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Side One 

Wills: This is the fifth in a series of interviews with 

D. W. Brooks conducted in his office at Gold Kist, and this is 

July 28, 1987. Now last time we met, Mr. Brooks, you 

discussed several aspects of your personal leadership style, 

and we were talking about training and leadership and these 

sorts of things. As you worked to build Gold Kist into what 

it is today, was there any person or businessman that you used 

as a model or that you might have looked to or company as an 

example? 

Brooks: Well, I think someone asked me one time what was 

the smartest business statement I'd ever heard, and I said, 

"Well, ole man John D. (Davison) Rockefeller, somebody asked 

him one day to what did he attribute his great success in 

business? 'Well,' he said, 'that was simple.' Said he had 

spent a lifetime hiring folks that had more sense than he 

had." (Laughter) Well, of course, that might not have been 

exactly right, but it was ... a good quotation, and frankly 

that is what I tried to do. I started trying to hire, from 

these different universities. the better students, 

realizing that they were not always the best in business, but 

the chances were better. For example, I'd studied the 

undergraduates from Harvard, and over ninety percent of them 

ended up in Who's Who in America. So it indicated. . . . Now 
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the other ten percent might have been complete failures, but 

the percentage was good. 

So consequently as I went around getting employees, which 

I diligently did because I was building Gold Kist as fast as 

possible--and fortunately I had entree to lots of the 

universities because I had been a professor, and so I could 

get in the door. So when I went to these colleges and 

universities interviewing students I tried to pick out the 

bright ones as best I could. Sometimes I was teased about 

that. For example, when I'd go down to the University of 

Florida, they would say, "Here comes A-plus Brooks again 

wanting to get all of our A-plus students." Well, I told them 

I was highly in favor of that if I could get them. But, of 

course, I couldn't hire them all because there were lots of 

firms that could pay a whole lot more than I could pay, and 

the government itself would pay a lot more. Fortunately or 

unfortunately a high percent of the graduates of the colleges 

of agriculture were working for the government, that is, 

either they were working for the state or extension service or 

vocational teaching or something. Consequently, those jobs 

were paying really in the beginning more than I could afford 

to pay in Gold Kist, so I was having a hard time at times 

getting the top man for the low dollar, that is a little hard 

to put the two together. 

But anyway, I had some encouragement from the University 

of Georgia's Dr. [Milton Preston) Jarnagin who was a professor 
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He had been a very successful 

businessman; he had been a good investor. A good many people 

were critical of what I was trying to do, and certainly saying 

that it had no future, if any. He carne to me and said he 

thought it was great for me to get these graduates out into 

the business world, the agribusiness world, that I was 

building. He said that, for example, he said, "I can take all 

the graduates of the College of Agriculture who have gone in 

working for the government," and he said, "I can take their 

assets and put them all together, and liabilities, and they 

won't balance." (Laughter) So he said, "Consequently, they 

might have done lots of good but they have not made much 

business success." So consequently, he said, "I'm for you. 

And I hope you can get the best graduates of the college." So 

at least you get some encouragement; I got some as we went 

along. 

Now, the other thing that I felt was that I had to lead 

these people, that I didn't drive them. Now, there are two 

methods of running business: 

cold-blooded, whamming their 

some people are hard-boiled, 

employees all the time and 

creating, in my opinion, some animosity that shouldn't be 

created. So consequently, I felt that if I could take the 

other attitude that I was leading employees instead of driving 

them that I would get a lot further return, and also I tried 

to be sympathetic with their personal problems, and they had 

plenty of them. I mean, everybody seems to have them. So 
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when they had personal problems instead of trying to beat them 

over the head with it, I would try to get in with them and see 

if I could help them straighten it out. For example, I had 

several employees who developed drinking problems, and then 

their wives would maybe leave them. We'd have problems with 

the wives and children, and the wives would come to see me and 

tell me about all their domestic problems. Well, it's 

dangerous always to get mixed up in families but I felt like 

I had to do it. So consequently, I would get that employee in 

and spend time with him. Then if he had really become an 

alcoholic I would put him in an alcoholic place to cure him. 

So I used a sympathetic viewpoint rather than one of 

condemnation. 

Now, so I felt from the beginning that the judgment of 

how good a manager you was [sic) could be determined by how 

many people you saved, not how many you fired. So I tried to 

save every employee that we had. I went all out to save them. 

Now, I think as a whole it paid off. Occasionally you had 

somebody who disappointed you, but as a whole it paid off. I 

would have some employees after I had straightened them out-

got them squared away again and doing well and doing fine-

they would come in my office, and break down and start crying, 

saying that I had not tried to destroy them, that I had tried 

to save them and that they were deeply grateful. So 

naturally, that gave me a great feeling of satisfaction 

because some of them became our best employees and most 
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productive. So the human element is really the most 

difficult, and yet the most remunerative of all the elements 

you have to deal with in business . I have said many times 

it's relatively easy to make money, but your problem is to 

deal with people. That's a tough one, and that's a real tough 

one, especially when you are building a large organization 

with lots of people because you have many complications. 

Wills: Who has been your biggest business associates or 

maybe closest business associates through the years? I am not 

talking necessarily just in Gold Kist, but in the Atlanta 

community and the business community. Who've you been closest 

to? 

Brooks: Well, I've been reasonably close, I guess, to a 

good many, but (Henry ) Lane Young who was president of the C 

& s Bank, which I've already told you about, I believe, in one 

of our interviews, was probably my closest business advisor. 

