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[0:00] 

Madalyn Bryant: On behalf of Crossroads to Freedom and Rhodes College, I want to thank you for taking 

the time to share your story with us today. I’m Madalyn Bryant –  

Ozakh Ahmed: and I'm Ozakh Ahmed –  

Bryant: And we are both graduates from the class of 2017. Today’s interview will be archived online at 

the Crossroads to Freedom website. We are currently in President Troutt’s office. It is June 21, 2017. We 

wanted to start off with some basic questions, just to start the conversation. So, those first two 

questions are: what is your name? 

William Troutt: My name is William E. Troutt. 

Bryant: And what year were you born? 

Troutt: I was born in 1949. 

Bryant: And can you tell me a little bit about the neighborhood you grew up in? 

Troutt: I didn’t grow up in a neighborhood. I grew up 

[1:00] 

on a small farm a couple of miles outside of a small town called Bolivar, Tennessee that’s about 68 miles 

directly east of Memphis. 

Bryant: And can you tell us a little bit about your home life? Your relationship with your siblings and 

parents? 

Troutt: Oh, sure. Grew up, again, on a small farm with my mom and dad and my sister, who came along 

6 years later, and I grew up very modestly there in a rural setting. Very modest economically, and lived 

the first five years in the Troutt family home with my grandmother, and we moved to a little four 

bedroom – four bedroom, I wish it was four bedroom – four room house. But we had indoor restroom 

facilities, which was a new phenomenon, and was something I was very grateful for. 

[2:00] 

Loving family, Dad worked very, very hard. He farmed during the day, and always had some kind of 

other responsibility to make ends meet, usually a night watchman, eventually in the boiler room of 



Western State hospital there. But images of mom, who stayed at home, and had a wonderful, warm 

meal three times a day. A dad who was working all the time.  

Ahmed: So, when you were a child, what sorts of activities were you involved in? 

Troutt: Well, my early life evolved around school and church, and a primary school activity 

[3:00] 

was the band, and my grandmother bought me an alto saxophone when I was in the seventh grade, and 

band became a very important part of my life. Performing music became a very important part of my 

life. But I was a little different kind of farm boy. My parents had not been successful farming, and 

wanted a better life, and when I was I guess in the first or second grade, Mr. Ross, our elementary 

school principal – I didn’t know this, until several years later – came out and talked to my parents that I 

had scored exceptionally well on some test, and he was concerned that I have the time to devote to my 

studies to optimize my potential, and so while I did some chores, I was 

[4:00] 

not a typical farm boy. My life revolved around being a diligent student, eventually being a student 

musician. Then also, my parents were very faithful members of the First Baptist Church, and so I was 

there all the time, very involved in youth activities, youth choir, and so see a young person whose life 

evolved really about – around home, Bolivar Central High School, and First Baptist Church. 

Ahmed: Did you find yourself in leadership opportunities back then as well, in school and in the band 

and at the First Baptist? 

Troutt: Well, yes. 

Ahmed: Yeah? 

Troutt: Well, it just worked that way. I was president of the youth choir, president of the band, all those 

sort of things sort of came my way, and obviously 

[5:00] 

I enjoyed it. And those little early leadership opportunities obviously do form and fashion you in ways 

you can’t imagine when you’re growing up. 

Ahmed: Do you have any favorite memories from that time in your life? 

Troutt: Oh, my goodness. So many. Certainly without a doubt in high school one of the most pivotal 

moments was, we had a subset of our band, a group called the Bolivar Brass, and you’ll Google Tijuana 

brass, you’ll see the kind of literature that we performed. But a highlight was, we won the Hardeman 

County talent show, and that took us to Memphis, Tennessee to perform at the Mid-South Fair. We did 

not win, but in the audience was a talent scout 

[6:00] 

 for something called the “Ted *Mack* Amateur Hour.” Which again, if you Google, it was sort of a star 

search, “America’s Got Talent” in a very remedial way. So we were invited to perform – that’s national 



television – and so we did the car washes, played high school homecomings, and raised the money, and 

for the first time in my life, got on an airplane with my fellow Bolivar Brass members and went to New 

York City, and we recorded at then the old Ed Sullivan Studio, which is now – well, it was CBS 50, now it’s 

the Ed Sullivan Studio, where the – I guess the Letterman show was, now it’s Colbert. So we’re on 

national television, and got to tell everybody 

[7:00] 

back in Bolivar that we were on the same stage as the Beatles. You all have heard of the Beatles, I hope. 

Ahmed: I’ve heard of them. 

