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DRM:  Tell us who you are and where you’re from. 
 
RK:  I’m Robert Khayat, uh and from Oxford at the University of Mississippi. My 
home, my childhood home was Moss Point, down on the Gulf Coast. But since 1956 
I’ve lived here.  
 
DRM:  Describe the racial and political landscape at the university and in Mississippi 
in the late 50s and early 60s 
 
RK:  Well in the late 50s uh we were just becoming aware, I think, of the Civil Rights 
Movement, uh the unpleasant events that occurred in several places across the 
south.   The uh event at Little Rock at Central High School sort of got everyone’s 
attention.  And I think that any person uh who was thinking at all knew that 
Mississippi and Ole Miss would become key players in that, that entire movement.  
And of course, it happened. I don’t claim to be prescient but it didn’t take much of a 
thinker to understand that.  
 
DRM:  What did Ole Miss represent to white Mississippi at the time? 
 
RK:  I think that Ole Miss uh represented the state of MS.  Uh, I was a member of the 
football team.  And as you know in our culture athletics are just the top of the, top of 
the pole.  And uh we, we believed as, as football players, and baseball players that 
we played for Mississippi.  And that the Ole Miss Rebel uh—when we won, 
Mississippi won, and when we lost, Mississippi lost.   
 
DRM:  When were you a student here and when did you graduate? 
 
RK:  Came here in 1956 and completed my career here in 1960, and came back for 
uh, to, to pursue a teachers certificate and to, later pursue a law degree.   
 
DRM:  What was the first you heard of James Meredith? 
 
RK:  I had heard of James Meredith uh I believe in 1959. Uh, there had been another 
person, another black person who had tried to be enrolled at Ole Miss and was not 
allowed to do so.  And I was here at the time, the day that event occurred.  And I 
vaguely remember uh this person being placed in a highway patrol car and leaving.  
And I, I don’t remember his name, but he’s fairly famous. Clennon, that’s right, that’s 
right, yeah that’s right.  And then, uh and then James Meredith’s name came up, but 
in 1960 I moved to Washington DC and so I was out of the conversation. 
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DRM: What were you hearing in DC in 1962 about his ordeal? 
 
RK:  Well, our, our team by that time,  the Redskins were integrated. And one of my 
best friends on the team was Bobby Mitchell, who was from Arkansas.  And had 
gone to school at Illinois and played for the Cleveland Browns and then for us.   And 
Bobby and I talked about it a lot. And both of us feared the worst.  We, uh we talked, 
I, I really vividly remember the conversation that we were afraid there would be 
violence.  We didn’t know what kind of violence or the extent of it, but we, we, we 
were fearful.  Both of us were.   
 
DRM: And tell us again what you were doing in Washington. 
 
RK:  Playing football for the Redskins.   
 
DRM:  What position did you play? 
 
RK:  I was a guard and a center and a place kicker. 
 
DRM:  Talk about Bobby Mitchell and the integration of the Redskins.  How was that 
like for you as a white Mississippian? 
 
RK:   Well, it was happily received by me.  Because I thought we were handicapping 
ourselves by not having the best players we would have.  And Bobby Mitchell was 
perhaps the premiere back and receiver in the National Football League in 1962.   
And when he came to us, we immediately--our personality changed. We began to 
believe we could win, we began to win some games, he made some exciting plays.  
And the race issue was never a problem on the Redskin team, or never a problem 
that we, that I was aware of.  Uh the integration took place comfortably and 
naturally. Uh black players were warmly received, they were leaders on our team. 
Uh, I think all of us, all the players and the coaches viewed it as a very positive 
movement.  
 
DRM: What were the long term repercussions for the university? 
 
RK:  I think that uh, uh the university was stigmatized and uh not only across the 
nation but across the world.  We were viewed as a racist organization, before racism 
became a popular word.  But we were viewed as, as a community of people who 
would not accept people of color.  And that it was very negative, it was very harmful. 
Uh, every measure of this university’s life between ’62 and uh the late 80s and early 
90s is pretty much negative, and just weighted down by the experience that we had 
with James Meredith and the riot and all that followed that.  It was uh one of the 
great tragedies in the history of this state.   
 
DRM:  And what about the state of Mississippi as a whole? 
 



