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First Lutheran Church (FLC) and the community 
are urgently working to restore the 126-year-old 
Bell Tower soaring over Race Street in Over-the 
Rhine. This iconic structure is a staple amongst the 
rooftops of the eastern skyline of Washington Park 
and its demolition is imminent. 

The 179-year-old church has deep roots in the 
community it serves. The original 2,000-pound 
bell that hangs in the Tower was manufactured by 
the Verdin Bell Company, many members were 
born or live within blocks of FLC, and it provides 
a meeting and performance space for dozens of 
arts and community organizations each year.

In 2019, 90% of the visitors to the 
building (approx. 20,000 people) 
were there for non-church events.
By June 5, 2021, FLC must raise $1.6 million in 
order to save the Bell Tower – and we need your 
help to do it. These funds will allow us to restore 
a community gem and ensure ADA compliance 
with the addition of an elevator and an accessible 
welcome center.

    Community uses have included...
• Rehearsals and Recitals (Young Professionals Choral

Collective, CSO musicians, CCM and SCPA students)
• Concerts, Theater, and Other Performances

(Cincinnati Opera, Queen City Concert Band, YPCC, Concert
Nova, Saengerfest, Chatfield OTR Choir, St. Thomas Bach
Ensemble, Fringe Festival, Constella Festival, GoodPeople
Theatre Co., Pones)

• Recovery support groups (Narcotics Anonymous, AA)
• Community meals and clothing pantry
• Affordable community meeting/event space for

non-profit organizations (OTRCH, Tender Mercies,
SCPA, OTR History Museum, NKY Chamber)



So, what’s the plan for restoration?
FLC and the community have agreed to seek the 
necessary funds for restoration and a signature-
ready contract by June 5 in order to save the Bell 
Tower. Once the funds are secured, work will begin 
in two phases: first to structurally restore the tower 
through an extensive rehabilitation; and second to add 
the elevator and secure ADA compliance that will 
make the building accessible to all.

Why the urgency?
FLC is a staple to the community it serves. In addition 
to its weekly Sunday services, it offers its space for 
community use on a regular basis at no or low cost.

Since the start of the pandemic, FLC has been holding 
all services and events online, and the community 
groups that ordinarily use the space have stopped 
meeting in person. As more people are getting 
vaccinated, FLC and these community groups want 
to be able to return to in-person services and events.

Unfortunately, the Bell Tower is subject to emergency 
demolition orders. Either the tower must be restored or 
it must come down before the building can be used 
again. A decision will be made on June 5 whether to 
move forward with the tear down. Emergency 
funding can prevent that from happening, but we 
need your help to do it.

What is wrong with the Bell Tower?
While FLC was closed for the pandemic, inspections of 
the Bell Tower led to issuance of emergency demolition 
orders. It was determined that the 1895 steel structure 
supporting the massive tower has deteriorated and the 
sandstone façade is peeling away.

How can those issues be fixed?
Preliminary scope of the project has already been 
completed by a team of engineers and architects to 
determine the extent of the damage. FLC has two 
options: restore the Bell Tower or tear it down.

I’ve heard the B e l l  Tower is coming 
down and I’ve heard of urgent pleas to 
save it.  Why the flip-flopping?

FLC has capital funds on hand to divert towards the 
demolition if it is necessary. With the loss of so many 
historically significant buildings and structures in the 
area, public outcry from the community was swift. As 
word spread, organizations and individuals stepped up 
to offer financial and other support to save the Bell 
Tower.

On April 10, FLC and its community partners agreed 
to a timeline and a plan for restoration if the funds can 
be raised by June 5. For more background on this 
effort, with links to recent media coverage, 
visit firstlutherancincy.org/tower-restoration.
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www.firstlutherancincy.org/tower-restoration


BACKGROUND

Who is involved in this effort to Save the 
Bell Tower?

Pastor Brian Ferguson and Kristen Myers (an OTR 
resident and FLC member) are working closely with 
Cincinnati Preservation Association, OTR A.D.O.P.T., 
and other individuals and organizations on this effort.

Why does FLC and the community care 
about the Tower’s preservation?

OTR has lost an incredible amount of historically 
significant structures over time due to lack of care. The 
neighborhood’s many remaining bell towers, steeples, 
and parapets rise above the neighborhood’s mostly 
three and four story buildings, forming its iconic 
skyline. The loss of the FLC Bell Tower would be 
devastating to the character and identity of OTR.

The Bell Tower, designed  by renowned church 
architects Crapsey and Brown, has stood as an 
icon for Over-the-Rhine and Washington Park for 
126 years. The FLC building dedication took place 
on May 12, 1895. For more detail on the building’s 
architecture and use, including historic and 
current photos, visit tinyurl.com/FLCCPA.