Troutt: Excellent. Excellent, I give you high marks for cultural literacy. But they had performed a few 

months earlier on the same stage, so you’re a country kid and you got a band, but you perform on the 

same stage as the Beatles, and so that was a big thing. We thought we were going to win, we were 

pretty proud of ourselves, but it was an Electoral College sort of voting process, so we – everybody in 

our school filled out a postcard – you know what a postcard is? It’s a – they had those, that was how you 

voted back then, and but we may have won Tennessee, but we certainly lost California and New York, 

and we didn’t win. But to get to go to New York City, to be on television, for a person whose world was 

pretty small, we were – we didn’t take family vacations, we didn’t have money for that. I’d been to 

Kentucky and Arkansas and Mississippi 

[8:00] 

but to, you know, have some kind of experience like that was really, really memorable. 

Ahmed. Yeah, I can imagine. So then, moving into sort of early adulthood and adulthood, was it in 

college that you met Mrs. Troutt? 

Troutt: Yes, and let me just, to back up for a second, my college search process was a little unorthodox. 

Again, I‘d been a diligent student, and my physics teacher, Mr. *Chumney*, had given me an MIT 

catalogue, and had promoted my going there. He had sent some students to MIT, so he was just an 

unusually gifted teacher, and so that was on my mind, and then my pastor invited me into his study one 

Sunday and said, “God has called you to the ministry,” which is a pretty heavy thing to say 

[9:00] 

to a seventeen-year-old who’s more science-oriented and thinking about engineering, perhaps, or some 

career in the sciences. But you take that pretty seriously, and I remember telling my – Mr. Chumney 

about that, and he was just devastated, and more than disappointed in me, but my pastor suggested I 

go to Union, which was where he’d gone, and was the quote local Baptist College. And so, enrolled 

there, and certainly the most important thing that happened there was meeting Carole Troutt, and we 

had two dates. The first one I thought went great, she was not equally impressed,. But we met again a 

year and a half later in a comparative religion class, and she invited me to her sorority formal, and I said, 

“Well, let’s go to the 

[10:00] 

synagogue Friday night.” You got extra credit in that course for going to a non-Christian service, so, and 

it's a very inexpensive date. And we hit it off, and that was in January of 1970 and we married on 



Thanksgiving Day 1970, and have had a wonderful life together, and I'm so grateful for her. But that all 

happened in college. 

Ahmed: And you have a couple of children, right? 

Troutt: Yes, two children. *Carol-Anne,* our oldest, is a stay-at-home mom, in *Kenilworth*, Illinois, a 

community you know very well. 

Ahmed: Yes. 

Troutt: And our son, Jack, works for a healthcare company and lives in New Orleans. 

Ahmed: And what sort of values were important for you to instill in your children? 

Troutt: Well, that is a 

[11:00] 

great question, and I wish Carole Troutt were here to be my tag-team partner, but you know, just that 

you're always trying to impart your own core values, which revolve around how you respect and treat 

other people, how you serve others, and obviously the values of hard work and being the kind of citizen 

that you hope people will be. 

Ahmed: And you were raising them at a time where, I think, race relations, especially, and gender 

relations were fraught – not that they aren't now, but what was it like raising two children in that 

setting? 

Troutt: Well, it's fascinating in that, we were living in Nashville then. I was president of Belmont 

[12:00] 

University for seventeen years, and Nashville was, and to a certain degree still is, very segregated, so we 

– they grew up in the Green Hills section of Nashville, didn't see a lot of people of color, didn't have 

opportunities to interact in hindsight like we would have liked. But that's just the way Nashville was 

configured. I'm especially proud of my son, though, he would reach out to classmates that were 

different. Two of his best friends were African-American. He had a gift, a sensitivity, to if someone was 

on the outside, how do you bring them in? But a bit challenging in that both my children grew up in not 

a very 

[13:00] 

diverse setting, which is obviously very different from Memphis, Tennessee. 

Bryant: I can see, I think that’s a difficulty that a lot of us have had. The next group of questions kind of 

revolve more around your educational experiences. 

Troutt: Sure! 

Bryant: So you spoke a little bit about school as an opportunity, especially in comparison with your 

family growing up, but what was your perspective of school as a young child slash how did it change as 

you grew older? 



Troutt: Sure. Well, I loved school, and a great affirmation moment: fifth grade, *Mrs. Rainey*, singles 

me out as an outstanding student. And never underestimate the power of affirmation, and that 

[14:00] 

set me in high gear. Obviously had the high expectations that my parents set. My mother was very 

diligent every evening, “Bill, do you have your homework? You need to go over this,” all that sort of 

thing. But I sort of took off then as just love of learning, desire to be successful in the classroom, 

interested in learning. Sort of a passion began to build as I grew older and, of course, as we talked 

earlier, shifting from sciences to the humanities because of a sense of a vocational calling was a big shift, 

but I love the liberal arts and took a deep dive with a religion major and philosophy minor and became 

very passionate about those disciplines. 