 3 

RK:  Well, I, I am not objective about the role of Ole Miss, but I think to a great extent, 
Ole Miss is symbolic of Mississippi.  And I, I make that argument uh and, and support 
it by saying, asking the question: when you think of Virginia or Nebraska or Texas, 
you think of the University of Texas, or the University of Virginia, or the University 
of North Carolina.  Therefore the flagship university of the state, this regional (?) 
school invariably becomes associated with the state.  And so uh, I have a lot more to 
say about that, which I can do if it fits in this conversation.  Uh But I think that we 
were viewed as the state was viewed, and the state was viewed as we were viewed.   
Negatively. 
 
DRM:  What was the racial climate like in the late 60s? 
 
RK: It was quiet, tentative, uh, not very many black students.  The professional 
schools were integrating comfortably, but slowly. Uh attracting black faculty and 
staff was more difficult uh because of the reputation of the school and also because 
of the financial competitiveness or lack of competitiveness. When, when I first came 
on the faculty uh schools around the nation were paying bonuses to black faculty to 
come join the faculty and so we weren’t in the position to do that.  And Mississippi 
salaries have traditionally been lower, and so consequently we were a little slower 
in attracting quality black faculty to our university.   
 
DRM:  So you became chancellor in ’95. 
 
RK:  ’95, yeah. 
 
DRM: What was the most pressing issue facing the university regarding race 
relations in the mid 90s? 
 
RK:  The, the most immediate issue uh was, this is the way I answered the question 
when I was asked what is your vision for the university? I said: to be, and to be 
perceived as one of America’s great public universities.  And of course embodied in 
that statement is that we can’t be perceived as an unwelcoming place. We can’t be 
perceived as a place that excludes or discourages all people to come together with 
open minds, free speech, uh open expression of ideas and so I , I thought, number 
one on the list was for us to change the way we perceived ourselves and the way we 
were perceived by others. And so the team that I put together for us to work to try 
to move the university forward—we all bought into that, and we all committed to it.  
And I will immodestly say we made a lot of progress.   
 
DRM: In those first years what was the main thing you did to advance that idea? 
 
RK:  Visit virtually every high school in Mississippi and recruit students white and 
black.  Put in place scholarship uh, scholarship and work programs that would 
enable economic challenged people to come to school here.  To help change the 
image of the rich boy party school that Ole Miss had had for some reason uh for so 
many years.  And so Andy Mullins and I traveled the state.  We almost operated like 
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a political campaign.  We were in school after school, after school and uh we 
specifically--he and I both talked about uh walking into Province in Jackson, and--
one hundred percent black.  And, and the people just stunned.  You know, what, 
what is the chancellor of Ole Miss doing here? And we went there and we went to 
Greenville to the black school, and to McComb to the all black school, Moss Point, 
Leakesville, I mean everywhere, we went all over the state.  And so I say probably 
the first thing on the agenda—first thing on the agenda was to get the team together, 
of really capable people.  And my test was always people who were better at what 
they did than I would have been if I were doing it.   And then secondly giving them 
not only the responsibility, but giving them the authority to act and then three, to 
give them the credit.  And, and so people, I think the leadership team truly bought 
into our, our mission and, and our commitment to doing something with this 
university for the state. 
 
DRM:  Talk about the confederate flag and how you dealt with that issue.   
 
