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As they read the above quotation,
those fortunate enough to have known
Wilga Rivers will find themselves in an
all-too-familiar situation: wondering
which of its many astonishing elements
they should respond to — personally, I
believe Wilga is best reflected in what
must be the only study questionnaire
return rate on record of 116%! And yet,
always ahead of her time and always will-
ing to take risks, Wilga Rivers simply
aimed for the moon, usually achieved
what she aimed for and inevitably
learned something new to share with us
on her journey. We shall miss her.

i Wilga M. Rivers. “Educational Goals: The
Foreign Language Teacher’s Response.”  
In The Foreign Language Learner in
Today’s Classroom Environment,
Northeast Conference Reports, ed. 
Warren C. Born (Middlebury VT: Northeast
Conference on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages), p. 19

ii Ibid., p. 20 
iii Ibid., p. 35

Dick Williamson

Dick Williamson, one
of our most treasured
colleagues, passed
away in his sleep on
June 20, less than
two years after retir-
ing from a highly dis-
tinguished thirty-year
career as a French
professor at Bates
College in Lewiston,

Maine. I was stunned and deeply sad-
dened by this news, just as, I am sure, was
everyone else who knew Dick personally.
To put it most succinctly, Dick was a force
de la nature, a man with such energy,
vitality, and love of life that his absence is
unfathomable. It is no less difficult to
grasp how Dick was able to accomplish
all that he did in his career, while at the
same time devoting himself to his wife
Debbie and to their daughters, Vanessa
and Melissa, and sons, Dustin and Chris.

Chairing the Department of Classical
& Romance Languages and Literatures at
Bates for over a dozen years, Dick also
rose to Chair of the Northeast Conference
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
(1987) and later to President of the
Association of Departments of Foreign
Languages (1999). He served as well, from
1998 on, as a member of the Editorial
Board of the Southern Conference on
Language Teaching’s Dimension 2000 and
was a reader for the Advanced Placement
Exams in French for nearly ten years
(1995-2004). He edited newsletters and
chaired or spoke on innumerable panels,
was a member of many local and national
committees, and created and directed
French or Francophone study abroad pro-
grams for Bates College all over the
Western hemisphere. And I’m only hitting
the high points here.  

A “force of nature,” yes, but Dick was
also une force qui va; his energy, enthusi-
asm, and humor were boundless and con-
tagious. I experienced that “contagion”
back in 1987 when Dick was planning his
year as Chair of NECTFL. At the conference
that year, as we lunched together, he talked
to me passionately about the volume they
were planning to publish, and somewhere
between the poire and the fromage, as
they say, I agreed to serve as co-editor of
the book, which was subsequently pub-
lished as Toward a New Integration of
Language and Culture (1988). A few 
years later, Dick invited me and my wife
Véronique to come up to Bates to teach in
a weeklong French Summer Institute he
had created for high school teachers. 
The experience was so gratifying (and not
only the Maine lobster we enjoyed at Dick
and Debbie’s home), that I returned 
to Davidson College and immediately 
created our own French Summer Institute,
modeled on Dick’s program. We will be
offering the ninth edition of our Institute in
July 2008, and this longevity is a tribute to
the intelligence of Dick’s conception. To
say that Dick Williamson was an inspiration
to his colleagues, both inside and outside
Bates College, is not an empty platitude.
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Dick’s energy was matched only by
the breadth of his interests. Not only was
he a master teacher (Bates students, I am
told, poured into his language, literature,
and culture classes), he was an indefatiga-
ble contributor of papers and articles on
Quebec and on study abroad, as well as
on pedagogy and foreign language educa-
tion in general. In addition to Quebec lit-
erature, Dick devoted many years to one
of his early loves, Jules Verne, producing a
book-length manuscript on his Voyages
extraordinaires, as well as pieces on a
large variety of literary works from the
17th to the 20th century, including a crit-
ical edition of Molière’s 1672 play Les
Femmes savantes in 1996.

Dick’s multifaceted and highly 
successful career was widely recognized
and honored. He received a special award
for “Leadership in Foreign Language
Education” from FLAME (Foreign
Language Association of Maine) in 1989
and an AATF regional award as the
“Outstanding Teacher of French in
Maine” in 1994. He was named Chevalier
dans l’ordre des Palmes académiques in
1996 and was awarded the Sister Solange
Bernier Lifetime Achievement Award
from FLAME in 2005.

Outside of his professional life, Dick
was active in the community and served
as President of the Auburn School
Committee (1981-83) after many years as

a committee member. He was a superb
athlete, having captained the varsity
hockey team when he was a student at
Yale University, where he completed an
undergraduate and a Master’s degree. He
would later coach and star on the club
hockey team at Indiana University while
he was completing his doctoral studies in
French and Comparative Literature in the
early 70s. Dick and Debbie both nursed a
passion for cycling, and they immediately
headed for a two-week bike trip in France
to celebrate Dick’s retirement in 2006.
For the past decade, they have been par-
ticipating in the National Senior Games a
couple of times a year and trained year-
round for them. While Dick’s passing is
terribly saddening, there is something
poetic and comforting in the thought that
he left us peacefully, while en route to a
cycling event that he enjoyed passion-
ately, in the company of Debbie, his wife
and soul mate, whom he loved and cared
for so deeply. When I get on my bike and
go for a spin down the beautiful farm-
lined back roads of rural North Carolina,
as I’m wont to do more often now that
I’m retired, I often think of Dick
Williamson and feel both wistful and a 
little happier for having known him.

Charles Dana Professor Emeritus of
French, Bates College

Alan Singerman, Richardson Professor
Emeritus of French, Davidson College

CONGRATULATIONS
TO OUR NECTFL “FAMILY” AWARD WINNERS, FALL 2007!

Laura Franklin, ACTFL/FDP-
Houghton Mifflin Award 

for Excellence in Foreign Language Instruction Using Technology
Nancy Gadbois, MaFLA Distinguished Service Award

Janet Glass, 2008 ACTFL Teacher of the Year
Martin Smith, NADSFL District Supervisor of the Year

Bill VanPatten, ACTFL-NYSAFLT Anthony Papalia Award 
for Excellence in Teacher Education

Helene Zimmer-Loew, ACTFL Florence Steiner Award 
for Leadership in Foreign Language Education (K-12)




