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Few people raised in these 
mountains, or raised anywhere in 
the south, have not at one time 
sang the words to that stately 
hymn, "On Christ the solid rock 
I stand, all other ground is sink
ing sand, all other ground is sink- . 
ing sand." For some these are not 
just words to a song, but form 
the bedrock for their lives. Such a 
person is Millard Filmore Pruitt. 

Most men are known by how 
they earn their living, but Millard 
Pruitt is known by his calling. He 

has worked at sawmilling, farm
ing and construction work, but it 
is his call to preach God's word, 
not his job, that is the center of 
his life. 

That calling has always been 
separate from how he earned his 
living. "I never got a penny for 
Preachin,'' he ·explains. 
"Nowhere, at any time, have we 
got any record of where the Lord 
told us to charge for our labor." 

He was born in the Whitehead 
area in a time when Christianity 
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was held in high esteem. "When 
it comes right down to the real 

·Christian life, it was a lot better 
then than it is today," he 
observes. 

Community life revolved 
around the church. Other matters 
were of secondary importance. 
"When they sent word that they 
were having a meeting at the 
schoolhouse," he remembers, 
"school stopped for the 
meetin~.·· 

He speaks in a low, clear voice, 
hardly.)ooder than a whisper, not 
at all whatl would have expected 
of a preacher. But there is a 
power in his voice, not from his 
volume but from his intensity. As 
he talks, he motions with his 
hands and frequently looks away 
as if searching for the words 
someplace else. 

However, when he makes his 
point, his gaze falls squarely on 
his listener, his voice becomes 
rock steady, his right hand accen-
tuating what is said: ' 

His voice has not always been 
this soft. One day he lost the 
abjJity to sing and to speak with 
any volume. His doctor told him 
he suffered some paralysis in his 
throat. No·.cause or cure was of
fered. 

Doesn't this interfe're with him · 
preaching, I inquire. "It's son of 
peculiar," he responds. "When l 
get up to preach my voice will 
come." 

His voice, and its coming and 
goings, is but one of many il
lnesses or afflictions he has suf
fered. Before age seven he 
described himself as a fat little 
thing, as wide as he was tall. 
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CHAPEL HILL 
James (Jim) Worrell Pru
ett of Chapel Hill, age 81, 
died February 26 at home. 
cradled in the arms of his 
family. Jim Pruett was 
born in Mount Airy, NC 
in 1932, the youngest of 
six children. His father, 
who had a small grocery/ 
meat store, taught him to 
properly carve a turkey, 
swing a hammer, and to 
be a good man unafraid of 
challenges. His mother's 
love of music and read
ing would greatly affect 
Jim-to the end of his life 
he kept his mother's 19th
century chaise lounge on 
which he used to read 
as a young boy. Home of 
the world's largest gran
ite quarry, Mount Airy 
and Surry County had a 
remarkably lively music/ 
theater life. In Jim's own 
words, "the musical life 
in Mount Airy was won
derful: oratorio, opera, 
drama, musical comedy, 
church and school music 
all were extraordinary for 
such a small town." His 
older brothers and sisters 
went into law, nursing, 
ministry, the Army, and 
business. For Jim, Mount 
Airy's influences and his 
family's belief in educa
tion led to a life of mu
sic, books, and learning. 
Over the years he sang 
in choirs, performed in 
a radio quartet, learned 
to play the piano, played 
French horn in the Mora
vian church band, and 
spent summers acting in 
The Horn in the West, 
a musical historical play 
performed in Boone, NC. 
Jim's family and teach
ers encouraged him to 
go to college. When writ
ing the required admis
sions essay, without really 
knowing what it meant, 
he wrote that he hoped 
to be a college professor, 
suspecting that it would 
mean unusual freedom to 
be with books and music, 
1s well as like-minded 
eople. Little did he know 