He would advise me when I was down in the dumps, and he would 

prop me up again. When I thought we were going broke, well, 

I would keep him fully advised because he had his money 

involved. But he would always say, "Well, you know what 

you're doing. Now, you quit fooling around here and go on 

back and go to work. " Now, I, of course, watched with great 

interest Coca-Cola because Coca-Cola was the largest business 

institution in this part of the world, and was by far the most 

successful. So naturally, I watched that very closely, and 

became very closely associated with a good many of the people 
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in Coca-Cola. Mr. [Robert W.] Woodruff, himself, was ... in 

some ways a distant person. 

didn't get too close to people. 

He was very weal thy, and he 

They didn't get too close to 

him, but he was always very friendly with me. We had lots of 

correspondence, and even when he was ninety years old, he came 

out to my office here and had lunch with me, and we talked 

about business and lots of things. We had quite a discussion 

because he had been very helpful to us out at Emory 

[University], and I have been on the Emory Board of Trustees 

for many years. So when one of these writers wrote a story 

about his dogs, bird dogs, down at Ichauway--which was his 

plantation down in south Georgia--and how he had fed them well 

and treated them kindly, I wrote him a note and told him that 

anybody who had done as much for humanity as he had done 

through the med [medical] school at Emory and now we'd found 

that he treated his dogs kindly and fed them well; there just 

could not be much wrong with the spirit. Well, in a few days 

I got a letter back from him: "Dear D. W.," it said, "A cynic 

friend of mine said if you'll take a dog and feed him well and 

treat him kindly that he'll never bite you, and that's the 

fundamental difference between a dog and some people with whom 

you have to deal with," which was quite funny, of course. 

I told some of the people at Co-Cola [sic] about it, and 

they were going to have a big dinner party for him. They 

wanted the letter to read at the dinner party, but he decided 

he didn't want the dinner party. But, anyway, when he was out 
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here ninety years old, I thought I'd sort of reminisce with 

him a little bit. I got my secretary to find that letter and 

let him read it, and he got to laughing and said t hat he wrote 

me that letter from down in Ichauway . But he was a great 

humanitarian, I mean , he did lots of good and gave a lots 

(sic) of money where it was desperately needed . So he was the 

type of person that you'd like to emulate. I mean, he was a 

great success in business and yet he used his money very 

wisely. He used it for good purposes, and he didn't use it 

for wild living and extravagance and things of that kind that 

you see among lots of the rich people of the world. So I had 

very pleasant relationship with him. 

I had many more: David Rockefeller became a good friend 

of mine. I became interested in the United Nations, and so I 

was asked to go up there and work, along with a number of 

other business people of this country, to work on the United 

Nations trying to perfect it and get it in better shape. The 

Rockefeller brothers had given the land up there for the 

United Nations. So when we had this program of trying to work 

on the United Nations to get it going good and everything, 

David Rockefeller was one of the persons who worked on it. 

Lots of very prominent people were on the group including Mr. 

[Thomas John) Watson [Sr.) who was head of IBM (International 

Business Machines) and he and his wife and a great many 

others. Well, I became very friendly with David Rockefeller, 

and so that continued through the years. David finally became 
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chairman of the board of Chase Manhattan Bank, and I began to 

do business with him, mostly borrowing. I wasn't doing much 

depositing, but I was doing lots of borrowing. So I finally 

got him to come down and speak at our annual meeting, and he 

did a great job and was very fine. 

In addition to that, I was fortunate in knowing many 

other bankers with whom I had to deal who were great people. 

For example, the Chairman of the Board of the Bank of America, 

Jesse [Washington) Tapp, had become a friend of mine before he 

went with the Bank of America. He was from Kentucky, and had 

done some work in the Department of Agriculture, and was a 

very brilliant person. So consequently, after he became a top 

officer in the Bank of America I started working with him, and 

it, at that time, was the largest bank in the world . So I 

also opened accounts with him, and he was of very helpful in 

lending me money. 

So lots of the doors were opened, business doors were 

opened, through personal contacts, people that I had known in 

a personal way, and who later became great people and who 

opened the doors for me. So, I was very fortunate in being 

able to have these kinds of people as friends of mine , and yet 

they were the greatest business people of the world. They 

were the top business people of the world; but yet they were 

very kind to me personally, and very kind to Gold Kist, and 

still are large lenders to Gold Kist. So I think that lots of 

these things in business come about through personal contacts, 
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and you don't want to forget that. You ought to realize that 

personal contacts are all important in the business world as 

well in the other part of the world. So I've had a lots [sic] 

of close contacts with a great many business people who have 

been very helpful to me, and have gone all out to help me. 

Wills: If you had to come up with a creed or a motto or 

something that you would give, like one sentence , as advice to 

a young person starting in business today, what would it be? 

Brooks: Well, I would say first that you have to be 

honest, and that would be number one. Then you'd have to not 

only be honest and have integrity, but you ought to have 

motivation and motivation for good rather than evil. I think. 

when you dig into people and find out their life story-

the people who really have a great success in life--if you 

will really dig into their souls, you will find out that they 

are highly motivated, that they want to do good in this world, 

that they don't just want to make money . They want to do 

good. So consequently, I would say that integrity is highly 

desirable with the right kind of motivation, and if you have 

those two things, the chances are you are going to make it. 

Now, for example, in the business world lots of times you 

shake hands on a million dollar deal, and that's all there is. 