[15:00] 

Bryant: And were there any specific experiences that inspired you to pursue your later career as a 

college president? 

Troutt: Absolutely. Early in my tenure as undergraduate, I was going out almost every weekend to be a 

supply minister, to preach in a small, rural church that didn’t have a pastor or pastor was away, and I 

was sort of known there in Home Baptist Association, so I had lots of invitations. But a reflection, I guess 

after my first year as I – that wasn’t a joyful assignment, it didn’t sort of seem in synch with who I was, 

and I began to question whether Dr. **Bowen** was actually right, and as you dive into college and see 

so many wonderful mentors, you realize that you could be a person 

[16:00] 

of faith and not be a professional clergyman, and so began to think about what would be meaningful to 

me, you know, where my path would be that would align with my heart, and you know, college had 

been transformational. Residential college and those experiences were so powerful. That’s what I 

wanted to be part of, and sort of began to go through a very simple process of, did I want to be a 

professor? No, that didn’t seem quite right. How about administrator? That sounded good, and so what 

kind of administrator would I aspire to be? So, very naïve at the time, but I decided when I was a senior 

in college I wanted to be a college president, and the most extraordinary thing about that was, ten years 

later, I was. 

Bryant: And then, there are some similarities between the Civil Rights Movement and today’s social 

climate 

[17:00] 

 and so we were wondering, how prevalent was the civil rights movement in your college experience? 

What was the atmosphere like for you during your college experience? 

Troutt: Well, the 60s, the late 60s were the halcyon days for rethinking social responsibility. As a boy, I 

had seen, you know, segregation, but I didn’t experience anything else, so I didn’t have any sort of 

empathy for it, any knowledge of it, it’s just, I went to school here, there was an African American school 

also in town, never the twain meeted. I do remember being on the court square one Saturday evening in 

Bolivar and seeing this long parade of National 



[18:00] 

Guard equipment. You know, trucks and Jeeps and just a long parade almost of military, and later, I 

would find out they were going through my small town from Nashville to Oxford to protect James 

Meredith, of which I didn’t know at the time, which was certainly a big marker in desegregating higher 

education in the South. But no, that began to emerge even on a very conservative college campus. I 

remember I was in the barber shop in Bolivar after my freshman year, and getting a haircut, and the 

local paper, the Jackson Sun, had front page, some students protesting, and the barber who was 

[19:00] 

shaving my sideburn with a razor said, “I wish I could get my hands on those kids. I’d cut their throats.” 

And I thought, “Gulp. Those are my friends!” So yeah, college was, even at a more conservative, small 

college setting, you begin to see awareness about issues of racial justice, the Vietnam War, and all that 

was beginning to churn in my college years. 

Bryant: We were also wondering, did it differ between more Jackson and Louisville? 

Troutt: Well, my time in Louisville was so focused. I was doing two different academic experiences at the 

same time. I was a seminary student, which 

[20:00] 

I, as you would guess, decided to complete early, just finished a year. Then I was – again, I had my 

aspiration for higher education, so I was getting my Masters there, and really just was having the 

challenge of letting go of the other aspiration. So, I was going to two academic programs at the same 

time, so, I was just so focused, life just – everything else in life, just sort of like when raising my children 

in the 80s, what happened then? I was a young college president, I know there was a lot going on in the 

world, but between the parental duties and college duties, some of that’s sort of a blur. 

Ahmed: So, going into your presidency here at Rhodes, what are some of the earliest memories that you 

have of coming to Rhodes 

[21:00] 

and sort of getting a taste of what presidency could be like here, and then actually being president, 

and…? 

Troutt: Well, it was, really goes back to the search process if I could take just a minute to share that. I 

had Belmont, where I’d been president for seventeen years, had just completed a study for the Congress 

on college cost, and got a lot of attention. A consultant came to see me about *** higher education for 

the state of Kentucky, public higher education, which I was absolutely not interested in, but said would I 

be interested in some different kind of opportunities? I said, “Well maybe.” And so he called me about a 

month later and said, “I have a Rhodes job, and I think you’re perfect for it,” and I said, “Oh really.” And 

so he would send me materials about Rhodes, I would discard them, and finally in December he said, 

