
What does the digital revolution 
mean for history and archives? 
Both challenges and opportuni-

ties. More and more documents and photos 
are coming online. But keeping up with 
this information explosion requires atten-
tion and special skills.

For this reason the Marston Memorial 
Historical Center for the first time in its 
history has employed a digital librarian. 
This was one of the urgent needs identified 
by the MMHC staff and the Committee on 
Free Methodist History and Archives as the 
Historical Center continues to expand its 
mission to the church.

Meet Kyle Moran, our new digital 
librarian. For now the position is very part-
time—only five hours a week, all we can 
afford within the current budget. As more fund-
ing becomes available we hope to increase his 
hours. This is an important start, however.

Kyle started working at the Center early 
in February. He recently completed a Master 
of Library and Information Science degree at 
Indiana University – Indianapolis, having earlier 
graduated summa cum laude from Valparaiso 
University with a B.A. in history and sociology.

Kyle’s qualifications are ideal for his new 
role. He already has experience in digitizing 
records and compiling databases, having served 
internships at the Ruth Lilly Medical Library in 
Indianapolis and the Children and Family Jus-
tice Center at the Northwestern University Law 
School in Chicago. He comes to us also with a 
strong Christian testimony.

As digital librarian, Kyle will take the lead in 

digitizing the extensive holdings of the Mar-
ston Memorial Historical Center according to 
professional best practices. Working with Cathy 
Fortner and our archivist Kate McGinn, Kyle 
will develop and implement a system for storing 
and retrieving electronic records and will also 
make recommendations regarding equipment 
and software. 

Digitizing the Marston Memorial Historical 
Center’s wide-ranging holdings, from rare books 
to letters, photographs, and one-of-a-kind docu-
ments, though a daunting task, is already well 
underway. The Earnest Christian, B. T. Roberts’ 
monthly journal begun in 1860, has been largely 
digitized, for example. Future digitizing projects 
will move ahead according to specific priori-
ties and guidelines, providing more and more 
resources to the public for understanding and 
learning from our church’s rich heritage.  o
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The MMHC Staff: Kate McGinn, archivist; Kyle Moran, 
digital librarian; Cathy Fortner, director, in front of historic 
photos.



W e sometimes read about the lively entertainment 
brought to America by barbershop quartets after 
1890. In the South, Southern gospel quartets began 

to be widely noticed after World War I. In the mid-thirties the 
Old Fashioned Revival Hour Quartet, introduced by Charles 
E. Fuller, was singing hymns and spirituals with harmony 
and great warmth, accompanied by the talented pianist Rudy 
Atwood. 

Free Methodist male quartets started appearing on college 
campuses as early as 1915. Before long they were asked to 

represent the colleges in the hope that their charm and good 
music would testify to the religious atmosphere on campus and 
help attract students. On weekends the college quartets scat-
tered far and wide, often five in a car: four quartet members and 
a faculty or staff person to preach and present the college. Soon 
quartets began forming in local churches as well.

Recently I contacted members of four representative quar-
tets: the Sacred Aires of Roberts Wesleyan College; the Musical 
Ministers who organized at Greenville College; the Dunckel-

Coleman Quartet which sang out of the Hillsdale Church in 
Michigan; and the best known of all, the Light & Life Hour 
Quartet. I asked one member of each quartet about their years 
of harmonizing and how it had influenced their lives.

SACRED AIRES
The Sacred Aires, organized in 1949, were often scheduled 

in churches that were considering the use of instrumental music 
in services. They sang hymns and gospel songs a cappella and 
did so exceptionally well. You can hear them even today on 
YouTube [Sacred Aires Quartet Roberts Wesleyan College].

As the Sacred Aires, Bill Brunk, Robert Alfonso, Clyde 
Van Valin, and Don Frederick made an entire summer tour to 
camp meetings, conferences and churches on behalf of Roberts 
Wesleyan. Also, Alfonso recalls, they became fast friends for 
life, though often widely scattered—an experience common to 
many quartets. 

DUNCKEL-COLEMAN QUARTET
The Dunckel-Coleman quartet, composed of the preacher 

twins, Vernon and Verdon Dunckel, and the Coleman brothers, 
John (Jack) and Dale, began singing in 1945 when Jack was 
only fifteen. They achieved regional fame, singing before the 
Michigan state legislature, at the Cadle Tabernacle in Indianap-
olis, and on the radio as well. They reluctantly parted after six 
years when Jack went into military service. Their disc record-
ing at the Marston Historical Center however is a delight to 
hear and shows plainly why they were so popular.

