
Varina French 
 

Varina French was best known for her work in certifying judges in women’s gymnastics and 
serving on National and International committees.  She served as the first JCI (Judges 
Certification, Inc.) Coordinator for NAWGJ. 

Varina French Bio 
Region 2 is proud to induct Varina French as a Contributor into the 

USA Gymnastics Region 2 Hall of Fame, Class of 2024. 
 

• Varina French spent 17 years teaching and coaching a variety of 
sports at Pacific University in Forest Grove, Oregon. She coached 
the Women’s gymnastics team from 1972-1976. winning a 
Regional Championship in 1974.  

• Inducted into the Pacific Athletic Hall of Fame - Meritorious as a 
coach and educator and honored with the Outstanding Alumni 
Service Award in 1986. 

• Established and conducted the Forest Grove Gymnastics Camp for many years in the 
1970’ s.   

• Judged competitions and became involved in education programs for training judges at 
local, regional, and national levels. 

• Served as the first JCI (Judges Certification, Inc) Coordinator for NAWGJ, a position she 
held from 1966-1994. 

• Inducted into the NAWGJ Hall of Fame (National Association of Women’s Gymnastics 
Judges). 

• In 1974, Varina was elected vice president of the United States Gymnastics Federation 
Women’s Committee (USGF).   

• Served as a Gymnastics Rep to the IOC (International Olympic Committee) and was 
involved with the 1976/1980 Olympic Games. “In 1979, her position with the USGF 
grew, and she took on media relations as the international press coordinator, working 
at large meets in the U.S., including the World Gymnastics Championships in Fort 
Worth, Texas, and the Goodwill Games until 1990.” (Varina French – Pacific Olympian 
by Gabrielle Williams, 2004).  

• Worked for ABC Television as a spotter for ABC’s coverage of the sport in the 1984 
Olympics in Los Angeles, sending information to ABC technicians. 

• Sadly, Varina’s gymnastics career ended 10 years after the Los Angeles Olympics, 
when she was hit by a drunk driver with injuries that put her in a coma (1994).  She 
suffered memory loss and other impairments but enjoyed talking about her 
experiences. (Died 2019) 

 



The following is a quote from “Women Who Made Pacific: Varina French by Mike Francis: 
“She was a pioneer,” said longtime Pacific Athletic Department leader Judy Sherman.  She 
was an advocate for women in sports and women in education.  French had lots of energy 
and was very forward-thinking.” 
 
 
 

 

h#ps://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/varina-french-56-ms-
65-coach-trailblazer-olympic-spo#er 

This story first appeared in the Fall 2019 issue 
of Pacific magazine. For more stories, 
visit pacificu.edu/magazine. 

Varina French '56, MS '65: 
Coach, Trailblazer, Olympic 
Spotter 
Even if she had done nothing else at Pacific, Varina 
Heinrich French ’56, MS ’65 would have been 
remembered for her 17 years spent coaching 
women’s volleyball, softball, track and field and 
gymnastics, and for becoming the first female 
physical education department chair in the West. 

Varina French | Alumna, Coach and PT Founder 

Beyond the university, she was a prominent advocate for the sport of gymnastics and played a 
national role in certifying gymnastics judges. She was a spotter for ABC’s television coverage of 
the sport in the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, spending hours in close proximity to the finest 
gymnasts in the world, including Mary Lou Retton, who won the gold in the all-around. 

“I got so excited watching,” French told Pacific magazine in 2004. “When Mary Lou Retton 
threw that 10 vault, that was something else.” 

In 1974, she was elected vice president of the U.S. Gymnastics Federation Women’s Committee 
and continued to play a prominent role in the sport, even after retiring from Pacific. She worked 
international gymnastics meets and became international media coordinator for the federation. 

https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/varina-french-56-ms-65-coach-trailblazer-olympic-spotter
https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/varina-french-56-ms-65-coach-trailblazer-olympic-spotter
https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine


“She was a pioneer,” said longtime Pacific Athletic Department leader Judy Sherman, another of 
Pacific’s notable women. “She was an advocate for women in sports and women in education.” 
French had “lots of energy” and was very forward-thinking. 

Sadly, French’s gymnastics career ended 10 years after the Los Angeles Olympics, when she was 
severely injured in a traffic accident that put her in a coma. When she awakened, she suffered 
memory loss and other impairments. 

Varina French and her husband Dan were both inducted into the Pacific Athletic Hall of Fame; 
she as a coach and educator, he as a standout athlete in the 1950s, men’s basketball coach and 
athletic director. She was honored with the Outstanding Alumni Service Award in 1986. 

She died this spring; Dan French died in 2012. 

An Educa)onal Legacy 
French made another, longer-lasting contribution to Pacific — one that influences the 
university’s direction to this day and into the future. 

