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MAKING ROOM FOR HISTORY

You may remember reading that the
Free Methodist Archive was set to get
an overhaul, and it did! The FMCUSA
invested in a significant expansion, in-
creasing our repository to six times its
original capacity.

Many readers have helped “build”
the important collection in the FM Ar-
chive. Bishop Marston put out the call
to the church in 1969 that a historical
repository was being established. Items B ~d
you donated have built a well-respected, extraordinarily unique collection. These
resources have been an immense benefit to the global Free Methodist Church.

Last June most of the collection was removed and sent to offsite storage. Fall
and winter saw the installation of new lighting, sub-floors, railing system, tile floor-
ing and shelving. The result is a transformed room equipped with high-density,
compact shelving — state-of-the-art amenities to store our one-of-a-kind materials.

These shelves will house a rich array of historical records and denominational
materials, including Annual, General and World Conference files alongside Board
of Bishops archives. The collection also preserves resources from ministries vital to
the history of the Free Methodist Church, including Christian Education files, Evan-
gelism and Church Growth materials, Men’s and Women'’s Ministries records and
archival materials concerning FM World Missions, FM Bible Quizzing, FM Publish-
ing House books, and historic Light & Life Hour radio broadcasts.

This vast archive combines official denominational preservation with treasured
items entrusted to us by private donors — personal journals, financial ledgers,
historic photographs and physical artifacts. Each piece uncovers the “who, what,
where and how” of our heritage, preserving nearly 166 years of unique materials
related to the life and service of a people called Free Methodists.

&

JOIN THE FREE METHODIST FOUNDERS CLUB!

Support the legacy of B.T. and Ellen Roberts by becoming a member of the Free Methodist Founders
Club—a recurring giving program for those who commit to a fixed monthly donation via bank transfer
or card to sustain the vital work of the Marston Memorial Historical Center.

WHY IT MATTERS: DON'T MISS OUT!

Monthly gifts provide reliable funding, helping the S_ign up today at
Center plan its work and cover expenses year-round — historical.fmcusa.org -
just like a tithe supports your local church. and click the MMHC Give Now button.

The mission of the Marston Historical Center is to collect and preserve Free Methodist history and equip the Church to tellits story.




In 1958, the first leg of my 1,000-mile journey
to boarding school in South India was 40 miles by
jeep from the rural Umri Christian Hospital to the
Free Methodist district headquarters in Yavatmal,
Maharashtra State. As a twelve-year-old, I did not
look forward to the stopover at the Garden Bunga-
low, purchased in 1892, because the missionaries sta-
tioned there — Rolland and Muriel Davis — served
soybean cookies, soybean milk, soybean bread and
all things soybean.

Despite my childhood reluctance, I later came to
understand that those soy-based meals were far more
significant than culinary experimentation. They were,
instead, part of a broader
effort to address sys-
temic poverty in a region
shaped by exploitative
agricultural practices.

Rev. Rolland Davis
and his first wife, Melba,
arrived in Central India
from California in 1919.
After years of village min-
istry, Melba contracted
spinal meningitis shortly
before their 1937 fur-
lough and died. Rolland
remarried Muriel, and
together they returned to
India during World War II to continue mission work.
It was during this second phase of ministry that Da-
vis began to focus more intentionally on the economic
conditions of rural farmers.

Looking at a new stretch of ministry, Rolland
realized that something systemic needed to be done to
relieve the downward spiral of poverty among cotton
farmers in Central India. To understand Davis’s con-
cern, one must consider the historical context of cot-
ton production in India. During the American Civil
War, England’s major source of cotton was restricted
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by a naval blockade of the Confederate South. Eng-
land began to focus on the cotton-producing regions
in Egypt and Central India, developing transporta-
tion infrastructure to export cotton to the textile mills
of England.

The British were colonial late comers. In the eigh-
teenth century, Britain was drawn to Indian textiles
and, through the East India Company, established
three major trading posts: Calcutta, Bombay and Ma-
dras. From these posts, Britain strategically gained
control of the Indian subcontinent.

As the Industrial Revolution advanced, India be-
came increasingly integrated into a global economy
structured to serve Brit-
ish industrial interests. By
some estimates, India’s
share of global GDP de-
clined from nearly one-
quarter at the onset of Brit-
ish rule to less than five
percent by independence
in 1947.

Intimately embedded
within this situation, Rol-
land Davis developed a
deep compassion for the
desperately poor families
trapped in a treacherous
future of cotton farming.
Cotton prices were meager, and production declined
year after year as the cotton crops steadily depleted
the nutrients of the soil. Rolland knew there had to be
alternatives.

In 1953 Davis launched his nitrogen soil-enhanc-
ing soybean project on a small plot at the Garden
Bungalow in the middle of Yavatmal. Dr. Jackson L.
Carrter, head of the agronomic section of the United
States Regional Soybean Industrial Products Labora-
tory, guided Davis’ experiments and sent 23 variet-
ies of soybean seed that might be suited for Central



India. Even though there was little enthusiasm, Rol-
land persevered.

In the August 1954 issue of The Missionary Tidings,
is this request: “Rolland N. Davis is experimenting on
the value of soy beans in improving the Indian vil-
lager’s diet.” Throughout the next 11 years, he tested
59 soybean varieties. He settled on four seed varieties
and six alternatives. I vividly remember the “Davis
Project” and the jute sacks of experimental seeds dis-
tributed to cotton farmers around the village of Umri.