MUSICAL MINISTERS 
QUARTET

Ronald Robart, Tom 
Ryan, Myron (Bud) Colber, 
and Ralph Sickmiller orga-
nized the Musical Ministers 
Quartet late in their college 
careers, in the mid-1950s. 
They represented Greenville 
on weekends and at special 
events, but an important 
segment of their singing 
occurred in subsequent 
years when they held quartet 
reunions. They often sang for 
nearby churches during the 
reunions. Their last reunion, 
the fiftieth, was held in 
Greenville in 2006. And they 
still sounded wonderful!

o u r  v o c a l  h e r i t a g e  —

B Y  M A R V I N  R .  Z A H N I S E R

LET US HEAR  
FROM YOU!
If you or someone from your 
family was a member of a 
quartet or trio at one of our 
schools (male, female, or mixed), 
we would love to know about 
it. Send us the name of the 
group and members’ names, the 
years it served, and any other 
information you wish. This will be 
archived at the Historical Cen-
ter, and we will do a follow-up 
report in the Newsletter.  
(Email: history@fmcusa.org.)
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LIGHT & LIFE HOUR QUARTET
The Light & Life Hour Quartet, because of its experienced 

personnel and lively musical arrangements, became the model 
for many FM quartets. Frank Van Valin (bass and soloist), John 
Baker, Hubert Wash, and Ralph Messner, with Gilbert Roller at 
the piano, sang the hymns and spirituals of the day with inspira-
tion and style. Their radio audience of millions added a special 
challenge and reward to their task. This quartet gave an interna-
tional community fourteen years of marvelous song. (Visit this 
link to listen to the Light and Life Hour Quartet, fmcusa.org/his-
torical/collections-3/audio.)

Quartets of the 1940s through the 1970s often sang hymns and 
gospel songs such as “Keep On the Firing Line,” “This World 
Is Not My Home,” “On the Jericho Road,” “Dearer Than All,” 
“Seeking the Lost,” and “Remember Me O Mighty One.” Quartet 
members recall the chorus of amens that rang out following par-
ticularly inspirational songs. 

 Over the years, and at the different colleges, literally dozens 
of such male quartets were formed and served both the college 
community and the larger church. Two outstanding examples 
were The King’s Men of Asbury Seminary and The King’s 
Heralds at Greenville. The King’s Men (1952–53) consisted of 
Robert Caulkins (first tenor), John Baker (second tenor), Don 
Joy (baritone), and Forrest Van Valin (bass). Greenville’s King’s 
Heralds were active from 1953 through 1956. The first year 
the quartet consisted of John Hendricks (first tenor), Clarke 
DeMille (second tenor), Ralph Knepper (baritone), and Ron 
Gines (bass). The second year Milo Kaufmann replaced John 
Hendricks as first tenor.

In addition to the male quartets, there was as well the beautiful 
flowering of ladies’ trios and some mixed quartets. Today, many 
years removed, we remember these many groups with enduring 
affection and gratitude.  q

Bibliographical Note: The finest account on Southern Gospel singing is 
Roy Goff, Jr., Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002). Also useful is Bob Terrell, The Music Men: 
The Story of Professional Gospel Quartet Singing (Bob Terrell, 1990.) The 
origins of barbershop singing and its revival in the 1930s is recounted 
briefly in the Internet piece, “The Origins of Barbershop Harmony.” For 
the above article, Prof. JoAnn Noble and Rev. Ronald Robart assisted 

by researching when such quartets began to appear in the Yearbooks of 
Greenville College and Spring Arbor Junior College.

Marvin R. Zahniser and his wife Adrienne live in Columbus, Ohio, where 
Marvin is now retired after a distinguished career as Professor of History 
at The Ohio State University, specializing in U.S. foreign relations. He is a 
member of the Committee on Free Methodist History and Archives and the 
son of Clarence H. Zahniser, Free Methodist leader and the author of the 
first scholarly biography of B. T. Roberts, Earnest Christian. At Greenville 
College Marvin sang second tenor in the Messenger Quartet of 1956, 
together with Gene Shipley (baritone), Merle Olson (bass), and Phil King 
(first tenor).

the Robertsquotable
Reform is not our salvation. One may be wholly devoted to 
the promotion of beneficent reforms and yet not be saved. 
The Christian may be swallowed up in the partisan. He may 
unconsciously exaggerate facts that favor his position, and 
suppress those that militate against it, until he has suffered a 
serious loss of candor and simplicity.

— B. T. Roberts, “Turned Aside,”  
The Earnest Christian (August 1885), 62.
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N INVEST ONLINE IN FREE METHODIST HISTORY — Monetary contributions in any amount can now be made 

to the Marston Historical Center through its website. Currently we list two giving categories — one for Historical 
Center programs and operations, and the other for the FM History Futures Fund to secure the long-term future of 
the Center. Go to this link, then click on the “Give” button: http://fmcusa.org/historical.

