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“The Huntington is the perfect environment for dreaming.” Laura Skandera Trombley says while sitting on the loggia of what used to be the private home of Henry and Arabella Huntington. On this sparkling San Marino day, Trombley is poised, in every sense of the word, for what will become the next chapter in her professional life. In July 2015, she is set to become the eighth president of The Huntington Library, Art Collection and Botanical Gardens and the first woman to be at the helm since the institution opened its door in 1927. Already looking at home in these spectacular surroundings. Laura Skandera Trombley, 54, the outgoing President of Pitzer College, a Mark Twain scholar and a Southern California native is up to the task. “This seemed like the perfect position for my interests and the path my career has taken me. This is both new and very familiar at the same time.” 

What’s familiar at the Huntington for Trombley, a Torrance native, is that she spent time there as a child, wandering through gardens. After completing her BA and MA at Pepperdine, Trombley would return to the Huntington as a PhD candidate in English literature at USC. Her time in the carrels and the library archives lead to research that would eventually become her first of five books, “Mark Twain in the Company of Women,” published in 1994. When she speaks about what the future holds for the institution, her love for the possibilities inherent in the humanities shines through. This place was a spark for her as a child and student and now she hopes to pass along that appreciation to others.  She describes the Huntington as “the humanities in full bloom, literally.” 

What’s new at the Huntington is that this time, she returns as the top administrator, leading a staff of 450 people and overseeing an operating budget of  $50 million and an endowment which has grown exponentially under the watch of outgoing president Stephen Koblik to $450 million dollars.  That’s not a journey too many former Huntington tourists have made. Trombley understands her mission while appreciating the work of her predecessor, “Steve Koblick has done an extraordinary job. The Huntington is terribly successful being the Huntington. It’s always been a gift to the people of Southern California; now it’s a global present.” She sweeps her hand around, as if to highlight the breadth of all that constitutes the Huntington, from gardens to manuscript archives to art collections to the frequent school field trips passing by, “Now is an opportunity to see how we can present all of these assets as a whole and rethink what the humanities mean in our lives.”  

Like many high level executive women, Trombley describes her career path as atypical, probably because there hasn’t been a well-tread path to the top for females in prior decades. Diligence, improvisation and good timing often play a part in the journey.  While on paper, her route may seem improbable, from English major to master fundraiser, Trombley’s resume appears to be exactly right for an institution of the size and scope of the Huntington and not unlike that of her predecessor Koblick who went from professor to the presidency of a small liberal arts college to the Huntington. Trombley describes making the climb without a road map, but armed with fierce curiosity, the confidence to challenge herself professionally and a few key mentors.  


After getting her doctorate at age 29, Trombley taught in the classroom at the State University of New York at Postdam for a decade before making the leap into academic administration, a move she characterizes as ‘doing good on a different platform.’ Trombley says, “One of the things you learn as a scholar and an academic is how to research data, look critically and synthesize information and argue your point.” That’s a theme she’ll return to again and again discussing how she works and makes executive decisions: research, analyze, synthesize. The arguing comes in handy, too, in an academic setting.  Trombley laughs, recalling defending her dissertation and subsequent management discussions. 

While teaching and raising a young son, Trombley took advantage of special programs at SUNY Potsdam to nurture administrative skills and then moved to Coe College in Cedar Rapids, Iowa to become a Vice President and Dean.  In 2002, she became the President of Pitzer College, one of the Claremont Colleges. The new job brought her back home to Southern California and into a highly visible job at a critical time in Pitzer’s history. 

By all accounts, including her own, Trombley’s tenure as Pitzer College was a success, raising the college’s profile both financially and academically. On the institutional side, under Trombley’s leadership, the college completed three successful fundraising campaigns, raising over $110 million, the endowment grew by 200 percent and the college added 8 new LEED-certified buildings in what can only be described as a complete re-imagining of the Pitzer campus. From the educational point of view, Pitzer’s rankings climbed in the all-powerful US News rankings at now sits at #35 of National Liberal Arts Colleges while reducing student debt by 27 % and increasing financial aid by 125 percent. Pitzer is a top producer of Fulbright Fellowship recipients and Trombley forged out-of-the-box educational relationships, cementing programs with places like Robert Redford’s Sundance Institute and study abroad in Burma. She leaves Pitzer with a truly diverse faculty, with 50% women and 40% people of color, an accomplishment she cites with real pride.   