Is there more to why this effort is important 
to the Community?

Yes! FLC is not just a home to its congregation. Part of 
FLC’s intentional mission is to serve the community by 
providing access to the building for human services, 
arts, community, and non-profit use. In 2019, 90% of 
the visitors to the building (approx. 20,000 people) 
were there for non-church events. Unfortunately, the 
building is not currently ADA accessible and is a barrier 
to welcoming more people through its doors. To access 
the building, a visitor must walk up or down many 
stairs to access any of the church’s spaces.

Prior to these issues with the Bell Tower, FLC’s long-
term plans included the addition of the ADA 
accessibility improvements, including a street-level 
entrance and elevator. The community’s support of 
preservation efforts has presented the opportunity to 
accomplish both needs at once. Restoration of the 
Bell Tower requires buttressing and support for 
stability, which can be accomplished (in part) with an 
elevator shaft. If the pieces can come together by June 
5, the Bell Tower will be saved, creating a space truly 
accessible for all people in the community.

Who is First Lutheran?

FLC started in 1842, just a few blocks from its current home at 1208 Race Street. Today, FLC is an inclusive and 
reconciling faith-based organization that welcomes all into its community. Learn more at firstlutherancincy.org, 
join us for worship via Zoom on Sundays at 11 a.m., or watch the FLC YouTube Channel.

#SavetheBellTower
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www.firstlutherancincy.org
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I’ve seen the Gallery space with the 
beautifully restored floor-to-ceiling 
stained glass window. Will the elevator 
access that space?

Yes. The space right alongside the Bell Tower is 
the optimal spot for an elevator because it can 
access all levels of the church: the lower level 
(kitchen, Fellowship Hall, offices, and meeting 
space), the main level (Sanctuary and smaller 
fellowship space), and the upper level (the 
Gallery). All FLC meeting spaces will become 
accessible to members of the community with 
the installation of this elevator.

THE PLAN
What’s involved with restoration?

Many professionals have been engaged to come up 
with a way to save the Bell Tower. Because the 
project is larger and far more expensive than the 
FLC congregation can bear on its own, the funds 
being raised will dictate the timing of the two 
phases of this project.

The first phase will be restoration of the Bell 
Tower, including the installation of the 
elevator shaft, which is a structural box buttress 
that will support the Tower. Restoration of 
the Tower requires the demolition of the 
small one-story structure at 1212 Race Street, the 
building immediately north of and owned by FLC.

The second phase will be completion of the 
elevator work and building out the new ADA 
accessible street-level entrance at 1212 Race St.

#SavetheBellTower
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THE NUMBERS
What will it cost to save the Bell Tower?
The restoration work is currently estimated at $3.1 
million. The additional work to complete the elevator 
and accessible welcome center increases the current 
estimate to $4 million.

How much has been raised?
As of April 22, FLC and the community have pledges, 
cash in hand, or identified funds totaling $1.46 
million, including $300,000 from FLC that would 
otherwise be used to fund the demolition. 

We are actively pursuing grant opportunities and have 
secured funding from a variety of individuals, 
businesses, and foundations. We are working closely 
with contractors to help subsidize the cost and seeking 
donations from the Greater Cincinnati community 
and beyond. Additionally, we are asking the City for 
funding through the American Rescue Plan, and 
pursuing historic tax credits.

Are donations tax deductible?
Yes! FLC, Cincinnati Preservation Association, 
and OTR A.D.O.P.T. are all charitable organizations. 
Donations to any of these organizations and are tax-
deductible as allowed by law.

Should I donate or make a pledge?
Pledges and donations of all sizes are being 
accepted from now through June 4, 2021. 
Donations are received immediately and pledges 
are a promise to give a defined amount if the 
project is fully funded. Donations and pledges can 
both be set up as recurring payments over a 
specified amount of time. Remember to check with 
your employer to see if they offer matching funds.

How do I make a pledge?
To make a monetary pledge to save the Bell Tower, 
send an email to savethebelltowercincy@gmail.com no 
later than June 4, 2021. Pledges will ONLY be called 
upon once we know that the Bell Tower will be saved.

will support the valuable work they do.

#SavetheBellTower

Architectural rendering of FLC from 1894, Crapsey & Brown Architects

How do I donate?
Donations can be made to save the Bell Tower 
through one of the following channels:

First Lutheran Church: 
firstlutherancincy.org/donate
Cincinnati Preservation Association: 
cincinnatipreservation.org/first-lutheran-
church-bell-tower
OTR A.D.O.P.T.: otradopt.com/donate

When making your donation, note that your funds 
should be directed to “Save the Bell Tower.”