RK:  Confederate flag, of course, has always been, uh, uh, what’s the word, uh 
divisive, uh filled with emotion.  I grew up loving the Confederate flag.  I probably 
speak for thousands of people who never associated the flag with race.  Just uh, 
maybe, might say uh insensitive.  I just didn’t think about it that was. I thought about 
it as a beautiful red and blue banner that would look great at football games and so 
forth.  Uh, but by the time I became chancellor I was well aware of the fact that the 
symbol of that flag being associated with this university was damaging to the 
university.  The way we proved that was uh the leadership team that I with some 
students and faculty got together for a planning session.  In this room actually, and 
we talked about why were we losing students. Why had Ole Miss gone from 11,000 
students in 1991, to 10,000 students in 1995, 4.   And we were at 10, 182.  And we 
said, we can’t let this happen. So we commissioned a public relations firm to do a 
survey in a 1,500 miles radius of Oxford. Uh excuse me, 500 mile radius of Oxford, 
1,500 uh calls.  And those, the, the people that did the work for us, uh compared, 
asked the, the person on the phone to compare North, University of North Carolina,  
Alabama, Georgia, Ole Miss and Arkansas State.  And uh much to everybody’s 
surprise Alabama was ranked first. And the followed question of why, it was Bear 
Bryant [laughs] which tells you a little something about the culture of the south.   
Nothing wrong with that, but I think most people who know would say that UNC 
probably is a stronger university than the others. Ole Miss actually came out second 
in that group.  Uh but when asked what are the negatives about Ole Miss, almost to 
the person they said the confederate flag uh and the race question.  And so we knew 
we had to disassociate ourselves from the flag, and when that news broke, we had a 
nine-month, uh really a war for nine months.  And our office, the chancellor’s office 
was just inundated with mail and threats and that was pretty much before email had 
gotten so pervasive.  Uh, lots of visitors, people coming to the campus dressed in 
fatigues.  Us being called upon to secede from the nation, all the national networks 
coming in, national newspapers.  And we struggled with it for nine months.  And uh, 
we were finally able to resolve it.  We had a team meeting one day—a managerial 
team meeting one day and, and uh we realize that really it was only an issue seven 
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times a year—at the football games. That’s the only time.  And so uh, and the group 
started thinking about how to deal with it, and we said:  why don’t we ban sticks?  
Why don’t we ban umbrellas, why don’t we ban hot, hot dogs on a stick, and why 
don’t we ban, ban flags on a stick? You can bring a flag ‘cause the first amendment 
gives you that right, but you can’t bring it on a stick ‘cause it’s a safety issue.  And 
when we did that [snaps fingers] the flags went away.  I mean they went “zoot” just 
like that they were gone. The New York Times had followed that story pretty closely, 
and Kevin Sack was the writer.  And he and I spent a lot of time together. And from 
one year to the next the stadium went from being filled with flags to having no flags.  
Uh  and there are lingering uh, there are lingering pockets of anger and hatred about 
that. And I, because I was chancellor, was accused of destroying the culture and the 
heritage of the south. And so forth. And uh, one of my friends, uh “friends” [uses 
hands to create quote signs] called me and said ‘you’re ruining the university. You’re 
destroying our heritage.’  And I thanked him for the call and we just went on with 
our business. And over the course of the 14 years I was chancellor many 
opportunities occurred for us to present ourselves as an enlightened community 
that understood our past, and regretted the mistakes and the failures that we had 
made and had. But were focused on the future, and being progressive.  And that 
respect was going to be the key value of this university.  And so if you see the Ole 
Miss creed, you’ll see that the students adopted a, a multi point statement and the 
first line is ‘I respect the dignity of every individual.’ And, and I think that became a 
part of the culture.  The President Clinton had his tow, town hall meetings on, on 
race.  And we hosted one here because of Gov. Winter, he was on that panel.  It was 
the most successful of the 21 of those that they had.  We had opportunities to 
celebrate or acknowledge uh, uh anniversaries of James Meredith having come here 
uh of different kinds of racial events that occurred over time.  And out of those 
conversations came the idea of having a monument—a Civil Rights Monument.  
Because the two most significant events in the history of Ole Miss were the Civil War 
and integration.  Now there were a lot of wonderful things and a lot of not so 
wonderful things going on around all of that but if you wanted to highlight points 
those would be there. And we had a Confederate monument, and have, and am very 
proud that he is there because he represents a critical moment in our history.  We 
also have a Civil Rights monument that is a testament to what this university did, if 
under duress, it did it.  And, and a statue of James Meredith which is very attractive. 
Uh, so we tried through the years while I was chancellor to be sensitive to the issues 
of race, to be honest about our past, but to be looking forward in ways that would 
help move Ole Miss and the state forward.  
 
DRM: Talk about the debates and bringing the presidential debates to campus in 
2008 and what that meant for the Univ. and the state. 
 