“Come on down to the Peabody Hotel next 

[22:00] 



month, meet the search committee, and just tell them about higher education, they’re nice people. You 

can go by Bolivar and go see your parents. And that’s about the way it was. But I was immediately 

smitten as the search committee shared their passion for the college, got a sense of its both of its 

historic ideals and some of its aspirations. I was hooked, and a few weeks later, I was named president 

of the college, and so came to work July one, and it was really just a time of learning, even though I’d 

been a college president, knew how to do the job. Totally different culture, totally different mission, and 

so it was just a feast of learning. I think one thing leaders need to do and should do is take time to listen, 

try to 

[23:00] 

understand the story and saga of the institution, discern what’s in the hearts of people, where do they 

want the institution to go. So the early days were certainly joyful, meeting people and getting to know 

the campus community, and beginning to venture out and know the Memphis community, which I knew 

a little bit about from my formative years, but a lot of time just listening, listening, listening to what’s in 

the hearts of people here. 

Bryant: What challenges have you faced in your position at Rhodes, and which ones did you anticipate? 

Were there challenges that surprised you? 

Troutt: Well, let’s say I’ve had a lot of opportunities. And one tangible one was just that on my desk the 

day I arrived was a letter from the accrediting body of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. 

That they wanted a report, I think 

[24:00] 

monthly about our progress toward creating a new library. We had a very sub-standard library, and it 

was pointed out in the self-study and the accreditation visit that had to change immediately, here’s a 

great academic institution with a very deficient library. And so that was a challenge. We had a 

consultant come in and give us a sense of what a good library in terms of just basic specifications should 

look like, what’s that translate in terms of Gothic architecture, construction cost. So that was about forty 

million dollars, and the college had never raised that kind of money for a building, and there weren’t any 

prospects for it, so call it a first really tangible challenge was, how do you get the library bills, and of 

course, think of the stories 

[25:00] 

documented of a series of conversations over the years with the Barrett trust, and ultimately getting 

initially a gift for half the library, and then, when the economic climate was not particularly good for 

fundraising the rest, going back to them and asking them for the entire amount, which was for me at the 

time, a courageous ask, because I had nothing in writing at all from them about their commitment, and I 

could potentially lose that commitment, but I shared with them that if they would give the whole 

amount, then the building would be all Paul Barrett, there’d be no other names on it, you notice there’s 

not. And they called a couple weeks later and said they’d do it. So the first big, tangible challenge was, 

how do you create a library that’s worthy of Rhodes College? And I think we exceeded our expectations 

there. Again, listening, listening, listening to what students and faculty 

[26:00] 



wanted and needed, and really, as you know, that library was – from the study rooms to the furniture –

was all student tested, and very proud of, we met that specific challenge. A larger challenge for any 

leader is to discern culture and to think about how you optimize everything that’s in the hearts and 

minds of the people who work there. And so we – the culture at Rhodes was more top-down in terms of 

managerial philosophy. It was a more rule-driven culture, there was a big, almost telephone – you know 

what a telephone book is? A telephone book sort of size set of how you did everything. And so, 

immediately wanted to think about how do you move from an institution, a culture that’s governed by 

rules to one that’s governed by ideas?  

[27:00] 

And that’s no easy task, and again out of listening you come up with some governing ideas, in our case 

what’s now come to them as a vision for Rhodes, and the imperatives that drive its student access to 

learning, student engagement, student inspiration. But once you get those in place, it’s then, how do 

you provide the kind of leadership that liberates people to do their best, aligned with that vision of 

giving people opportunity to put their own personal handprint on that? And that’s a big cultural shift 

that takes a lot of time, building trust, building common understandings. And I think that’s true for any 

leader in any organization, but I’m very proud that we have liberated people to do their best work here. 

There’s no way a 

[28:00] 

leader can tell people what to do and optimize the assets – human assets in the institution. So we tried 

to do that, to lead by influencing, and so proud of what people have accomplished here to make this a 

great college. 

Ahmed: So as you’re sort of influencing these changes and reimagining what leadership looks like here 

at Rhodes, and then reacting to some of the pushback you might have gotten from institutional 

obstacles and from students and people already ingrained in the community of Rhodes, how did you 

balance personal views and personal visions of the college with institutional 

[29:00] 

views and visions of the college? And how did that relationship change over time? 

Troutt: Well, the good news is going back to the search process, I could see a place that aligned at the 

core with my own personal beliefs and values about education, and so that alignment process was not 

that difficult for me. I think the challenge of resurrecting some of the historic values of the college, 

articulating them, and then creating sort of a constancy of purpose to that people knew what they could 

rely on, what they could count on, was important. But I'm just so fortunate to come to a place where 

everything 

[30:00] 

it stood for in terms of education, development of students, the contribution of those students' ideas to 

society, that aligned perfectly with my own personal sense of values. 