But if you ever violate that, you are through and nobody will 

ever have confidence in you again. So when you get into big 

business and high finance, you better keep . . . your ducks in 

the row and do it right and not try to chisel somebody. You 
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might chisel and get away with it to begin with, but in the 

end it will catch you. I could give you many illustrations: 

One, a fellow even here in Georgia, who built up a large 

business, but the fellow was a crook. And he crooked a lots 

(sic) of people, and he made lots of money crooking them, but 

he finally ended up bad and committed suicide. So watching 

through the years I see that it just doesn't work. 

Now, let me give you an illustration of a very successful 

person, Charlie [Charles Edward) Wilson. I was on the War 

Mobilization Board with President (Harry S) Truman and Charlie 

Wilson was Chairman of that Board, and he was Chairman of the 

Board of General Electric . Now, I got to be a very close 

friend with him, and I got to finding out about his true life. 

He told me that he didn't talk too much about his early life 

'cause it was rather difficult, but he said his father died 

when he was real young, and his mother had to take in sewing 

in order for them to survive. He said the only way they got 

any vegetables was when they went--on Saturday night they'd go 

to grocery stores just before they closed and say to them, 

"Now, you have got these groceries that you cannot carry over 

'til Monday, and why don't you sell them to us cheap?" He 

said his mother bargained that way to get vegetables, so you 

can realize he came up through a terrible situation, but he 

made it and he went on to college. He graduated from college, 

was a great engineer. He got a job with General Electric and 
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came all the way up through General Electric to the top. It 

was just remarkable the ability he had. 

For example, we had a plant that was not making the grade 

in turning out planes. So he went to that plant and went in 

and told the plant manager. The manager had been screaming 

all the time that he had to have ten thousand more employees. 

So Charlie Wilson decided he would check that out, and he was 

a great plant operator. So he went to this manager and told 

him he just wanted a pair of overalls, and let him in the 

door. He went in and stayed in three or four days. When he 

came out, he told the manager that he was not going to make it 

on schedule with the plans, and the manager said, " I have been 

telling you that I wasn't going to make it. I need ten 

thousand more employees." Charlie Wilson said, "No, that's 

not your problem." He said, "You have got ten thousand too 

many, and let me show you exactly how you cut down. " He made 

him cut down. He said, "We need every one of them in other 

jobs during the war. " He said, " Now, if you'll do this, and 

cut these down, you'll be surprised that your production will 

go way up." And that was done. So he was a great person, and 

you can realize dealing with a person of that kind it was 

great experience, I mean, business experience for me, as well 

as other personal experience. 

But he was also a very human fellow, and he was telling 

me that when he was president of General Electric that one 

Sunday afternoon a fellow called him at his home very much 
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Electric] refrigerator had gone bad. 

12 

that his GE [General 

He had a cocktail party 

going at his house Sunday afternoon, and he wasn't going to 

stand for it, and he wanted somebody over there immediately. 

Well, Charlie said that he had come up through the plants, he 

knew everything about every thing they were producing. So he 

said he just put on a pair of overalls and went over there 

[laughter], and went to the back door. The maid came to the 

door, and he told them he was the man from GE to fix the 

refrigerator. So, he said he opened and checked all the 

mechanical parts of the refrigerator, and said, "I could not 

see a thing wrong. And I couldn't understand it." "Finally," 

he said, "I looked down at the bottom and what had happened 

they'd kicked the connection loose." [Laughter) So he said he 

put the connection back, and then the next day when he got to 

the office just for pure devilment that he sent this fellow a 

bill for a thousand dollars. 

So I am saying that these great people you've known also 

are very human people. It's remarkable how human they are. 

So that's part of it, and I think you have to keep a sense of 

humor, and if you don't do that you are dead and that is 

particularly true of presidents. I have seen them just die 

right in front of my eyes. If they don't keep some feeling of 

humor, it kills them right off. I think maybe I've told some 

of the stories maybe about the presidents when I have talked 

about them. I am not sure, but probably told some of them. 
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But they had--some of these presidents--had great stories, I 

mean, and they had great humor. So those were t h e ones that 

seemed to me that were surviving. Somehow they could throw it 

off, but it was an impossible job, and you could see them 

dying right in front of you all the time. 

so, I would say that you'd better be honest in life . I 

have seen lots of crooks that if they had used that much 

energy and ingenuity in legitimate business, they'd do a whole 

lot better than (when) they were crooking at (sic] somebody. 

So that just doesn't pay; it doesn't pay in life. It doesn't 

pay in business. It doesn't pay at all. 

Wills: You had talked again a lot about leadership, and 

leadership often demands that you have to face crises and 

things that you don't want to face but you have to face. And 

I know you have certainly had your share of those. I was 

reading, in some of Senator (Richard Brevard] Russell's (Jr.] 

correspondence about a problem that Gold Kist or cotton 

producers had with Peru. Could you tell me about that story, 

and what happened with Peru, and what you had to do to set 

things straight? 

Brooks: Well, what happened down there ... we needed a 

lots (sic] of fishmeal to go in our poultry operation. We had 

found through research if we could put in three to five 

percent of our feed in the form of fishmeal, that it somehow 

increased the growth of our broilers, and it also seemed to 

improve their health. It seemed to give them vigor that they 
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So, the supply of fishmeal was so 

uncertain--it kept coming and going--that I finally decided we 

better get our own source of fishmeal, so I went to Peru, and 

we built a fleet of boats, eleven boats down there-- big, 

large, nice boats . We built a very modern processing plant to 

process these fish into fishmeal . Well fortunately, we did an 

excellent job. We greatly improved the productivity down 

there and, as you know, I felt from the beginning all my 

training in economics was that the way you had a high scale of 

living was high productivity. So consequently, we built boats 

with high productivity . They were automatic, and we could 

catch a lots (sic) of fish and take them in, and we could move 

them from the boat into the plant by suction . We did a great 

job, and we became great citizens down there. We paid our 

workers on the basis of production which you felt like it 

stimulated. We had workers down there, I think, there was a 

question whether he could even read or write , but they would 

make fifteen to twenty thousand dollars a year, and maybe they 

had never made over a thousand dollars in their life . 