RK:  Okay, we, we felt, uh we felt around uh 2002 that we were about ready to be 
displayed, to make our debut, to go on the national scene. But we didn’t really know 
how to do it until the presidential debates came up and we thought, “Wooh, this 
would be a great opportunity.”  So Andy Mullins, key member of our staff, went to 
Washington found out what was involved, and based on that information we 
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decided to wait and try to get, attract a debate in 2008.   We had no idea that the 
first black candidate for president would be running. And so we decided in about 
2003 that we were going after a debate. Uh we realize the requirement of hosting a 
debate were, were extensive and challenging.  Uh not the least of which is that no 
public funds are available for that event. And the price tag is about $5 million. And 
so we began immediately to try to attract funding to support that debate.   We 
wanted to have the debate because we knew it would attract the world media.  And, 
and we were right about that.  Uh, a number of donors, foundations, corporations, 
and individuals joined in.  The real commitment was made by the staff of this 
university, though.  We, we had to more or less rebuild the space where, where the 
press would be housed because we were going to be welcoming 3,000 people to our 
campus for a week.  And they needed all of the electronic support that they would 
have in their offices.  And so we actually built a facility that had 300 desks each with 
an internet connection, telephone connection and a flat screen TV.  And our physical 
plant department did that.  We fenced a vast area of campus for security.  Uh we uh 
brought in, I’ve forgotten, 6 or 8 huge generators because you have to have a 
redundant energy supply should something happens.  Uh and so the campus was 
really were excited about doing it, our students were thrilled, they had a chance to 
participate in it.  But the, the really the uh the, the bon, the benefit was that press 
people from all over the world either came, called or uplinked.  Uh and the 
overwhelming uh, uh reaction was that this a remarkable place.  This is a place with 
a troubled past that’s put that past behind it and has moved forward.  And I can 
thankfully that say, as far as I know, we did not have a negative event uh occur 
during the build up and through the debate and through the departure of everybody. 
 
DRM: Talk about Bob Schieffer’s commentary the following week. 
 
RK:  Yeah. Bob Schieffer on that Sunday morning show uh, uh, said uh something 
like, I’m going to paraphrase it, but he said something like this.  He said: The last 
time was I was at Ole Miss was in 1962 and I will tell you I was more afraid at Ole 
Miss than I had been in Vietnam, than I was in Vietnam.  I just came from Ole Miss 
where the debate has been hosted, and to watch the change that has taken place, 
and to see white and black students, and faculty and staff and alumni moving around 
comfortably together in this beautiful setting uh is truly a wonder.  And it’s proof 
that if we, as a nation, decide to move in the right direction we can do it.   And, and 
this was sort of the phrase that pulled my heart out.  He said: the debate was a 
wonderful event, it was a great day. But more than that, it was a great day for our 
nation.  And of course that was what we were trying to get to.  And I’m so thankful 
for it.   
 
DRM:  So how has Mississippi evolved in the last 50 years since James Meredith? 
 
RK:  Oh I think, with regard to race?? I think the ease with which white and black 
people intermingle, you don’t, you don’t see a physical, or I don’t anyhow, physical 
reactions to black people walking into restaurants, or going, going into a movie or 
uh you don’t see much reaction to a mixed race couple. There, that’s become sort of 
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part of the landscape.  And I don’t hear much about it.  Now there are those out 
there who resent the daylights out of the racial movement that’s taken place in the 
country.  Uh I uh from until the day I stopped being chancellor I continued to receive 
mail uh that was critical of what we had done.  But it’s interesting that as much of it 
came from Montana and Oklahoma and South Carolina as it—probably more—than 
did from Mississippi. 
 
DRM: So where would we be without James Meredith? 
 
RK:  I just assume there would have been another James Meredith.  I uh I don’t know 
that uh but.  He certainly had courage.  And he, he made the commitment and he 
stayed with it. And ultimately he prevailed.  And I think the uh confirmation of the 
uh his success can be found in the fact that his son received his Ph.D. here.  And had 
actually been here for several months, I don’t know how many, but several months, 
before anyone knew that he was related to James Meredith.   Then another indicator 
of how far we’ve come with regard to race is that uh, I haven’t done a survey, but 
I’ve yet to ask a black student on our campus who was James Meredith and they 
would, they don’t know.  They have no idea. And then they see that monument of 
course and they begin to get the picture.   But it’s just, uh it’s no, it’s no, I hate to say 
it’s not an issue—I don’t hate to say that.  I’ll just say that, that I believe that black 
students, white students, people from all parts of the country and world, male, 
female I think they feel welcome on this campus.  And know they’re going to be 
treated with respect.  And if we can influence the way the state of Mississippi thinks, 
which I think we have and can do more, then we’re going to be a better place for it.  
 
DRM: What’s Meredith’s legacy in 2012? 
 
RK:  Excuse me? 
 
DRM: What’s Meredith’s legacy in 2012? 
 
RK:  His legacy, for me, is that throughout this uh this throughout this uh process he 
retained and maintained his dignity.  I don’t know that he ever behaved in an 
undignified way with people shouting vulgarities at him and so forth, when he was a 
student.  Uh he’s been a loyal Ole Miss graduate, uh he was very glad his son came to 
Ole Miss.  He’s offered to help us. He has given his papers to the university library.  
Uh but I think that, from my perspective, his dignity uh is the lasting gift.   
 
