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July 2, 1912—November 15, 1998

Robert J. Gregg, Past President and founding member of the Canadian Linguistic
Association, scholar, researcher, dialectologist, linguist, lexicographer, sociolin-
guist, teacher, department head, raconteur, family man, mentor and friend. Proud
of his Irish heritage and background, Bob Gregg was born in Larne, County
Antrim, Northern Ireland early in the last century of this fading millennium.

A meticulous researcher, of his many accomplishments he will perhaps best
be remembered here for his work on Canadian English. Beginning with his
phonological assessment of Vancouver speech in 1957, he continued with this
study in conjunction with his academic colleagues, Professors Wally Avis at
RMC and Harry Scargill at UVic, on the Gage series of dictionaries of Canadian
English, which first appeared with the 1967 Centennial edition. During the latter
part of his career, nearing retirement age, he initiated his groundbreaking Survey
of Vancouver English (1978-1984). This study, which is both dialectological and
sociolinguistic (Labovian) in nature, was supported by large grants from SSHRC
with assistance from several other foundations. The survey, on which Margaret
Murdoch, Erika Hasebe-Ludt and I were privileged to work, was one of the
largest, most thorough and extensive ever undertaken in World English (a term
frequently in use by Dr. Gregg). Besides creating a vast data base at UBC for
future researchers, the survey spawned more than fifty articles, dissertations and
other scholarly works.

A natural curiosity and love of learning marked Bob Gregg’s nature; his
lifelong interest in phonetics was evidently sparked in grammar school. Growing
up in the locale of a Scotch-Irish dialect area attuned his hearing to the nuances of

- sound and meaning which were developed later through study. As a young man
he took Honours in Modern Languages, both French and German, at the Queen’s
University in Belfast and made further study in pre-war Nazi Germany where
he experienced firsthand the effects of fascism. At his other Alma Mater, the
University of Edinburgh, he focussed on dialect study, particularly the provincial
dialects of Ulster. His dissertation, The Scotch-Irish Dialect Boundaries in the
Province of Ulster, which originally was to appear as a publication of the Irish
folklore society, was published in 1985 under the same title by the Canadian
Federation for the Humanities.

He and his young family moved to Canada in 1954 where he took up faculty
teaching duties at UBC in the Department of French (Romance Studies) and
lectured as well on French phonetics and pronunciation. While in his early career
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he taught foreign languages, at UBC he was, with several colleagues, not only
instrumental in initiating ESL programmes for foreign language students but also
in setting up Canada’s and UBC’s first language lab which was at the time state
of the art. Somewhat later he transferred to the Classics Department where a
Linguistics Division was created and in 1972 he was named Head of the newly
formed Department of Linguistics at UBC.

Dr. Gregg will be remembered not only for his courtesy but also for the per-
sonal interest and kindnesses shown his many students, friends and colleagues. He
was ever helpful in assisting with information and examples, as Ruth McConnell
(1978) noted in her dedication of Qur Own Voice, one of the foremost texts in
Canadian English. He was proud of his students and their work and mentioned
particularly often the theses of James Polson (1969) and Roberta Stevenson (1976)
as well as Howard Woods’ (1979) landmark dissertation, A Socio-dialectology
Survey of the English Spoken in Ottawa: A Study of Sociological and Stylistic
Variation in Canadian English.

When Dr. Gregg first came to UBC he told me he was asked by then-President
Norman MacKenzie whether he would like to become actively involved in uni-
versity affairs. For various reasons, including modesty, Dr. Gregg declined the
offer. However, it was occasionally quipped later that had he accepted it is quite
possible that one of UBC’s many buildings might even have been named after him.
If so, the establishment of a dialectology research centre would have been a fitting
tribute to this man who, with Drs. Avis and Scargill, did so much to lay the early
foundation for studies in Canadian English.

It was Bob Gregg’s desire not only to see the completion of an atlas of Cana-
dian English similar to those undertaken in Europe but also to see the establishment
of further sociolinguistic surveys in other Canadian cities in order to achieve a
cross-country comparison. It will be left now for future researchers to carry on his
vision of investigating the unifying aspects of our national and regional dialect.

In his immediate family, Dr. Gregg leaves Penny, his wife of more than sixty
years, a daughter, three sons, and numerous grandchildren.

Gaelan de Wolf
2706 Heron Street
Victoria, British Columbia V8R 6A2
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