Power of music enriches senior singers and audience

Director ministers through Wayland's Golden Tones

By Kristen Green, Globe Correspondent  |  March 4, 2007

When the leader of a Wayland singing group for seniors was seriously injured in a car crash last March, many people figured the Golden Tones would take a long break.

They underestimated Maddie Sifantus.

The head-on collision shattered bones in her legs and broke three ribs and a collarbone. It would be months before she walked again -- rods, screws, and wires were needed to hold her right leg together -- but that didn't keep this 57-year-old grandmother down.

Sifantus booked concerts and wrote grant proposals from her hospital bed. She arranged for an assistant to direct the group. She established a fund to allow people to donate to the group instead of sending her flowers. And she began doing some badly needed long-range planning.

The Golden Tones "certainly gave me something I needed to get back to," she said. "I was worried about it falling apart."

When Sifantus was a girl, she and her mother, Lina MacNeill , a concert pianist, regularly performed in nursing homes. MacNeill believed that she should give something back in exchange for the talents she had been given, and she taught her daughter, who loved to sing, to do the same.

Nineteen years ago, when Sifantus was working at First Parish in Wayland, parishioners who knew of her singing talent encouraged her to start a choral program at the Wayland Senior Center. She agreed and brought along her mother.

"All it was supposed to be was this little group around a piano singing for an hour," Sifantus said.

But interest from those at the senior center was intense. By the end of the first year, a couple of dozen people had joined the group, her father, Harold MacNeill, among them.

The elderly people who joined the group had lost friends or spouses or were starting new lives after relocating to homes near grown children. Being part of the group enabled them to make new friends. They asked each other out to lunch and carpooled to practices. Watching them interact, Sifantus began to develop an interest in how music could bring people together and create community.

Sifantus was inspired to pursue two graduate degrees in elder studies and become a Unitarian Universalist minister. The Wayland parish considers her work with the Golden Tones as part of her ministry.

"It kind of took over my whole life," she said. "I got really fascinated by the power of music to bring people together."

Her mother served as the Golden Tones' sole pianist for years. Her father regularly sang a duet with Sifantus of his favorite Victorian hymn, "Whispering Hope."

"You really started something when you started the Golden Tones," Sifantus recalled her father saying.

Her parents remained involved even after moving into an extended care facility in September . Her mother, who will turn 94 tomorrow, still plays the group's theme song, which she wrote, even though she doesn't always know where she is, Sifantus said. Her father kept singing until a few weeks before his death in January, just before his 100th birthday.

The Golden Tones performed at his funeral.

The Golden Tones' only requirement for membership is being at least 60 years old. The group holds 50 practices and 60 performances each year. Membership ranges from four to five dozen people from several communities west of Boston.

They sing a wide variety of music, changing their repertoire by the season. They do big band hits like "Sentimental Journey," and Broadway show tunes like "Heart" from "Damn Yankees," and "Another Opening, Another Show" from "Kiss Me, Kate." They sing Harry Woods' 1920s songs "When the Red, Red Robin Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin' Along" and "Side by Side." The hymn "Let There Be Peace on Earth" is a longstanding favorite, and at one time, they sang "I Love Trash" from "Sesame Street."

The group regularly performs at retirement homes, where the songs from residents' younger days seem to have a profound effect, especially on those suffering from Alzheimer's and dementia, Sifantus said. Music, she believes, takes them back to an earlier time in their lives.

"Within 15 to 20 minutes, you see them start to wake up a bit," said Dottie Norwood, an 84-year-old Framingham resident who has been singing with the group for four years. "By the end, they're singing."

Betsy Moyer, president of Wayland Community Access Media and a Golden Tones donor, said Sifantus and her group are a "ray of light" when they perform at retirement homes. "She breathes new energy into all these people.

The group also has a profound impact on its members. Norwood, a trained singer, said when she first attended a practice, she wasn't impressed. But she got involved anyway when she realized it was a chance to do outreach.

"We weren't just people singing. We were like a ministry," she said. "Now I wouldn't miss a performance or a rehearsal."

Dorothy Dunlay, a 73-year-old Wayland resident who has been singing with the group for eight years, said it always lifts her spirits.

"If you love singing, then there's a place for you in the Golden Tones," Dunlay said. "As Maddie sometimes says, we're not the Tanglewood Chorus. But we are pretty darn good."

Sifantus, she said, "is the soul of it."

Being involved with Golden Tones gives the seniors a creative outlet and something productive to do, rather than watching television. The social interactions enable them to reengage and connect, and the physical parts -- like the stretching and breathing exercises they do -- help maintain their health, Sifantus said.

"It's not just about singing," she said. "It can be about their whole life."

Sifantus said many of the Golden Tones members have told her they credit the group with extending their lives.

Sifantus said her automobile accident last year highlighted the need for long-range planning for the group.

In November, Sifantus called a meeting of top donors, legislators, community leaders, artists, and others interested in the Golden Tones' future. A facilitator led a brainstorming session seeking input on how Sifantus could pass the torch to a strong board of directors.

In January, the organization moved out of Sifantus' home and into Wayland office space that provides her a place to meet with potential donors and Golden Tones members. And she is beginning to plan a May 6 gala to kick off the group's 20th anniversary season.

Sifantus said she wants to get the group to a point where a new director can take over. She is starting to think about life after the Golden Tones. She'd like to record a CD of her own singing, publish her theses, write a guide to starting similar groups in other towns, and perhaps find a church to minister.

It will be hard for her to pull away, because the group has become an integral part of her life.

Sometimes at practices it hits her: she and her mother are the only ones left from the original Golden Tones she started nearly two decades ago. But when she glances out at the group, she says, she sees everyone -- the members who have passed away, like her father and five others last year -- and the new members who come in their place.

"All these people," she said, "made the Golden Tones what they are today." 
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