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and

Wills :

This is Brian Wills.

I'm

the

in

office

of

Dr.

It is September 23, 1987 ,
James

T.

[Thomas]

president of Emory University , in Atlanta, Geor gia.

Laney ,
First of

all, President Laney, let me thank you for taking your time
out.

I know you're a busy man and I really appreciate you

taking the time out to meet with me .
to talk today about D. W.

As you know , we're going

[David William]

Brooks .

What I

thought might be he l pful to begin with would be to have you
describe

the

circumstances

under

which

you

first

became

acquainted with Mr. Brooks, if you can do that .
Laney:

Well, I came to Emory eighteen years ago as dean

of the school of theology here at Emory, and very early on I
had a c h ance to meet Mr . Brooks .

At that time he was serving

as head of the so-called Committee of One Hundred, which is a
group of lay--influential lay people who had an interest in
the church, the Methodist church, and were supportive of the
work of the Candler School of Theology.

He was already a

legendary figure at that point , having been instrumental in
obtaining wide support across the entire Methodist Church in
the country for theological education in general .

He and Mr.

Buster

the early

Bird

and Henry

[Lumpkin]

Bowden had

in

fifties, set up a plan whereby local churches would help give
a certain percentage of their annual budget to support the

school of theology, and this started in Georgia and spread to
the neighboring states and finally across the southeast.

At

that point, Duke [University) wanted in on the deal, and after
that went for a few years it was made a national program and
all the theological seminaries profited from it.

So because

of that history and his visibility and interest, I naturally
was attracted to him.

We became close friends, and, in fact,

for the first year or so that I was at Candler he travelled
with me to at least a dozen places around the southeast where
he and I together spoke to assembled lay people and ministers,
helping them get to know me and both of us speaking in behalf
of

the

school

of

theology.

So

it was

an

extraordinary

experience to travel around with him, and that was about the
beginning of our relationship.
Wills:

I know that you were a missionary in Korea.

Is

that correct?
Laney:

Right.

Wills:

He said something about that he had first made

contact with you there and that's where he first got to know
you.

Did you get to meet him there, or do you remember it at

all?
Laney:

Well, actually, Mr. Brooks didn't really get to

know me so much personally when I was there.

He had met me,

but

mission

he

knew

headquarters
association

of

me

in New

through
York,

people

and

I

on

the

think he

board

is making that

because he was able to get to know about me

because of his interest around the world.

I only knew him as

3

a

distant

name,

and

we

really

didn't

become

personally

acquainted until after I came here.
Wills:

So often times, you know, in connection with Gold

Kist, or actually, I guess, Cotton Producers at that time, he
would travel around the world .
Laney:

Oh, yes.

Wills:

I know he took his wife (Ruth McMurray Brooks)

with him.

Did you have a chance to meet her at any time?

Laney:

Not before we moved to Atlanta.

As I say, my

real recollection and knowledge of Mr. Brooks began later.
Whatever happened before that was just. .

He would be a

travelling dignitary and I would be one of many in the field.
Wills:

Well, he certainly did go to so many different

places.

Could you describe if he had any particular role to

play

bringing

in

you

to

Vanderbilt (University).
Laney:

Emory?

I

think

you

came

from

Is that correct?

I don't know about that.

It's hard to think he

wouldn't, because he was so influential, but I'm not privy to
that.

That all occurred before I came, and I'm sure that his

interest in the school made him a prominent player in those
who decided to bring me here.

I do know that he worked very

closely with me and continued to be a marvelous supporter and
one of the great interpreters and exponents of the school of
theology

while

invaluable.

I

was

the

dean,

and

in

that

role

was
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Wills:

And you were dean, what, seven years before you

became president?
Laney:

Eight.

Wills:

I'm going from what Mr. Brooks was saying; he may

not have recalled it correctly.

It is interesting.

I guess

President (Sanford Soverhill] Atwood--is that correct, who was
before you--he was not a Methodist, and there was evidently
some interest in him becoming a Methodist.