 PASTORS’ SABBATICAL PROGRAM applications are now available. Contact the Historical Center for informa-
tion on scholarships and scheduling.

 NEW ACQUISITIONS: Personal journal of Rev. Fred H. Siefken (Pentecost Band member), 1900–1952; 
Adventures in India — The Bumpy Road and Adventures in India — The Circular Route, books two and three in a 
series by former missionary Gloria Fidler; Stories of the First Free Methodist People in Brazil by Midori Oshoma 
(in Portuguese); diaries, slides and other items from Edwin & Esther Clemens, former missionaries to Mozambique 
and Haiti; additional documentation on the Pentecost Bands, from Howard Snyder.

 BOOKS AVAILABLE — Numerous books on Free Methodist history and biography are available from the 
Marston Memorial Historical Center, including biographies of B. T. and Ellen Roberts and of E. P. Hart.

Photos: 1) The 
Sacred Aires; 2) 
Dunckel-Coleman 
Quartet; 3) Light and 
Life Hour Quartet.
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Herb Livingston’s ability to capture 
details has been a trademark of his life. In 
his family memoirs he does not disappoint. 
He includes particulars from every stage of 
life, keeping the reader engaged. From his 
earliest call to ministry while picking choke 
cherries in Wisconsin, to the details of his 
amazing career in education, to the painful 
process of the last days of his beloved Ma-
ria’s life, the story is told with precision.

This penchant for particulars increases the book’s value for 
anyone connected to Free Methodism, Wessington Springs 
College, Greenville College, Seattle Pacific University, Asbury 
Theological Seminary, or biblical study. Those who have a direct 
connection with the Livingstons will find themselves wonder-
fully engaged, while those who read about them for the first time 
will surely connect with particular people and places through 
the Livingstons’ wide influence. Even details of conflict in the 
Middle East prove of interest because of Dr. Livingston’s leading 
role in founding Jerusalem University College.

In many ways, the story is similar to many of Herb and 
Maria’s generation. Raised in the poverty of the Great Depres-
sion and living in very humble means, the Livingstons are able to 
look back on their lives and marvel how God could raise them to 
positions of substantial influence.

Dr. Livingston does a remarkable job of balancing the story of 
his childhood and spiritual development with the longer periods 
of his life in which his influence was felt on nearly every inhab-
ited continent, all the while intertwining the story of his own 
family’s journey. When one considers his influence as a pastor, 
professor, dean, and department chair, one comes to understand 

that the number of lives transformed through his ministry is 
profound. Thankfully, Dr. Livingston faithfully kept journaling 
throughout his life; otherwise much of his story would go untold.

The value of this book to today’s Free Methodist Church is 
found in at least two ways. First, the simple fact of the amount of 
data contained in these pages could simply not be found in any 
other source. It is a treasure of chronicled particulars. Second, 
the way in which the story is told leaves no doubt about the work 
of God in Herb and Maria Livingston’s life—a work within the 
reach of anyone.

One of my favorite stories is found in Chapter 8. Dr. Livings-
ton recalls his influence as a pastor on a young man who was 
selling religious literature door to door in Beaver Dam, Wiscon-
sin. The young man later was converted and became a minister 
in the Wesleyan Methodist Church. During that time the Living-
stons had moved to Wilmore, Kentucky, and lost touch with the 
man. In a remarkable connection twenty years later in southeast 
India, Dr. Livingston received an update about him. The picture 
or worldwide connection and influence was exceptional.

As a former student of Dr. Livingston, I found myself wishing 
to go back and retake the classes with renewed interest, knowing 
how this man’s life was formed and directed by the Holy Spirit.

— Gerald W. Coates, Senior Pastor  
Decatur, Illinois, Free Methodist Church

B        k ReviewB        k Review
Walking Through Life Together — A Livingston Family 
Memoirs,  by G. Herbert Livingston (AuthorHouse, 2011). 
292 pp. ISBN 146340557X (paper).

l e t t e r s : Clara Wetherald

[I greatly appreciated Christy Mesaros-Winckles’ article] 
about Clara Wetherald! I would not have recognized her name, 
although I am sure I read somewhere about her role at the 1890 
General Conference. But the “rest of the story” — with all its 
bumps, flaws and ups-and-downs, is also very interesting. To think 
that the Congregationalists would ordain her when she was not 
only female but divorced — to think that she was able to serve, 
to be used by God — that the sorrows of her life did not silence 
her. She is a remarkable woman whose story we all should know. I 
look forward to reading more of Christy’s research and writings.   

— A Reader
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