
'One of the giants': Kenneth
Roberts, beloved Nashville
leader, arts advocate, dies at
89
Kenneth Roberts, a
towering figure in
Nashville business and
philanthropy who helped
establish the Frist Art
Museum in the city's
historic downtown post
office, died Friday. He
was 89.

There was no mistaking
when Roberts was in a
room, according to his
friends and colleagues. If
his commanding stature
didn't give him away, his
booming voice or his
hearty laugh did.

"He was a bear of a man," said Peter Bird, a senior fellow at



the Frist Foundation and a longtime friend of Roberts. "He
was also a gentle soul."

Roberts served more than 20 years as president of the Frist
Art Museum Board of Trustees and was president emeritus
of the board at the time of his death.

"The vision he and Dr. Frist shared for the museum was to
exhibit the greatest art in the world for the benefit of the
entire community and to be a place of education, inspiration,
and most importantly, to be welcoming to all," the Frist Art
Museum said in a statement announcing Roberts' death.
"With his enduring support, much of what was envisioned in
those years of planning has come to fruition."

Roberts, alongside Dr. Thomas F. Frist, Jr., also helped lead a
coalition of city leaders in the late 1990s to encourage
Nashville to purchase the 1930s Art Deco downtown
building for $4.4 million.

"One of the issues that came up that surprised me was the
need for, expressed by the public not by arts leadership, a
major arts exhibition venue, preferably in the downtown
area," Roberts said in a 2006 interview for the Nashville
Public Library's Oral History Project. "Arts is a great learning
tool. We said, 'We oughta do it for the kids of Nashville.'"

The art museum opened to the public in the spring of 2001.

https://nashville.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/nr/id/548


More:Why the Frist Center is changing its name

'He was one of the giants'

On Monday, friends and colleagues shared stories of
Roberts' drive, passion, mentorship, leadership and humor.
They told stories of a man deeply invested and connected in
the Nashville community.

"He was one of the giants," Bird said. "He knew everybody
who could do anything in this town."

Bird also recalled how Roberts loved to play piano and was
ever-ready to bang out a few tunes at gatherings.

Roberts was widely active in the Nashville community.

He served as president of the Nashville Chamber of
Commerce and as chairman for the Salvation Army board.
He also sat on boards for the Nashville Symphony and the
United Way of Middle Tennessee, to name a few.

Ralph Schulz, the current Nashville Area Chamber of
Commerce CEO and president, said Roberts was a key part
of the city's development from the 1970s onward. He first
met Roberts in 1996, but is also well-acquainted with
Roberts' decades-long dedication to driving Nashville
forward.

https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2018/04/02/why-frist-center-changing-its-name-nashville/470830002/


"He was one of those
forces in the community
who said, 'Nashville
needs a plan,'" Schulz
said. "He was part of that
generation that set
Nashville on its path. You
can't measure that
impact."

Roberts
remembered for
championing
others



Roberts was also a longtime president of First American
National Bank in Nashville. He used that role to champion
women and people of color in the banking industry, among
others.

“At a time when banking was almost exclusively a man’s
profession, Ken Roberts set the tone for providing and
supporting equal opportunities for women," said Claire
Tucker, the now-retired president and CEO of CapStar Bank.
"He looked beyond labels and fostered talent and potential
in young bankers.”

Howard Gentry, who now serves as the Davidson County
Criminal Court Clerk, got his start in his 20s at First American
in the mid-1970s. Gentry, who is Black, said it was a time
when the bank was working to hire African Americans.

"Ken Roberts came into my life at a very important time,"
Gentry said. "I was still very young ... I'd experienced so
much segregation and discrimination that it was an
uncomfortable time for me. I wasn't the easiest guy to deal
with because of that."

He said Roberts challenged him to grow, and mentored him
as he navigated the career ahead of him.

"He taught me how to balance my anger and displeasure
with how life is ... and use it for the greater good," Gentry



said. "I think he knew before I knew that I was going to have
a role in opening doors that never had been opened."

From 2016:Howard Gentry's fight for rights began with an
ice cream cone

At one point, Gentry was tasked with informing people they
were being laid off from the bank. He said he received death
threats and endured racist slurs. But through it all, Roberts
was there to support him.

"Ken Roberts came to my rescue," Gentry said.

Gentry eventually went on to law school, and worked at a car
lot while he studied. He said Roberts came and bought cars

https://www.tennessean.com/story/life/2016/01/17/howard-gentry-civil-rights-elliston-soda-shop/78733592/


for his children from him. He always found a way to stay with
Gentry as a mentor, advocate and friend through the years.

"Everything I've ever done from my time at First American,
he's supported," Gentry said, his voice breaking with
emotion. "I've always asked for his counsel. I called him
'boss.'"

Gentry said he knew Roberts' health had been declining
recently, but that he was still in shock Monday as he learned
of his death. He said he'll deeply miss his friend and mentor,
but that he's thankful for the time they shared over their
nearly 50-year friendship.

"It's a real loss for me," Gentry said. "It's a bigger loss for
Nashville.

Family obituary: Roberts leaves behind
wife, family; funeral set for Dec. 10

A native of Dungannon, Virginia, Roberts was proud of his
Appalachian heritage, a family obituary shared with The
Tennessean said.

He played football at Vanderbilt University in the 1950s,
where he also excelled at track and field and music. After
graduating, he served two years in the military as a
lieutenant in the U.S. Army Chemical Corps.



He later returned to Vanderbilt Law School and graduated at
the top of his class in 1959. He went on to teach and
practice law for several years before pursuing politics and
eventually launching his long and distinguished career in
banking, business and leadership.

Roberts was preceded in death by his parents, Clarence E.
Roberts, Sr. and Katherine Osborne Roberts; his brother, C.E.
Roberts, Jr.; his first wife, Anne Foster Cook Roberts; and his
first son, Stephen Cook Roberts, according to the obituary.

He is survived by his second wife, Delphine Oman Sloan
Roberts, and by his sons Kenneth Lewis Roberts, Jr. and
Patrick Hagan Foster Roberts, his wife, Laura, and their sons,
Cook, Hagan, and John Patrick, and daughter Katherine
Anne.

He also is survived by his stepchildren, J. Elliott Sloan III, his
sons, Ivan and George; Delphine Sloan Damon and her
husband, Allen, and their sons, Sloan and Jack; J. Oman
Sloan, his wife, Meghan Barstow, and their children, Ethan,
Max and Maggie; and by Katie Sloan and her husband, Rob
Coleman, and their daughters Gwen Coleman and Eleanor
Coleman. Also surviving is his brother-in-law, Terry Cook,
and his wife, Griffie, and their daughters, Mary Jane Cook
Parks (Jim) and Graham Cook Bryant (Ken); and by his
nephews, Ken Ross Roberts, and David Roberts (Maria) and
their daughter, Katherine.



A memorial celebration service is set for 1 p.m. on Dec. 10 at
Westminster Presbyterian Church, located at 3900 West End
Ave. A visitation will be held at the church immediately after
the service.

In lieu of flowers, the family said people can celebrate
Roberts' legacy by donating to one of the organizations dear
to his heart: The Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum,
the Frist Art Museum or the Nashville Jazz Workshop.

Kirsten Fiscus contributed to this story.