Ahmed: And then, connecting a personal set of values and institutional values...With some of the more 

traumatic experiences that have happened here for students at Rhodes – for example in our tenure, the 



Yik-Yak incident, the sock monkey – how do you react to those, and then how do you go on as a leader 

to lead the students through those moments? 

Troutt: Sure, well you start with my favorite Bible verse – see, I haven't gotten totally away from being a 

minister. It's a verse from the Old Testament, the prophet Micah, the sixth chapter, the eighth verse is, 

"What does the Lord require of you but to do justly, and to love mercy, and walk humbly with Him?" I'd 

[31:00] 

spent a lot of my life thinking about justice and how you create a just workplace for people. But in 

recent years, as I've studied and thought about it, I learn more about mercy, which is really the Hebrew 

word "hesed", which is "loving kindness," which includes loving kindness to yourself, by the way, which 

is important for a leader's job is to take care of herself or himself. But you approach all those **things 

love and** kindness, and I think when you start there, you're in a great position. What are your 

leadership acts in those times? Again, you start with the principle of opening your heart and listening, 

understanding where people are and trying not only to be empathetic, but to kind of chart a course to 

remediate the 

[32:00] 

challenge, to create the kind of environment that's welcoming and positive and good for everybody. 

Ahmed: I guess we have five minutes, so just to sort of wrap it up: What is your hope for the growth of 

the college in the next era, and what sort of advice to you have for Dr. Haas as she steps into this role? 

Troutt; Well let me start with the second half. My only piece of advice to President-Elect Haas is to enjoy 

every day here. Savor every moment on this beautiful campus with these extraordinary people, and 

enjoy your tenure. I will say, the eighteen years here have gone very, very quickly, and...but to take a 

moment every day and appreciate this place 

[33:00] 

what it stands for, the wonderful people here, the inspiring students here, is something I know she'll do, 

and it's the best advice I could offer. As regarding my own aspirations, I...for the college, I'm just so 

proud of what we've achieved, the spirit of the place, the kind of education we provide, the way we've 

expanded student opportunity. There was a day when Rhodes was pretty much a place where students 

stayed right here on this campus, right inside these gates, and never ventured out except for retail 

experiences or entertainment, and I'm so proud that we have expanded student opportunity here, and 

you all have seen this in your own work. To see Memphis as an asset, both its great institutions, its great 

people, its great challenges, you start at the center with a 

[34:00] 

great classroom experience, you have these great, inspiring mentors, but then you can have an 

experience in our community that brings that classroom learning to life. You've got something very 

powerful. Something that only a small percentage of undergraduates in the United States have a chance 

to experience. You get something very wonderful, and I just look forward to seeing how that continues 

to evolve. We have a very special place in the sun here to be a national liberal arts college of high 



standing, great faculty, but to be nestled in such a dynamic city that presents so many opportunities for 

students to expand their horizons, professionally, academically, personally, and I'll be watching with 

[35:00] 

great delight as that continues to ** in the days ahead. 

Bryant: What do you think you will miss most about Rhodes? 

Troutt: Well, I'll miss you. No question, I will miss the students. And I don't mean by that, some sort of 

formal setting at all. It is just simply walking this beautiful campus, sometimes with Maggie the 

Sheepdog and Carole, and just the chance encounters of how things are going. That's been the ice cream 

of the job for me, is to see students informally, to see how they grow and develop, and to do it not in a 

classroom setting, not in some sort of formal lecture, but just these everyday encounters. I will miss that 

very much. 

[36:00] 

Bryant: Thank you. And is there anything else you would like to add on that we haven't covered? 

Troutt: Just how fortunate I have been. To grow up in West Tennessee, to come to the notion of, "Your 

life work might be in higher education, perhaps being a college president," and then to have spent now 

over half my life – not my adult life, half my life, 35 years – being a college president, and being ** back 

home, so to speak, at one of American's great colleges, and to be on that journey with this remarkable 

woman, Carole Troutt, and to have two wonderful children, and to...now a wonderful grandson. How 

blessed I am, and I read back in the fall a line that has stuck 

[37:00] 

with me that really describes my time here, my life story, and I'm so very grateful. But the line is, 

"Sometimes your life exceeds your dreams." That's been my story here, and I'm so very grateful. 

Bryant and Ahmed: Thank you. 

Ahmed: Thank you for joining us in this Crossroads to Freedom project.  

Troutt: Well, I'm very excited about what you're doing, and as you know, that's one of the thing 

that's...many things I'm so proud of that's emerged during my tenure here, and proud of you, and when 

you all have your twenty-fifth year reunion, if I happen to be still standing, won't that be fun? Okay. 

Ahmed: Thank you. 