So we became great citizens down there, but, anyway. 

as you know, you have many revolutions in South America, and 

so they had a revolution in Peru. The new crowd that took 

over felt that they were going to take all these plants, and 

put them under the government: they were going to nationalize 

them. So consequently, they nationalized our plants. So I 

went down there and met with the people--at first, the top 
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people, some of whom I knew. In fact one of the fellows in 

the revolution had worked for us, but I had the problem of 

getting to the top levels because it was no good to talk 

below. But, anyway, I was finally able to get through and 

affect the Federal Reserve Bank (person), the old man who was 

a banker, nice old fellow. Then later, (I got) to the 

Commissioner of Agriculture who was the number two man in the 

revolution. But the old man in Federal Reserve--when I got 

some of the top people together, I got to teasing them. I 

said, "Now, you might get away with nationalizing some of 

these American plants down here that are owned by a handful of 

stockholders, but you are dealing with a group, now, of two 

hundred fifty thousand farmers, and you might have thought you 

knew something about revolution 'cause that is the way you got 

in, but you never have had any revolution as compared with 

what you're fixing to have if you do not pay me for our 

plants." Well, they finally got to laughing, and the old man 

in the Federal Reserve Bank said to me, "Mr. Brooks, y' all 

have been great citizens down here. You've done lots of good, 

and I want to say that to you. And we have no criticism of 

Gold Kist, and we would not have nationalized you if we hadn't 

nationalized the whole industry, but we just couldn't leave 

you out by yourself." And he said, "Now, I have enough 

dollars in the bank and if you can get Sollis (Sol], which is 

their currency, get enough of those from the fishing industry

-who had taken over our plant and all the rest of them--to 
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pass to me, then we'll get your money for you. We're going to 

get it for you." 

And so, I kept emphasizing on them that they were dealing 

with farmers; they were dealing with farm money. They weren't 

just stealing. • confiscating from some rich person: they 

were taking money from people who needed it. So consequently, 

I got a sympathetic hearing, finally. Then the secretary of 

agriculture--then when I went to the plane, he called, and 

wanted to visit with me. So he carne on out and we spent a 

long time together because he found out that I was highly 

trained in agriculture, and he felt like that I could be of 

tremendous help to them in Peru and their farm problems, which 

I agreed to do--try to be helpful. So finally, I had a very 

good reception, but you realize at first I was out in the 

cold: they had confiscated my plants; they had taken eleven 

boats, which were fine boats; and I was sitting there with 

nothing. So consequently, I finally got my money. They paid 

me off. Which I felt very fortunate, because I don't know how 

many other people got paid, but at least I got paid. 

Now, in all that throw of down there--show you where 

friendship comes in, it's helpful. David Rockefeller of the 

Chase Manhattan Bank owned a bank down there, and they decided 

they wanted to buy that bank, and so, David was down there 

when I was dealing (with them). So I told David that I needed 

help and for him to help me with these top people. So, they 

bought his bank, and then they paid me, so David, I think, 
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might have been helpful to me, see. 'Cause he was down there 

when I was, both of us dealing in a problem situation. So 

consequently, you never know exactly how these friendships 

work out, both of us down there in Peru with the problems of 

that particular regime. Now , later on they did not do well 

running the plant- -the governments never do do well. They 

think they can, but socialism is not a very productive method 

of business in the world, nowhere in the world . It has never 

been successful, really. So later on, they were not doing so 

well--the plant--and the head of the bank down there who was 

with the government came to Atlanta to see me, wanting me to 

buy the boats and back again, but I wouldn't do it because I 

figured one dose was enough [ laughter ) . So, I refused to buy 

back. So, we got out of down there, and fortunately with our 

money. 

Wills: Was Senator Russell able to be helpful ... ? 

Brooks: Well, I think he was through Washington . You 

see, they were putting pressure on through Washington, and I'm 

sure Senator Russell was putting pressure on through the 

government, and the government was putting pressure on the 

people down in Peru to do something about it. So I'm sure I 

got a good deal of help from many directions, but I finally 

got my money. 

Wills: How long did it take to straighten all of this 

out? 
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Brooks: Well, it took several months. I didn't bring a 

check back with me [laughter) while I was down there but I 

got. . . . (Cut off] 

End of Side One 

Side Two 

Wills: All right, well, let me ask you about another 

situation that I was reading--another problem. On July 7, 

1983, you wrote a memorandum, concerning among other things 

the role of the emeritus board members, and you mentioned that 

Cotton States Insurance had gone through some terrible times, 

and that it required you to make some very tough decisions in 

order to straighten it out. Can you elaborate on that and say 

some of the things that you had to do as . . . ? 