DRM:  Are we “there” yet? 
 
RK:  I, uh you know people, I’ll, I’ll just have to say that this comment [makes quotes 
with his fingers] “We’ve done a lot but we have a long way to go.”  I’m so sorry but I 
reject that comment.  We’ve had a long way to go since Adam and Eve cranked it up.  
You know, and we’re always going to have a long way to go.  But we don’t have any 
farther to go in race than we do in literacy, or in obesity, or in diabetes, or uh a long 
list of other needs.  So uh I think we’re uh I think Mississippi and Ole Miss are way 
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ahead on this race question.  I think we’ve made more progress than anybody. And I 
think that presidential team that came in here with the town hall meeting felt that 
and heard it and saw it.  
 
DRM:  So is James Meredith a hero? 
 
RK:  I think he’s a hero.  Yeah I do.   
 
DRM:  Talk about the bear.  
 
RK:  Yeah. I,I really don’t have much to say much about the bear.  I, I uh I’m not 
begging off on you, but I was not involved in the selection of the bear. Uh, I will say 
one thing about the bear and other mascots or symbols.  One of the lessons of the 
confederate flag for me was that symbols carry with them so much more emotion 
than substance that it’s stunning.  Uh people, I came to believe, sort of expect the 
university to do what it’s supposed to do academically and socially and culturally 
and so forth. But, but with regard to symbols a different sort of mindset kicks in. And 
perfectly rational people are not capable of having a rational conversation about 
something like a mascot. Uh for my perspective a, a mascot is just that, it’s just a, 
sort of a toy.  And if the kids like the mascot,  that ought to be great. I don’t want a 
mean mascot. I want a friendly mascot.  Uh, I personally didn’t find any problem 
with Colonel Rebel because he seemed like a Disney-esque character to me.  But 
apparently enough people did that it became an issue. And Pete Boone and uh really 
made the decision to make that change and then Chancellor Jones allowed the 
students to select the black bear and so.  If you’re really, really, can uh [laughs] what, 
decrease the emotion, who should the mascot, who really should own the mascot?  
In my mind it’s the students. Because I think that school spirit is a student, is student 
property.  And for the four years you are here, you own it.  And when you’re out, the 
next crowd owns it.  And so my group loved ’56 through ’60.  We loved all, we loved 
the Confederate flag, we loved Colonel Rebel, he was, he was in a grey Confederate 
uniform.   I never even thought about that being a Civil War uniform. Had nothing to 
do with it.  I’ve regretted we weren’t integrated when we played because we’d have 
been, we were pretty good, but we’d have been a lot better if we’d had Walter 
Payton and some people like that playing for us.  So anyway. 
 
DRM: Ironies of buildings and recreational areas named for segregationist. 
 
RK:  Yeah, I think you’ve just got to be fair to the people uh given the times in which 
they lived.  The perspective that Mr. Barnett had would not be my perspective uh or 
position.  But he lived in a time when it was popular enough to get him elected 
governor.  And so I rather uh I prefer to just take it as it was when it occurred.  I, I 
suspect if you got into Alex, uh Alexander Hamilton and what was going on in 
American at that time, or if you moved it to 1860 or if you moved it to 1900, we’d 
find behavior that would be so offense that we just couldn’t stand it  So, I, I prefer to 
live in the moment, to accept the history, to build on it, to try not to make mistakes 
that our predecessors made.  Know that we are going to make some mistakes, we 
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are not perfect, we are absolutely flawed, and we need to cut each other a lot of 
slack in my opinion.  But I’m, I’m not bothered by that.    If I were going to name that 
reservoir I probably wouldn’t name it Barnett Reservoir uh but uh that’s just, I just 
think you take it as you find it. 
 
DRM: Anything else you want to add about James Meredith, Ole Miss, or Mississippi? 
 
RK:  No, I just, I have believed since I was, I guess the light came on in my head my 
junior year at Ole Miss, when I was 20.  And I began to get sort of a perspective 
about the role of this university. And I do believe and this is with, as they say, all due 
respect to everybody else in the business. I just believe that because of our history 
and the role we’ve played that this university has to lead the state of Mississippi. 
That we’re not going to get elected, none of us are going to be governor or senator 
any of that stuff.  But, but as far as the internal culture of this state we’ve got to keep 
producing bright, capable, committed people who can stay in this state and do 
something about the challenges we face. 
 