But you are a

Methodist,

that

so

I

suppose

you

didn't

have

problem.

However, Mr. Brooks intimated that some of the business people
were a little concerned that you were a Methodist, and maybe
were too much of a Methodist,

and not enough,

ready to be

president of a large university.
Laney:

Uh huh.

Wills:

Did you sense any of that?

Or did you get any of

that feeling?
Laney:

Well, I don't think it was a matter of being too

much a Methodist.

I think the issue was whether or not they

wanted a minister to be the president . .
Wills:

Well, that's what I . .

Laney:

. Because none of the presidents of Emory

after it had become a university had been members of the
clergy,

and

returning

to

I

think
the

nineteenth century.

they

more

wondered

parochial

whether

this

understanding

wasn't
of

the

Those who didn't know me I think would
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understandably be uneasy about whether or not I would simply
be a kind of a high- handed preacher issuing dogmas around.
Wills:
Pope

[Laughter)

(John Paul II)

You can say that, I guess, with the

here so recently I

worried about issuing dogma.
-let's see how he put it.

guess everybody's

But Mr. Brooks did mention that-

He said that people were concerned

that you were just a Methodist preacher, and he said that he
answered them with saying,

"You don't know Jim Laney.

He

knows more than you do about business," and that you had an
excellent education and qualifications for being president.
So I think he was in your corner for the whole thing.
Laney:

Well,

there's no question about that and he

undoubtedly was a key factor in persuading those who might
have been worried about my competency.
Mr.

Brooks,

his

[laughter) .

He's

generosity

outruns

I'd have to say that
his

so kind and gracious,

better

judgement

but there

is no

question whatever that he has been a marvelous friend and a
great supporter, and I owe an enormous amount to him.
pivotal when the trustees were pondering this.

He was

It's true that

as he followed the affairs of the school of theology closely,
he saw that we ran the school well and developed it and that
I could handle the administration.

So I think that it grew

out of that, and the fact that I had majored in economics at
Yale made him feel that this gave me a
qualification.

certain degree of
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Wills:

Let me ask you a question that's going to,

guess, require some speculation.
that a

I

Often times you would think

person would be tempted,

being a

head of a

large

business, having played a role in bringing the president to
the office, in maybe exerting a little too much influence. .
. if you get my drift.

Have you sensed that in Mr. Brooks . .

?

Laney:

You mean in relationship to me?

Wills:

In relationship to . . . ?

Laney:

Not a bit, no.

Mr. Brooks, while I was dean, and

I might say in relationship to, in terms of concentration of
power, there was even greater concentration of power in his
relationship with me as dean than later as president, because
for one thing he had largely become a trustee emeritus after
I

became president,

but his

activity was

so

powerful

in

support of Candler, and yet there was never the slightest . .
He always had a vision of the school in its generous
spirit far greater than I, so it was never a question of his
asking

anything

or

implying

anything

certainly not after I became president.

or

pressuring,

and

I've never known him

to ask something that wasn't altogether in the best interest
of the university and its society.
Wills:

I think--you mentioned the word "generous" twice,

and I think that's a very good word for him.

Is that the one

word you'd use to describe him, if you had to pick a word?
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Laney:

Well, I wouldn't want to pick.

I wouldn't want

to use one word.
Wills:

Just one word.

Laney:

He's a man that has too many dimensions to be

(Laughter)

described by, encompassed by one word.

I would, I would say

that he's not only generous with his substance,
generous with himself .

He's a devoted and tireless worker in

behalf of the causes that he believes in.
got

him

on

something.

your

but he's

side,

you

got,

I

I mean, when you

mean,

you

really

got

It's important--I'm sure you've already run across

this, that I've often thought that in his development of Gold
Kist

from

nothing,

if

that

had

been

a

profit

making

organization, he would have gotten as rich as Mr. [Robert W. J
Woodruff.

Well, you know, that's an extraordinary thing that

his sense of devotion and dedication to the welfare of others
would leave him with a sense of satisfaction even though it
didn't make him rich.
Wills:

I think that's correct.