Brooks: Well, I don't know whether that was the first or 

second time I had [laughter) problems, but, anyway, let me 

explain about Cotton States. See, it was another company that 

I organized. You see, when I was over at Carollton (Georgia) 

and getting Gold Kist started, people were poverty-stricken, 

hungry, and naked. Well, unfortunately they became so hard

pressed that farmers like everybody else were cheating some in 

order to survive. I could walk out on the square there at 

Carollton at night, and see four or five fires going at once, 

that is, barns and houses being burned out in the country 

area. So every once in a while then somebody would come out 

on the square and holler, "Selling out to the Yankees!" Well 

the Yankees got tired of being sold out to, and so when I came 
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up here, after I left Carollton and moved to Atlanta, and got 

Gold Kist going real good, suddenly these Yankee companies 

decided that they were going to sell out: they were going to 

close out, and walk out. So I had large delegations of 

farmers pouring into my office here in Atlanta saying that I 

had tried to save them in the economic end, now they 

desperately needed to be saved in insurance. [They said] that 

they had to have insurance on their farms, buildings, because 

they had loans on them and one of the provisions was they had 

to carry insurance on the barns and the houses, and that I 

just had to do something about it. So consequently, I told 

them I would be glad to do what I could. 

So I went over and talked with the insurance 

commissioner, and he said that I did not have to put up much 

money if I was going to stay in four counties. So I set up 

the company and started, but in a little while they were 

canceling; these Yankee companies were canceling everywhere, 

and so in a little while we were just scattered all over the 

whole area. So the commissioner called me, and said that he 

had to have two hundred thousand dollars, so I carried him 

over the two hundred thousand dollars. Then about a month 

later he said, "My goodness, you're just scattering 

everywhere. You' 11 have to bring me two hundred more thousand 

(sic) dollars." So I carried him two hundred more thousand 

dollars. Well that was lots of money back during the 
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Depression, not much money now, but that was like putting up 

at least several million dollars. 

So consequently, it was straining to put up that kind of 

money, but I put it up. Then I worked on the insurance 

company to get it going and get it profitable, and doing well, 

and I put in a system that was quite good. See, I had a local 

board of directors at every operation we had, and so in order 

to eliminate this moral risk that we had with everybody that 

might burn their houses or barns, I made every person who 

wanted to buy insurance have to go through the local board, 

and they'd have to certify as to his moral character. In that 

way I eliminated most of the high risk people, and so our 

losses went way down. But it was rather amusing, the first 

meeting after we got started. The president of the group in 

Carollton got up and said, "Now you farmers quit burning up 

these houses and barns; this ain't no Yankee money anymore, 

this is our money!" [laughter) and put a stop to it. Well, of 

course, that was rather amusing, but we tried to stop it 

through this system that I put in. So we got along fine but 

it kept growing and, of course, and I guess, in a way, got out 

of hand; I did not have time to keep working with it. 

So I was busy with Gold Kist, and so I got Mr. (C. B.] 

FunderBurk, who was our treasurer, to look after the 

insurance. Well, unfortunately, Mr. FunderBurk was a great 

person, and did a great job in finances but he was not a 

manager. Lots of people are brilliant people and fine, but 
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they're not good managers. So consequently, the first thing 

I knew the thing started losing money. I gave Mr. FunderBurk 

a pretty hard time, but Mr. FunderBurk by temperament could 

not fire anybody. He could not reprimand them. And even his 

secretaries, some who were poor, I'd get him to take a 

vacation, and I would fire them because they were doing a 

terrible job--just awful--and hindering him because they were 

not getting out the work that they desperately needed to do. 

A good manager must have a good secretary or he is dead. So 

it was urgent that Mr. FunderBurk have a good secretary the 

same as I did. But anyway, finally Mr. FunderBurk went to 

Washington for a period of time to set up this crop insurance 

program for the government. When he went to Washington over 

the weekend then I, Monday morning, moved in to Cotton States 

to see what shape we were in. When I checked it out, we were 

broke. We had not only had (sic] lost the money that I had 

put in, but we had lost all that we had made and, of course, 

it upset me no end. 

So, I called Mr. FunderBurk in Washington, and told him 

that this thing was desperate, that I didn't realize, but we 

were broke, and that we had lost of all of our money, and that 

I was sorry but I was going to have to fire the manager 

because the manager could not run it, and that I had checked, 

and I had found one person that I thought who had at least 

some ability, and that I had planned to fire the manager and 

put in this person. Well, Mr. FunderBurk, who I said was a 
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very emotional person, didn't like to fire anybody or 

reprimand them, and he became very emotional over the phone 

and started crying, and saying if I wanted to do that to t h e 

manager and the other people--I told him I had to fire some 

other folks, too--to go ahead and do it but it was terrible . 

Well, I finally said to him, " Do you want to close it or do 

you try to want to save it because we are broke? Now, do you 

want to save it or do you want to close it? " He finally 

calmed down and said, well, go ahead and do what I wanted to 

do, so I immediately went back up to the Cotton States office , 

and told the manager to get his stuff together, that h e was 

through. Then I got the other person whom I was going to put 

in as manager, and told him that I wanted him to take over. 

Then I told the manager we were getting rid of that I would 

find somewhere else to put h i m. . . I wasn't just putting him 

out the door, but I'd find a place. I'd get him an office and 

we'd find something else for him to do . Then the new manager, 

I told him that I wanted to study the insurance for a while to 

see what shape we were really in and see what chance I felt 

like that we had of saving it. 

So I did that, and I carne to the conclusion that there 

was no excuse for losing money. In fact, I've always had that 

philosophy that there is no excuse to lose money . If you are 

running your business right, you shouldn't lose money . So 

consequently, I said to him, " Now, I want to set up a budget. 