Even though soybeans are nutritionally valuable
— low in carbohydrates and high in protein — the
taste did not set well with the traditional flavors of In-
dian cuisine. Over the next 60 years however, the cul-
ture adapted and has found industrial uses for soy-
bean oil. In the last 40 years, I have made more than
100 trips between Umri and Yavatmal and have ob-
served more and more soybean fields among the cot-
ton fields in this diversifying agricultural landscape.

After graduating from Asbury Seminary in 1973,
I worked for a short time in the Department of Agri-
culture at the University of Illinois. During a coffee
break, I spoke with a professor who had just returned
from India. His field was soybeans. I asked if he had
heard of Davis. “Rolland Davis,” he replied, “helped
establish the Soybean Association of India.” This is
corroborated by an article in the March 1965

issue of The Missionary Tidings titled “Com- w‘""'_ﬁ_
o

passion for the Hungry,” in which Davis .
is quoted saying that the soybean asso-
ciation “kindly garlanded myself as the
outgoing president.”

Rolland and Muriel Davis’ “irrita-
ting” soybean hobby became part of the
Green Revolution from the 1960s through
80s, whereby agricultural technology in-
creased crop yields exponentially. Esti-
mates vary, but there is no doubt that
millions were saved from starva- ¢
tion. As of 2025, India ranked fifth 4
in world soybean production. Two %
Central Indian states produced 75
percent of India’s 12.9-million-ton / .
soybean yield. ‘

In spite of the success of soy-
bean production, the exploi- el
tation of cotton farmers in o pa s
Central India continues. In cw W
2011 while visiting Umri,

I heard loud weeping and the

general commotion drew me to the hos-
pital. Doctors and nurses were desper-
ately pumping the stomach of a cotton
farmer who had attempted to end his

#

life by drinking insecticide. His wife and children
were distraught, and relatives hovered in the back-
ground. Around 500 farmers per year take their lives
in the cotton belt that runs from the city of Nagpur to
Hyderabad in the heart of India.

The compassionate efforts of the hospital were
only a remedial step, as the entire region desperate-
ly needs a systemic solution for farmers caught in a
whirlpool of debt resulting from the cotton industry.
No longer can farmers turn to the traditional practice
of saving seed from the harvest to plant the next year.
They are forced to purchase genetically engineered
seed that is expensive and cannot be used the next
year. This cotton requires more water and is vulner-
able to pests and disease.

The farmers must borrow from the bank to begin
the cotton planting season. If the crop fails, the banks
will not risk giving a second loan. The only option is to
borrow from loan sharks at usurious rates. Within a few
years, the depressed farmer sees no way out but suicide.

At the same time, the multinational corporations
that design, patent and market the hybrid cotton seed
reap grotesque profits. Big businesses and their profit-
ing affiliates flood the media with rationales that de-
flect from the true cause of the suicides.

There are now Free Methodists scattered
throughout India in mostly rural and tribal areas.

.  The Free Methodist Church of India has three

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) that
' equip, resource and advocate for farmers. The
Indian government and numerous agricultural
agencies have helpful programs these NGOs
can access.
In the words of the 1965 The
. Missionary Tidings article, Rolland
> ’f«—’k‘- Davis had been “used of the
> Lord to help not only Indi-
; ans at large in his area, but
also those of the India Free
Methodist Church to see
how they can do something
about hunger, poor nutri-
tion, poverty.” With the
same Christlike compas-
sion that motivated Davis to
offer relief to cotton farmers
in Central India, innumer-
able FM leaders continue to
; enhance agricultural devel-
| opment for families through-
out India.

‘.‘.‘

Rev. David Yardy served more than 40 years
in ministry to Asia.
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GIVE UNTIL THE JOY OVERFLOWS

Amid annual conference season, this 101-year-old testi-  had walked it he had his wheelbarrow which he had
mony from missionary H. Robert Leise in The Free Meth-  pushed all the way from home with his bedding on it.
odist highlights the historical and spiritual significance that ~ Returning home, he again walked the whole distance.
conferencing has had for Free Methodists worldwide. Dear friends, this is the kind of effort and heart

In America we always look forward to

the annual camp meeting, expecting a spe- |

cial outpouring from the Lord at that time.
In China we also look forward to our annual

gathering, sometimes in the tent, but this year |

in the large, commodious church at Kihsien.
You will see in the accompanying picture,
an old Chinese man. To look at his erect active

figure you would not guess him to be eighty- i

three years of age and I myself could scarcely
believe it when he told me. He is known to
be very “hot-hearted” as earnest people are

spoken of, but he himself believes in practi-

devotion that has been the dynamic force
in the church of Christ through ages past,
and where the church is prospered today,
this same type of people are the dominating

' factor. I would like to put a question to my-

self and also kindly put it to you, dear ones:
Would we put forth as much effort as this old
man eighty-three years of age, just to attend
a camp meeting, or any special gathering of
God's people? May I even go a step further
and ask: Would we willingly carry that same
spirit of devotion into our giving to God’s
work because, like this old man, of the joy
of it? We used to hear during the great loan

cal demonstrations of one’s earnestness, so here arrived ~ drives of the great war, “Give ‘till it hurts.” When I
Brother Wang, fresh and vigorous, ready for action. think what a difference it is when we give to God, my
You can imagine our astonishment when we learned he  heart fairly shouts, “Hallelujah!” Why, we give, not
had walked the entire distance of 110 miles, because he ~ “till it hurts,” but until the joy overflows. What a pity
could not afford the railroad fare, and to prove that he some people do not experience this joy.



