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History comes alive in
Millie Thompson’s hands

Senior Spotlight…

By Teri Baker
	 What Corsican from a poor noble family came to power at
the end of the French Revolution? Millie Thompson’s history
students at Edmonds Senior Center can tell you in a heartbeat.
It was Napoleon Bonaparte.
	 Millie’s class is quite popular. Several students from the 
first class she taught in 2000 are still coming. “I have the best 
students in the world,” she says. “They want to learn. They’re 
vibrant, productive, enthusiastic. They stimulate me, and I’m 
learning new things myself because of them. They’re there on
their own volition. If I mention a movie or a book, often they will
go out and get it.”
	 She enjoys teaching now much more than when she was
younger. “I don’t have the restraints of public school where you have to get from A to Z in a prescribed 
period of time,” she says. “If it takes twelve weeks or a year for Napoleon, so be it.”
	 Millie loves to learn. Born in Chicago, she went to parochial schools from kindergarten through Jesuit 
university. She earned a bachelor’s and then a master’s degree at Loyola University in Chicago. “I loved it 
so much,” she says, “that I started taking more classes after graduate school.”
	 As a child, she wanted to become an archaeologist or perhaps an artist, but loved learning about times 
past even more. Since her college fed students right into the Chicago school system, she became a high 
school history teacher.
	 She was already an established teacher when she met her husband, Dwight, on an American Youth 
Hostels hiking trip in Chicago. She doesn’t say how long they’ve been married because that would provide 
a clue about how old she is. “I don’t lie about my age,” she says. “I just don’t mention it.”
	 Millie left teaching after 11 years to go on maternity leave.  Her husband, who worked for IBM, want-
ed to live in New England so they relocated. Feeling isolated in New Hampshire, the Thompsons moved 
to Puget Sound to be near Dwight’s parents. “I was so glad to be back in a big city area,” Millie says. “My 
husband picked Edmonds and I just love it here.”
	 Since their two sons were in elementary school, Millie decided to return to teaching part-time. “I found 
out Washington would not accept my Illinois teaching credentials,” Millie says. “I thought, ‘I have a mas-
ter’s degree. I’m not going back to school!’ I’ve always hung out with librarians, so I started working nine 
hours a week at Edmonds Library.”

Books abound in Millie Thompson’s home. 
Thompson has been sharing her extensive 
knowledge of history in a popular class 
at Edmonds Senior Center for the past 11 
years.



Millie Thompson, continued

	 By the time her boys graduated, she was working 35 hours a week. She was still working at the li-
brary when she began taking German classes at Edmonds Senior Center, where she “was volunteered.” 
She explains, “My German teacher dragged me into the director’s office and said, ‘She can teach history.’”
	 Delighted with her teaching environment, Millie is still going strong. The Center sets up the class-
room and makes all the copies she needs. Dwight built a podium exactly the right height and a custom 
bookstand for her to use in class. “We have a big screen TV for showing historical movies,” she says hap-
pily. “No more creaky 16 millimeter films that break. Now we can watch DVDs.”
	 Millie grew up watching movies and loves using them as a teaching tool. Her extensive home DVD li-
brary includes several documentaries, including a series on romantic painters, plays and history that she 
loves to share with her class. She also goes Hollywood to give context to history. For example, she plans to 
show “Master and Commander” after her class on Napoleon. She’s especially fond of mysteries and every 
second Monday shows a murder mystery movie with famous detectives solving crimes.
	 Her students obviously like Millie and her teaching style. Her first class was on modern European 
history (16th through 20th centuries). When it was over, the students, not wanting to disband, asked her 
what else she could do. 
	 So she taught about ancient history and then on the Greeks and Romans before covering the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance. Because she had studied it in college, she followed up with two years on Latin 
American history from the Incas, Aztecs and Mayans through the 20th Century. The class loved it.
	 Now she’s going century by century around the world through every continent. “Right now we’re 
studying Napoleon, which puts us in Europe,” she says. “Then next subject is the War of 1812, which 
takes place in America but occurs during the Napoleonic period. It’s an example of how everything is re-
lated.”
	 To add further cultural context to history, she brings examples of art and literature to class and 
provides maps and a vocabulary list that includes a “who’s who” of historical figures of the era. Millie is 
especially interested in Egypt, the Napoleonic invasion and the discovery of the Rosetta Stone.
	 “I teach about Jean-François Champollion, the man who broke the key to the Rosetta Stone. Because 
of him, scholars could go into a tomb and read the hieroglyphics.” She still has a college workbook that 
has a few pages of hieroglyphics she translated.
	 She loves that her students are excited about history. She knows firsthand the thrill of seeing history 
in a foreign land. She has been to Greece, Turkey, Spain, Southern France and Italy. She has visited
relatives in Austria, traveled to Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt and been inside the Great Pyramid.
	 Dwight and Millie went to England for three months through a plan that allowed them to trade homes 
with another family. When Millie fell in love with the William Morris paintings at London’s Victoria and 
Albert Museum, Dwight took photos, enlarged them and traced the patterns on the kitchen cabinet doors 
so Millie could paint them in.
	 History, hers and the world’s, is on display throughout Millie’s home. In the kitchen are figurines of a 
baker to commemorate her father and his profession. “He was a great baker and Mom was a great cook,” 
she says.
	 She has a collection of books on the history of food. She has several bookcases filled with sections on 
Chicago, every historical era, Russia, France, the Balkans, travel, literature, poetry and more. Millie does 
crewel, an embroidery art with twisted yarn and fancy stitches. The tapestry pillows and pictures she 
fashions all feature historical scenes.
	 One small bathroom has art of a different sort. Wanting a place that would take her away to the cul-
ture of the tropics, she got her son, a talented artist, to paint a brightly colored mural on the wall. Just as 
the parrots on that wall come alive to Millie, so does history in Millie’s hands.
	 “I love the Edmonds Senior Center and my students,” Millie says. “They’ve helped me use my educa-
tion.” She adds, “I was an introvert, very shy but the senior center brought me out of myself. Now I want 
to share everything with everybody.”
	 That means she not only teaches history, but is also teaching a class on medieval Catholic Church his-
tory at the center. She is also active in her church and in the Friends of the Library.
	 “If I weren’t doing this,” she says, referring to teaching, “I’d be sitting around talking to myself.” 
There are a lot of history students who are glad she’s talking to them instead.