Let me ask you just to

speak for a few minutes, if you don't mind, to laying out some
of the contributions he's made.
Emory University.

I know he's done a lot for

If you could just say, you know, speak to

that for a little while.

I don't know where one would begin,

but he has.
Laney:

Well,

I

mentioned earlier about his specific

contribution in the Committee of One Hundred and in getting
the school of theology a support base,

and indeed all the
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theological schools of the Methodist Church a support base
that would enabl e them to stop having to live from hand to
mouth, and that can't be overstated.

I would say that his

work on the trustees carries that another step.

He, in many

ways, other than his counsel, brought enormous influence and
contacts to bear.
you've

got

When you've got somebody like Mr. Brooks,

somebody who

can

pick

up

the

phone

virtually anybody and get them on your side.
way of measuring how much that means.
just what he does himself,

and

call

Well, there's no

It's not any longer

it's what he stands for and can

inspire others to do, and in that regard he's invaluable.

He

has been.
Wills:

I see what you mean.

You've mentioned counsel.

How helpful has his advice been, and what kind of advice does
he give you, and, say, maybe pick some specific issues.

I

know it's almost immeasurably difficult to run a university
today because there's so many pressures in so many different
directions.

Maybe it has always been that way, but I would

imagine it being worse today.

Did he give you any specific

advice or can you recall some incident or.
Laney:

Well,

I

think back when I

?

was dean of

the

theology school there would always be issues that came up with
regard

to a

school,

disagreement over

theology

or

policy of the

as to whether or not this was in accord with that

student ,
whatever,

or

this

and Mr .

pastor's

understanding

of

doctrine,

or

Brooks always took the l arger and more
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charitable view and always supported me in that.
many instances in that.

There were

He often, since he represented . . .

or was almost always a representative at the major conferences
of the church, his voice of reason and of . . . and I would say
in the best sense . . . catholicity, broad understanding rather
than a very narrow sectarian [point of view), made it so much
easier to try to have education because there are always n onothing parties in the church that that want to obfuscate or
confuse the issue or feel like anybody that doesn't agree with
them is , you know,
supported

the

going to hell or something.

school

and

made

some

really

He always
extravagant

statements at these conferences about what was going on at
Candler, so no way of describing the amount of influence or
support we got from him.
Wills:

Well,

Laney:

I can't even think of where the school would be

I.

.

.

.

without him.
Wills:

Speaking as --I'm a Baptist--so I understand when

you say the divisions.
Laney:

Well, you know the problems with, you know . . .

Wills:

All right.

I can see from talking with you that

your relationship was certainly at times professional ,
times personal.

at

Do you have a personal anecdote that might

shed some light on his character that would be something maybe
outside the school or something that you saw?

I don ' t know if
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there was an incident that might stick in your mind that would
be a way to look at D. W. Brooks.
Laney:

Well, I've always regretted that I haven't been

able to go fishing with him.
lot about him there.

I think I would have learned a

On occasion he would call up two or

three days before a weekend and say, "Why don't you and Berta
go down to Calloway gardens on Saturday morning and have
breakfast with Ruth and me? "

He would come by in the car, and

we would drive down there and have a great visit on the way
down, and we'd have pancakes and sausage there in the country
store with that good syrup and all that business and we'd look
at the pretty scenery--sometimes it would be in the fall;
sometimes it would be in the spring.
talking.

And we would come back

He was, of course, very prominent in Jimmy (James

Earl] Carter's (Jr.] campaign and his administration, and we
would talk politics and we would talk this and that.

I don't

know of any specific incident so much as the general tone of
the relationship, but . . . there was always a warmth, and yet
there was always a sense that he represented something that
was very

important.

I've always felt that he considered

himself to be a Christian, and that he always had to represent
the best that that entailed, and one never took that and one
never presumed upon that.