I want to show you, in my opinion--I have checked this out 
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thoroughly--in my opinion we can not only stop the losses, but 

we can make two hundred fifty thousand dollars this year, and 

I want to show you how to make two hundred fifty thousand 

dollars." And I said, "The first thing I want do is here is 

a group of agents who have been losing money; I want all of 

them fired." And he said well, he reckoned he could do it. 

And then I said, "Here are all your directors. I want all of 

them fired. " "Now," he said, "I can't fire directors." I 

said, "I understand that and I don't want you to fire them as 

directors, but they are to be fired as agents. All of them 

are writing insurance and everyone of them losing money. And 

so, we got to stop that. We can't lose anymore. We done lost 

all that we can lose. " And so, I said, "You notify them that 

they are through as agents, and if they buck up about it, have 

them call me." Several of them did. And I told them, "Now, 

do you want to close it or do you want to try to save it?" 

And finally, they'd say well, they wanted to save it . Well, 

I said, "You're losing money and we haven't any more to lose, 

so you're going to have to get out as an agent and stay on as 

a director." Well consequently, in that way we cleaned it up 

pretty fast, but very bitterly, you can realize, very 

difficult. But, anyway, I worked with this manager that year . 

Wills: Who was this new manager? 

Brooks: Luke Lassiter. Luke Lassiter. And he is well 

known over at the University of Georgia--he's a graduate of 
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Luke was very smart and did fine. So I 

every week constantly, fine-tuning that 

operation and showing him how to run a business. So at the 

end of the year we had the budget of two hundred fifty 

thousand dollars. We made two hundred forty nine thousand 

nine hundred and something dollars. I think we missed it 

fifteen dollars, and somebody said to me we'd gotten that 

close I'd put in the fifteen dollars personally [laughter). 

But anyway, I showed him that it could be done, and it could 

be done right, and if he'd do it right and budget right, that 

he could move it right on up. I said, "Now, you take over. 

I've worked with you and showed you how to do it. Now, you 

take over and run it and let me get back into Gold Kist," 

which he did. And he did a great job. He built a big 

company, a very successful company, made lots of money, but 

unfortunately, late in life he got mixed up in some bad 

characters where he was living, and they sort of carried him 

down the wrong road, I think, and got him some bad loans. It 

looked we had to make some changes, which I finally had to do, 

although he had done a great job, and was very smart. But you 

have to be very careful that the wrong people don't slip up on 

you if you got money to lend and he was lending money, see. 

Because the insurance company got lots of money to lend, and 

some of this crowd slipped up on him and got him messed up. 

It was so messed up that I had to shuffle him around in order 

to put the heat on. He was not in position really to put the 
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heat on t hese peopl e as he should have, a nd I had to get 

somebody who could put the heat on. So I had to s huffle with 

him, but otherwise he had done a great job. 

Now during that period, because of these bad loans we got 

back having problems again, and so we had to clean t hat up and 

clean up the bad loans, but we cleaned it up . [We) got it 

straightened out and started making money again a nd doing all 

right. So we went through really two periods, but that first 

period was when we were really broke . The last period we 

weren ' t broke, but we lost some money and we were not doing 

well, and we should be, so we had to change that . So the '83 

[crisis) probably was the second time; the first time was much 

earlier than that , see. But anyway, it illustrates that no 

business runs itself too well, that you'd better stay on top 

of it and count your money about every hour or somebody will 

run off with it. 

Wills: You certainly do have to stay on top of it. Could 

you explain what the trouble was with the emeritus board 

members? They were feeling like they had been mislead 

according to the memorandum , and you were trying to work that 

situation out. I think they were being told they could sit in 

on the meetings of the Board, and then Cotton States 

apparently decided they couldn't, or something to that effect . 

Brooks: Is that Americus, Georgia? 

Wills: No, the emeritus board members . The board members 

in the--the retired board members. 
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Brooks: Oh yeah, yeah . Well, yeah we-- that's emeritus 

you mean . Well, that carne about very unfortunately, frankly, 

real bad. I had been Chairman of the Board of Gold Kist and 

also of Cotton States Insurance. So I felt that we needed to 

keep the two organizations together, tie them together. 

Because we could do a lots (sic] of things together: we could 

stay in one building and everything and save a lots (sic] of 

money for both companies. So consequently, I finally decided 

in '83, I guess (that] is what you're talking about, that I 

ought to move out as Chairman of the Board and that Mr . 

[William W.] Gaston, whom we had just made Chief Executive 

Officer of Gold Kist move in as Chairman of the Board of 

Cotton States Insurance. Well, unfortunately Mr. Gaston is a 

little difficult to get along with from my viewpoint, and in 

a little while he and the president of the insurance company 

were in a personal feud. It was very bad, and which you have 

in businesses from time to time. So consequently, I felt that 

I ought to try to be helpfu l if I could. But Mr. Gaston got 

mad at me because, you know, you're trying to be a peacemaker. 

Well, sometimes the peacemaker doesn't come out very well. So 

he got mad at me, and decided that he was going to put me out 

and not have any. He said he didn't like this emeritus 

business, and when he got them out he wanted them out, and 

that I was out, and I ought to be out too [laughter ] . 

Since I had built the company, and never drawn a penny of 

compensation--! never drew a dime out of Cotton States 
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Insurance- -and I had built thirty six million dollars in the 

mutual and had maybe forty, fifty million in the other, wel l , 

I figured, well , if that wasn't very good justice that here 

you are somebody trying. . . . And I had voluntarily walked 

out. But at the same time I wanted to stay in the board 

meetings because I didn't want somebody to run off with the 

money that I had spent a lot of time building. I did not want 

them to scheme it out, and I had found out, through bitter 

experiences, that it wasn't easy to let your money get away . 