What happens if I donate but the Bell 
Tower isn’t saved?

First, we hope that doesn’t happen. But if it does, any 
donation to FLC will still be used for future capital 
improvements to make the FLC space more accessible 
to everyone. Any donation to CPA or OTR A.D.O.P.T. 
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THE TIMELINE
What happens if the funds aren’t raised 
by June 5?
If the restoration funds aren’t raised by June 5, the 
Bell Tower will be demolished. If the Bell Tower 
must be demolished, FLC will pay for it – NOT 
the community.

A special thank you to Aztec Services Group, the demolition 
contractor, for their patience while FLC walks through the 
possibility of restoration with its community partners.

When will in-person events resume at 
First Lutheran Church?

The restoration is expected to last approximately eight 
months. We are committed to returning people to the 
building once the risks have been mitigated. It is 
possible that people will be able to return while 
restoration efforts are underway if this can be done 
safely and with guidance from our construction 
partners.

If the Bell Tower must come down, people can likely 
return within two months of that decision being made. 
Returning under either scenario is also dependent on 
the trajectory of the community coronavirus levels and 
vaccination rates.

#SavetheBellTower
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#SavetheBellTower

How can I help Save the Bell Tower?

Time!

Talent!

Treasure!

You can help by giving your Time, your Talent, or your Treasure.
Send an email to City Council to express your (or your business/organization’s) support for 
saving the Bell Tower. As Council considers how to allocate the $290 million in American 
Rescue Plan stimulus funds, they will be paying attention to which projects have the most 
community support. Every email counts! You can use this template (or write your own) and 
send your email to citycouncil@cincinnati-oh.gov:

Dear City Council,
I am writing to ask you to support the restoration of the First Lutheran Bell Tower on Race Street 
in Over-the-Rhine by providing $1 million of City funding for the project, including funding 
available through the American Rescue Plan. The restoration will not only preserve this historic icon 
of our City, but will result in the building becoming accessible for all members of our community. 
We must work together to save it.

Sincerely,
[Name]

Prefer to call City Council members? That works, too! Their numbers can be found online at 
cincinnati-oh.gov/council. 

Share this save the Bell Tower message with your network. Donations and support have 
already been received from people far beyond Cincinnati’s borders. Help spread the word!

People of all ages are invited to draw, paint, sculpt, build, photograph, or video-edit your 
own representation of the Bell Tower. Post it on social media using #SavetheBellTower 
and tag First Lutheran Church. Not social media-savvy? Send us the picture of your creation 
to savethebelltowercincy@gmail.com and we will post it for you. Get creative! All 
forms of media are accepted, from crayons, to Photoshop, to Lego brick builds, and Tik-Tok. 

Have a talent and looking to do something meaningful after a year of quarantine? Host a 
mini-fundraiser at your business, home, or through your social media outlets. Anything from 
split-the-pot to lemonade stands to sidewalk musical concerts are encouraged.

To date, donations have ranged from ten dollars to tens of thousands of dollars. Any amount 
is appreciated and helpful in reaching our goal. Your support in the form of pledges and 
donations is what will ultimately save this Over-the-Rhine treasure.

To make a pledge, send an email to savethebelltowercincy@gmail.com no later than 
June 4, 2021. Pledges will ONLY be called upon once we know that the Bell Tower will be 
saved.

Donations can be made to save the Bell Tower through one of 
the following channels:

First Lutheran Church: firstlutherancincy.org/donate
Cincinnati Preservation Association: 
cincinnatipreservation.org/first-lutheran-church-bell-tower
OTR A.D.O.P.T.: otradopt.com/donate

When making your donation, note that your funds should 
be directed to “Save the Bell Tower.”
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First Lutheran is grateful to the community for the outpouring of support to save the Bell Tower. The 
FLC website recounts that the members who founded FLC in 1842 "wanted a church, not just for 
themselves, but a church for the whole city." Nearly 180 years later, this project will ensure that legacy 
by continuing to inspire a community and making it accessible to all. Thank you for helping FLC 
remain a place for all of the Greater Cincinnati community.

Questions? Contact us!

Pastor Brian Ferguson 
First Lutheran Church 
pastorbrianflc@gmail.com

Kristen Myers
FLC member and OTR resident 
kmyers@beckman-weil.com

Paul Muller
Cincinnati Preservation Association 
director@cincinnatipreservation.org

Danny Klingler 
OTR A.D.O.P.T. 
danny@otradopt.com

#SavetheBellTower
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