vhere that would lead. At 
the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
he earned bachelor's, ma · 
ter's, and Ph.D. degrees in 
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music and music history. 
In graduate school he met 
and in 1957 married a fel
low student and pianist, 
Lilian Pibernik-Benyovsz
ky, a native 
of Zagreb, 
Croatia. 
Also in 
1957, he 
began his 
profession
al career° as 
re erve librarian at UNC's 
Wilson Library. In the ear
ly years the couple lived in 
a small upstairs apartment 
at the corner of Hender
son and Franklin Streets, 
overlooking the post of
fice, the campus statue 
known as Silent Sam, 
and the nearby Univer
sity Presbyterian Church, 
where Jim served as music 
director. In 1961, Jim be
came UNC's music librar
ian, eventually advancing 
to full professor and serv
ing as the Music Depart
ment's chairman for a de
cade. He became known a 
an inspiring teacher and 
dedicated mentor to gen
erations of students, many 
of whom went on to teach 
in universities across the 
nation. In 1993, he was 
honored as one of UNC's 
distinguished alumni. 
After saving money for 
yellrs, in 1967 Jim ven· 
tured across the ocean for 
the first time, taking his 
family on a three-month 
tour of Europe, during 
which he built strong re
lationships with European 
universities and the rare 
book dealers who had be
come an important part 
of his life as a librarian. In 
later years he would spend 
many months in Paris, 
France, living two blocks 
from Notre Dame cathe
dral, learning to speak 
French and doing research 
on rare manuscripts in 
French collections. By the 
mid-1970s he was widely 
known for building UNC's 
music library into a signif
icant, nationally admired 
institution with a major 
collection. He also served 
as president of the Music 
Library Association from 
1973-1975 and as editor of 
NOTES, 1974-Tl. He then 

was offered the position 
of Chief of the Music Di
vision at the U.S. Library 
of Congress, which would 
have meant running the 

largest mu
sic library 
in the 
world, with 
over nine 
million 
items in 
the music 

collection, and resources 
of millions of dollars for 
operations and acquisi
tions. Jim and his wife 
discussed it, considered 
the impact of moving to 
Washington on her career 
and their young children, 
and turned the job down 
with no regrets. Ten years 
later he was approached 
again about becoming the 
Music Chief at the Library 
of Congress. This time 
he accepted, saying "the 
chance to run the best 
music library on the en
tire planet is something I 
could never have imagined 
in my wildest dreams as a 
kid on Oakdale Street in 
Mount Airy. Somehow, the 
chance bas come around 
TWICE for me. I think I'm 
supposed to say yes this 
time.~ From 1987 to 1995 
Jim served as Chief of the 
Music Division of the Li
brary of Congress, where 
he had a dramatic impact 
on rare materials acquisi
tions, public concerts, re
cordings and publications, 
new exhibits, private do
nations, and the Music 
Division's relationships 
with museums and librar
ies around the world. Un
til hi death Jim remained 
a member of Washington's 
Cosmos Club (founded by 
the explorer John Wesley 
Powell to bring together 
leaders in the sciences and 
arts). and he was one of 
the founding members of 
the Creativity Foundation, 
an organization which cel
ebrates. the legacy of Ben
jamin Franklin and pro· 
vides awards and support 
or creatiYity in all aspects 

of life. )im's interests and 
skills extended far beyond 
professional life. He was 
an avid motorcyclist and 
gardener. One summer 
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he built a 600-square-foot 
music room addition that 
was the showpiece of the 
familv home. Jim's innate 
curiosity and love of the 
world may have come from 
his parents or the books 
he read as a child. but his 
wife and career inspired 
the deep desire to explore 
the world. After years of 
traveling for work, in re
tirement Jim and Lilian 
spent almost two decades 
traveling America and 
the world, from Alaska 
to Madagascar, Turkey to 
Russia, Egypt to China. 
Jim always looked for
ward to somewhere new, 
but each summer includ
ed an extended visit to 
the beloved city of Du
brovnik, Croatia. To his 
everlasting credit, in pa
tient and gentle ways Jim 
imparted his curiosity and 
love of the world to his 
children. He has renewed 
subscriptions to National 
Geographic and Smith· 
sonian magazines to his 
children every year, and 
every trip in the last half 
century has meant that 
postcards would soon find 
their way home, always 
signed with love. Jim is 
survived by bis wife of 57 
years, Lilian, son Mark 
Worrell Pruett (Spartan
burg, SC), daughter Ellen 
Pruett Eudy and husband 
Timothy (Houston. TX), 
brother Jack (Hampstead, 
NH), and many nieces 
and nephews. He was 
preceded in death by par
ents Samuel and Gladys 
Pruett, brothers Conway 
and Samuel, sisters Doro
thy Vogler and Mildred 
Snider. Since 2007, a 
fellowship program hon
oring Jim has enabled 
UNC graduate students 
to spend summers intern
ing at the Library of Con
gress. Memorial gift may 
be directed to the James 
W. and LiHan P. Pruett 
Fund in Music, at UNC. 
Please mail contributions 
to the UNC Arts and Sci
ences Foundation, 134 E. 
Franklin St, Chapel Hill, 
NC 27514, Attn: Peyton 
Daniels. A memorial ser
vice will follow in the 
spring. 
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