There were lots of people who were perfectly willing to siphon 

it out for you . 

So consequently, I felt that I wanted to keep that money 

in there to help write insurance for farmers, and that I had 

sacrificed personally to put it in there. I had put up all 

the capital to begin with and not asked the farmers to put a 

dime up. I had gone through two difficult times. I had never 

drawn a penny's salary out of it . So consequently, you 

realize that I wasn't very happy about that situation. So 

consequently, I went back to the board and explained that I 

just wasn't very happy about it, and that I felt like that I 

had a responsibility to stay and meet with the Board and keep 

up with what's going on, because it was. . Although I did 

not own the money legally I at least maybe had some moral 

right to the money, because if I wanted to I could've made it 

a stock company just as easily as I had made it a mutual 

company. Since I'd put the money in I could've owned it all, 
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every penny of it. So consequently, instead of their asking 

the Board to do something I could have been telling them what 

to do because I would've owned it all. 

So consequently, the board then said, " Well, okay, it is 

all right for you to come back in." I did not go back in as 

director or anything but to sit in on the board meetings, and 

that's what I did. But it was a very bitter feud a nd very 

bitter time, and very, very tough. There were some other 

complications that got into it; it wasn't too good . It got to 

fighting over this building, got to fighting over the rental, 

and everything else. It was a really mess (sic]. But anyway, 

I finally had to move into it , and I wrote out the final 

settlements of all the fighting, and had both groups to sign 

it . Of course, I guess I got scarred some in the fight, but 

I stopped it, and I made them all settle it. So I got them 

back at least working again together, and so hopefully we will 

be able to maintain that. 

Wills: Things then have been smoother ever since? 

Brooks : It smoothed out since then, yes. 

Wills: Well that's real good. Well, sir, I think you, in 

a memorandum, you mentioned that they were like, Cotton States 

and Gold Kist, were like children to you, and I guess children 

do fight now and again. 

Brooks: Yes. 

Wills: Let me change the subject if you don't mind. I 

thought I would talk a little bit, or get you to talk a little 
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bit about civil rights. As a Southern businessman, what were 

your impressions of the civil rights upheavals as the South 

was trying to adjust to . . . ? 

Brooks : Well, of course that was a very trying and 

difficult time. Now, you see, when I started Gold Kist no 

black person had ever been permitted to vote, I mean in this 

part of the world. Yet at the same time I felt that I was not 

starting a political organization or a social organization. 

I was starting an economic organization, a business 

organization, and that it ought to be run as a business 

organization. Since I was setting it up as a co-op that the 

blacks should have a vote the same as the whites because they 

had their cotton in there; they bought fertilizer; they were 

doing the same thing. Since this was an economic deal that I 

saw no reason why they shouldn't have the same type of 

privileges as the white members. So I guess for the first 

time in this part of the world--when I'd have our annual 

meetings, and we'd have votes on things, I'd pass ballots out, 

I noticed they (the employees) would segregate themselves. We 

always had meetings generally in the court house, at the court 

house in whatever county we were in, they'd fill up the court 

house. But I noticed the blacks would probably get in one 

area and the whites in another, so they segregated themselves. 

But I passed ballots out to both sides, and let both sides 

vote. I don't know that that made every white person too 

happy, but I had no violent reaction against it, 'cause I said 
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to them, "This is an economic deal. We are not trying to 

socialize anything. We're not trying to do something that 

maybe some of you got great emotions on. This is an economic 

thing, and this black fellow has his money in the same as a 

white one. I mean, he's got his product in here and he's got 

it involved just the same as a white farmer, and therefore he 

must be treated the same." So consequently, I did that. 

Now, I personally felt that it was a problem we had to 

deal with here in the South, and as bad and emotional as it 

was, that it had to be dealt with, and that we couldn't 

forever put it off. So consequently, although I worked it 

that way, and probably these blacks for the first time got to 

vote in anything in their lives, in Gold Kist, and without any 

problem. But at the same time when we got over to the church, 

then you really had troubles . I mean, not just a few, and 

probably the most segregated place in the world were churches . 

I mean, you couldn't get a black in a church to save your 

neck. So consequently, I felt that that problem had to be 

solved too. As you know, I am heavily, was heavily involved 

in the Methodist church, and I had practically every position 

that any layman could hold in the Methodist church, and was 

Vice Chairman of the Board of Missions. So that we had 

missionaries all over Africa and I was all over Africa working 

with our missionaries there . Well, I felt like that you 

couldn't go over to Africa and convert a chief, and then bring 

him over here and, say to him, " You can't get in this church!" 
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I mean [laughter) , you realize that back in the early days : 

what do you do when you got back to Africa? I mean , the 

r eaction you'd get from that, see. So that there's just 

someth ing you just couldn't deal with, you couldn't tolerate. 

So consequentl y, I began to work in the Methodist church 

to see if we could change it. Now it wasn't very easy, it was 

very heated and very difficult . I was chairman of the board 

of my church, local church here . Before I became chairman, 

the board had passed a resolution not to seat any blacks in 

our church. Well, I immediately started to change that. 

There was lots of agitation; blacks were trying to get in in 

order to stir up the rackets. I said to our people that if 

somebody came there really to worship, I didn't care who they 

were- -whether they were black, red, green or white or what-

that there's no way you could turn them away and be a 

Christian church. Second, if they came there for trouble, if 

you got in a row with them you were as bad as they were. 