Mr. Brooks is a considerable man

and he carries himself with great dignity,

and I

think my

relationship to him has always been marked by great affection
but always by great respect.
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Wills:

How about Mrs. Brooks?

Laney:

Oh, she's an extraordinarily gracious and fine

How would you describe

her?

person .

She loves her family and is very proud of them, her

children and her grandchildren, and we often talk about the
children.

We've been over to their house for dinner with

mutual friends and all,

and I

think she has seen herself

primarily through the years as a mother and wife, mother and
homemaker.

And to be.

going is a full time job.

. to keep somebody like Mr. Brooks
I mean he goes at such a clip, and

she's been a wonderful partner to him.
Wills:

Do you see any particular role in the future for

Mr. Brooks with Emory University?

I'm thinking about maybe

some project that you would associate with him as the years go
on, or maybe even a new project.
Laney:

Well, it's hard to say.

deserves a certain amount of rest.

I think at this point he
And I'll put it this way:

if he has a project, we want to do it.

He continues to be

active as an emeritus member of the board.
trustee meetings,
regular basis.

participates,
personally.

and I

He comes to the

see him on a

fairly

I know he is active in the

Committee of One Hundred, and we usually try to let the folks
that have given so much and have been faithful so many years
a little rest from the heat of the day and then say, "Anytime
you want to do something, we want you to help us."
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Wills:

But I think that if anything strikes me, I don't

think he will want to ever rest until he just has to.
Laney:
Wills:
going.

Well, that's probably [laughter) true.
He strikes me as the kind that wants to keep

I don't really have any other particular questions.

I was just thinking if you might think of any particular thing
that you could recall or you would want to say in closing
about Mr. Brooks.
Laney:

Well, I doubt very much that I'd be president of

the university if it hadn't been for Mr. Brooks.

It's not

just his advice and his support which have been invaluable,
but he's given me the confidence.

His believing in me made it

possible for me to believe that I could do it .
can't take on a big job by yourself.

You know, you

You have to take it on

with other people's support and help, and he's been foremost
in that regard.

And I'll always be grateful to him for his

friendship and for that support, and I would be the first to
say that what we've been able to accomplish at Emory in the
last few years is due in great measure to the role that Mr.
Brooks

has

university.

played,

both

with

me

and

in

behalf

His friendship with Mr. Woodruff,

of

the

it would be

hard to assess in what that has meant, the fact that he would
confirm Mr . Woodruff's own beliefs.

I mean, they would get

together and they would confirm each other's beliefs and that
helped,

and just as an extraordinary Christian layman.

I

think one of the things that most concerns me is that I don't
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see laymen of his stature coming along today .

He brought to

his life a degree of devotion and discipline that ' s rare, very
rare indeed.

And I'm . .

. you know, I don't know where the

university's going to turn for that peculiar, that unique set
of qualities .

There are people who love the university and so

forth, but I don ' t see that Christian commitment infusing what
they do with the quality that makes sure the university and
the church remain in that relationship, and that's where he's
been so extraordinary.
Wills:

One of the comments that has to be made is that

you brought the university back toward the church, and I think
he feels like that was a very difficult task.
Laney :

He's helped make that possible .

Wills:

But I think he's very appreciative of it.

Laney:

Well,

I'm grateful if that's the case.

I'm

grateful if he feels that way, and I'll just simply say that
it's due in large measure to D. W. Brooks.
Wills:

I'l l ask,

I guess, one last question.

He has

just been appointed as a visiting professor of agriculture at
the University of Georgia.
that?

He

started

there

Do you have any thoughts about
way

back

in

1922

and

now

he's

returning to it.
Laney:

Well, all I can say is they're going to be awful

lucky students.
Wills:

I think so, too.
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Laney:

And the university

students, the whole university.
here.

is

lucky.

Not

just the

I wish we had agriculture

We would get h im to teach here!
Wills:

I really do appreciate you taking your time and

putting these thoughts down on tape , and I guess we got to
just close.
Laney:

Thank you .

[Cut off]

End of Side One
END OF INTERVIEW
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