
limestone and the classical facade was styled after the north portico of the Erechtheum, on the 
Acropolis in Athens. However, the added representation of the two tablets bearing the Ten 
Commandments in the triangle above the four pillars and the stationery cross atop the dome 

symbolically reminded everyone that this was a house of God. 

  

Inside, the auditorium had a seating capacity of nearly 800 on the first floor and 700 in the balconies. 
An overflow crowd could be seated by opening the sliding panels on each side, making those rooms 
part of the sanctuary. The 40-foot stained-glass dome was dedicated to the memory of Mr. S. A. 
Kingman and the eight columns around the auditorium perimeter were dedicated to lay-saints of the 

church. 

  

The Sunday School rooms were west of the auditorium and built on the “Akron” plan with a lecture 
room and two tiers of class rooms around 3 sides. 

  

The cost of the building and grounds had been about $175,000.  

  

The dedication ceremonies were spread over several days around Sunday, June 14, 1908. 

  

  



 

With an historic building such as this there comes a time when repairs are needed as well as 
renovations to bring things up to date. The members of First Church have generously stepped up to 
the challenge with their time and treasure again and again. Although the building’s been maintained 
in the spirit as it was designed 110 years ago, there came the need for modern conveniences and a 

reconfiguration of the space within. 

  

Here are just a few of the more notable renovations to our building: 

  

1913-’14 — In order to enhance the lighting of the sanctuary, Mazda electric light fixtures were 

installed on the pillars. One can still see the marks where the fixtures were placed on the columns. 

  

1929 — A revolving, lighted cross was installed on top of the dome.  

  

1939-’41 — The entire interior was either reconstructed or reconditioned. In place of where the 
organ pipes were housed a new chancel was created with a new pulpit and lectern. The marble altar 
and rose window were installed on the north wall. The organ console was moved to the left side of 
the platform and choir seating was added on either side of the chancel. The sliding doors on the east 
and west walls were removed and the pews were rearranged to provide a center aisle. The electric 
light fixtures were removed from the columns.  

  

The biggest changes were made in the “Akron Plan” Sunday School rooms to the west of the 
sanctuary. The wing was divided into two floors and a new chapel and classrooms were added to the 

first floor. Another chapel and six classrooms were built on the second floor.  

  

1953-’55 — Plans were made for constructing the education wing on the west side of the church. It 
was estimated the cost of the addition would be $212,000. Work was begun in early 1954 with 
completion the following year. 

  

1957-’58 — A $52,000 building improvement program was planned which included air-conditioning 

the sanctuary and Fellowship Hall and carpeting the balconies. 

  

1963 — A new Reuter Organ was installed and then dedicated on Sunday, November 24. The organ 

cost $68,000, plus another $22,000 was needed to make changes to install the organ.  

  

1969 — Elevator installed 



  

1976 — Sanctuary was redecorated in shades of blue with touches of gold.  Also that year the 
congregation placed a marker at the site of the first Methodist church built in 1848. The marker stood 
near Fifth and Walnut until last year when it was removed for the redevelopment of the site. The city 

has assured us the plaque will be returned to a suitable location once the new building is completed.  

  

1980 — The mural in the west balcony was painted by 2 church members. The mural depicts the 

pioneers arriving in Fort Des Moines being greeted by an itinerate preacher holding his bible.  

  

1983-’84 — Church member Emily Schaumburg created 4 stained-glass windows for the north 
entryway in memory of Dr. C. Clifford Bacon, longtime FUMC minister. The windows were relocated 
to Kenyon Hall during the renovations of 2000-’03. 

  

1984 — First Church was placed on the National Register of Historic Places.  

  

1985 — Two additional stained-glass windows by Emily Schaumburg were added to the north entry 
way. These windows were given in the memory of the Yost family. These windows were later moved 

to the entrance of the second floor chapel. 

  

2000-’02 — A $4 million remodeling of the west wing of the building led to the removal of the first 
floor chapel. A glass and iron Porte Cochere was added at the north door; a first floor kitchen was 
installed and several staff offices and a new chapel were created on the second floor. The Fellowship 

Hall was totally remodeled as well.  

  

2007 — Redecoration of the sanctuary and chancel in colors representative of the period. A few of 
the front pews were removed to accommodate the moving forward of the platform and new 
communion rail. This allowed for more room on the platform along with new choir seating and room 
for bell tables. The stained-glass dome was cleaned, repaired and a new skylight was added over 

dome. 

  

2010 — New copper for the dome exterior installed.  

  

2014-’15 — Major rebuilding of the front steps. 

  

2018 — New lights installed above the stained-glass dome. 



 

— By Arnie Brown, with much 
help from the books, “A Parade 
of Saints” by Isabelle Forker, and 
“History of The First Methodist 
Church of Des Moines, Iowa: 
1845 to 1942” by Ellis G. Linn, 
M.D., and other sources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