When asked about the broad executive skill set it takes to effect that kind of institutional change and manage growth, Trombley quickly credits her educational background, a fact that should be a relief to the parents of English majors everywhere. “One of the values of a liberal arts education and being a humanities scholar is the critical ability to learn new skills, process information and manage complex situations.”  There it is again: research, analyze, synthesize. Raising hundreds of millions of dollars, bringing in large-scale construction projects on time and on budget, building upon and expanding the school’s education reputation and creating a successful management team all fall under the heading of ‘complex situations’ that Trombley handled well. “The stakes were very high at Pitzer. There was no room for error.” 

Trombley says her time at Pitzer helped her to define her management style. “I’ve always seen the role of administrator as facilitator to create a supportive environment for students and faculty.” She describes her style as one of patience, understanding, listening and, most importantly,  “Not seeing comments as ill- intentioned, but an opportunity to make things better and stronger.” 

Trombley credits mentors along the way with helping her to shape her career and push her towards new frontiers, starting with her own parents. Her mother was a school administrator at an LAUSD elementary school in Inglewood at a time when women in a leadership role with supervisory duties were a rarity.  Her father was a second grade teacher and supportive of her mother’s career.  Throughout her childhood, she thought that was standard operating procedure for work, marriage, parenting and partners. Trombley recalls, “What you have in front of you is what you think is. You think that’s normal and then you grow up and realize that this is atypical. But having known that this can work, I wasn’t daunted. This is something that I knew existed and I just had to work hard to find it. “


But out in the real world, Trombley never met the collegiate version of her mother. She never took a class from a female full professor and never met a female college president. “I couldn’t have what didn’t exist.” Fortunately, she met two men who did serve as professional mentors because, as she says, they “focused on my intellect and wanted to move me ahead.” 

She credits the late Howard White, former President at Pepperdine and the father of a classmate and great friend, as being a critical role model for her. Hanging out with the White family meant that Trombley got to see up close how hard it was to be a college president. That wasn’t a job on her radar yet, but she says Howard White demonstrated leadership and grace in everything he did. “And that’s not always the case with those two attributes.” Trombley’s other great supporter was Dr. Jay Martin, her dissertation advisor at USC who would later move to Claremont McKenna College and teach right next to Trombley at Pitzer. Trombley says that Martin’s career advice was a catalyst to moving her ahead, “His sense of me was way beyond my sense of myself.” 

To give back, she acts as a mentor to faculty members at Pitzer, urging women and people of color to seek administrative roles. “I believe in trying to pass it on.” 
 
Given her success at Pitzer and her satisfaction at a job well done, Trombley says one of the questions she asked most frequently these days is why would she ever leave the college. Why take on a new challenge when she’s so comfortable and successful where she is? For the answer, she points to what she’s learned since turning 50: fearlessness. 

Trombley has reached the point in her career when instead of asking why, she’s asking why not. The big difference is that she answering the question for herself this time. Like many women who balance work, family, career development and life as it happens, Trombley, a divorced mother of one 18 year-old son Spark, says she weighed every career decision against the effect it would have on the other people in her life: partner, son, parents. “As women, we’re socially conditioned to always think about someone else.” But when the offer came from the Huntington, Trombley said, “Honestly, for the first time in my adult life, I made a decisions without worrying about the consequences for someone else in my life.” 


As she stand in front of the mansion looking out across the lawns of the Huntington, she is the picture of all that she represents: intellect, energy, and an opportunity to lead that was decades in the making. Trombley is comfortable with her identity as a scholar, administrator, mentor, mother and leader. As if to underscore that point, when the photographer shooting her portrait asks her to cross her arms across her chest in the classic “I’m in charge” stance, Laura Skandera Trombley politely declines to strike the pose, saying, “I don’t have to look strong. I am strong.” 

Lightning round…

If you could name anyone living or dead to be the Grand Marshal of the Rose Parade, who would it be? 

The man in white, not Elvis! But Mark Twain. He’d love it! He deliberately wore white with red silk stockings and a cape every day to attract attention. . 

If there was one object in the Huntington’s collection that you could take home for the night, what would it be? 

(Without hesitating a second) The manuscript of Walden.

You’re at Rose Bowl to recreate. Do you walk? Run? Bike? Swim? or fly those remote control planes? 

I walk. I backpack, I surf, I enjoy driving race cars. Any thing fast. 

You have the chance to take a class at a local college. Do you try Astronomy at Caltech, photography at Art Center or Shakespeare at PCC? 

Well, I’ve taken Shakespeare so I’d probably take Astronomy at Caltech. That would be really fun. 