Therefore there was no choice except that anybody who came to 

that church was to be seated. That was very difficult to 

sell , you can realize. But I'd hold. I'd get a large 

group of people to come out to our home and have dinner at 

night, from the church, and some of the most emotional ones . 

We'd sit down, and reason through it. I finally got it to 

where I felt like that I had it in reasonably good shape in 

our church. 
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So the First Baptist Church was right across the street 

from us, and the Baptists did not intend to let any blacks sit 

in their church. So consequently, every Sunday they had a 

white fellow leading the blacks, and they'd try to get in that 

church, and they would have the police drag them out . They'd 

drag them out of that church, and we were right across the 

street so here they'd come across the street to our church. 

Well, I had gotten our people straightened out by that time, 

and so consequently we'd just seat them. Well, of course, 

that stopped because once they were seated they weren't so 

anxious to get in again. So we had no problems, I mean, they 

settled that. Finally it got so that we would tease each 

other about it. We got over the terrible emotional period, 

and so when I would go to church on Sunday morning, all, or 

lots of our laymen would be out front to see what they were 

going to do about dragging them out of the First Baptist 

Church. Then they kept teasing me 'cause I was chairman of 

the board. [They'd] say that I would sit there and watch and 

see how they handled them over in the First Baptist Church. 

I said to them that that preacher just couldn't stand there, 

that he couldn't continue to be a preacher and let that happen 

every Sunday in his church, dragging them out of the church, 

that I was confident he'd either crack up or he'd do 

something. 

he was one 

But what happened he left and wrote a letter, and 

of ten supposedly, one of the ten greatest 

preachers in this country, supposed to have been . He wrote 
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them a letter and said when that church voted to seat people 

who come in he'd come back, but he would not come back 'til 

they did that. So they had to vote--he put the heat on them-

so they had to vote to let them in. So that calmed that one 

down. But anyway, it was very bitter. 

Well, we had in the Methodist church what we call the 

central jurisdiction. The central jurisdiction was all black, 

and so consequently, we'd had complete segregation in the 

hierarchy of the church. I mean, the church itself was 

completely segregated, all the way up and down the line. We 

had the central jurisdiction which was all black, and then, of 

course, when all this began to happen they felt like that the 

central jurisdiction had to be merged into the others. Well, 

you can realize that created real troubles in the Methodist 

church, but I felt like we had to deal with it. So 

consequently, I moved to do it . I became chairman of what we 

called the Episcopal Committee, in the Methodist church. 

That's the committee that elects the bishops, and then places 

the bishops. The bishops, of course, are the powerful people 

in the Methodist church, who run the church. But this is one 

commission that's over the bishops, and so I was chairman of 

that. So, I felt that we had to merge them, and get them in. 

We'd been ordered to do that by the church. So consequently, 

I held meetings; I brought them all together, blacks and 

whites, and I would say to them, "Now, we've got to do this. 

No use in us being emotional, screaming and hollering and 
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fighting anymore; we've had all that we can stand. Now we're 

going to do it. Now I'll send the bishop to your area, say 

Alabama or Mississippi or wherever the worst thing, I'll send 

that bishop as chairman. I'm confident I can get the 

committee to go along with me. If you all will agree on a 

certain bishop that will be able to bring you all together and 

merge you and get over this burden, if you will decide on who 

that bishop is then I will send him to your place." 

So I went to Mississippi first because that was the worst 

part we had in the country. I said, " Now, you all work it out 

and tell me who you want." Well, it took them three days. We 

had two white conferences and two black conferences; you 

realize it was rough. But anyway, they finally came to me and 

said they had decided that Bishop (Marion Boyd) Stokes was the 

person that they all knew and had confidence in, and that if 

I would send him there they would try to merge . So I said, 

"Okay, we'll send you Bishop Stokes." I did that with all the 

areas, you see, all over. And saying, "I will help you. You 

tell me who you want but you have got to merge, see." So in 

that way we put it together, but it was very tough you 

realize. Of course , you can realize that everybody was not 

too praiseworthy of me because I had to issue the orders, the 

ruling that you had to do it. But nevertheless I felt like we 

had no choice, and it was something that we ought to do, that 

we needed to do, and should do. So I went through that 

period; it was a trying period but I worked it out both in 
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business and in t h e chur ch. So I felt like that that was all 

right. 

Wills: Atlanta ' s been described as " a city too busy to 

hate. " How would you describe Gold Kist just during the civil 

rights era? 

Brooks: Well, let me tel l you how I did that. I realize 

I had great emotional periods (sic) of people here in Gold 

Kist, and yet I wanted to bring in black employees. So I had 

meetings with my employees, and I said to them , "Now, we are 

going to bring black employees into Gold Kist , and I know 

that's going to upset you to no end, many of you, you are 

going to be terribly upset. But there's one thing that I will 

try to do, that I will bring capable blacks in . They will be 

blacks with ability. Now, if they are blacks with ability and 

capable, they'll probably be far above the average, because 

they've had to come along lots further from the bottom than 

you have . " "All of them who really attained real ability, for 

example, in computing or something of that kind, " I said, 

" they had to come from the bottom, and you at least started, 

maybe, halfway up in the scheme of things . They had to come 

off the bottom. So they've had to work lots harder than you 

have to get where they are. They've had to work real hard to 

get where they are. " And so. 

End of Side Two 
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