Her interest in athletics, and helping athletes recover from sports injuries, led her to help set in 
motion a plan to create a new school to train physical therapists. In the early 1970s, she, along 
with David Malcolm, PhD, then-dean of the College of Arts & Sciences, started planning for the 
program with the cooperation of the Oregon Physical Therapy Association. 

The school was launched in 1975, a time when Oregon had no other programs to train physical 
therapists. 

h#ps://goboxers.com/sports/pacific-university-athleGc-hall-of-fame-meritorious/roster/varina-
heinrich-french/4476 
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h#ps://goboxers.com/sports/2011/3/3/french-olympics.aspx?id=85 

Varina French - Pacific Olympian 

Gabrielle Williams 

This story was originally published in the Summer 2004 edition of Pacific magazine 

For Varina Heinrich French ’56, M.S. ’65, the thrill of the Olympics didn’t come from 
competing, but rather from watching the athletes only inches away from making their mark on 
history. However, French, a leader in the women’s gymnastics in the U.S., has left her own 
legacy on the sport, having worked with three Olympic Games. 

French’s first involvement with the Olympic Games was in 1976 and 1980 as a delegate 
representative for gymnastics in the International Olympic Committee. But it was in 1984, when 
she spent three weeks as an official at the XXIII Olympiad in Los Angeles, Calif., working for 
ABC Television, that she breathed in the sweat and chalk. 

As a spotter for the television coverage, French spent the long days watching the gymnasts’ 
every move, knowing when the athletes competed and then keeping track of their scores. ABC 
Television technicians then relied on her to relay the information via headset so it could be 
passed on to viewers. 

Watching many of the athletes succeed that she had worked with for years was a very gratifying 
aspect of the Olympic experience, she said. She was on the floor of the arena when Mary Lou 
Retton captured her gold medal in the all-around competition and again when the U.S. men’s 
team earned the gold in the overall team contest. “I got so excited watching,” French said. 
“When Mary Lou Retton threw that 10 vault, that was something else.” 

French’s enthusiasm for sports started as a young woman. She enrolled at Pacific from Hillsboro 
High School and was one of the only a couple female physical education (PE) majors. Her role 
models were PE Special Instructor Jean Horner ’44, M.S. ’52, and Assistant Professor of 
Women’s PE Better Owen. After graduation, she taught in the Hillsboro Elementary District for 
a few years and then joined the Pacific PE department in 1961, where she spent 17 years 
teaching and coaching. 

Although gymnastics wasn’t the focus for the University, French found her passion there. As the 
women’s sport began to take off around the country in the mid 1960s, she stepped into help and 
became enveloped in the enthusiasm and need for leadership and promotion. “It started coming 
so fast,” said her husband Harold “Dan” French ’56 M.S. ’64. “She got started right at the 
beginning on the ground floor.” 

Varina French became a trained judge, reaching the sixth of seven levels of judging, allowing her 
to judge throughout the U.S. and foreign teams competing in the country. In addition, she began 

https://goboxers.com/sports/2011/3/3/french-olympics.aspx?id=85


education programs for training judges, a need that increased exponentially as the sport grew in 
popularity. 

Eventually in the 1970s, the University fielded a women’s gymnastics team for a few years. 
Although Varina French coached the team, she was already engrossed in the sport, conducting a 
women’s gymnastics camp for children in Forest Grove, judging competitions around the 
country and training judges. “I just loved the sport,” said Varina French. In 1974, she was elected 
vice president of the U.S. Gymnastics Federation Women’s Committee. 

By the time she retired from Pacific, having coached volleyball, softball, track and field, and 
gymnastics, Varina French had set up a certification program for judges and had at least one 
assistant in every state administer tests to judges, according to Dan French. “She was in charge 
of certifying every women judge in the U.S.,” he said. “She knew everybody.” 

When the couple left Forest Grove and moved to California Varina French was able to take her 
certification role with her. In 1979, her position with the U.S. Gymnastics Federation grew, and 
she took on media relations as the international press coordinator, working at large meets in the 
U.S., including the World Gymnastics Championships in Fort Worth, Texas, and the Goodwill 
Games until 1990. Eventually in the mid 1980s, Varina French stopped judging, finding the 
training and media work kept her plenty busy. 

Ten years after Varina French’s Los Angeles Olympic experience, her career came to a sudden 
halt after being hit by a drunk driver. The September 1994 car accident, which also involved her 
husband, put Varina French in a coma. After awakening, she had lost much of her memory and 
suffered brain damage. However, she still smiles and is delighted to share thought of her 
Olympic experiences and years working with women’s gymnastics. And, she admitted, she loves 
watching gymnastics on television. 

Today, the couple, who recently celebrated their 50th wedding anniversary, spends their time 
“following warm weather,” in an RV, according to Dan French. Their home for the past seven 
years, the RV’s walls are covered with photos and memorabilia of the couple’s years together 
and in the athletic arena. 

An Educational Legacy 

French made another, longer-lasting contribution to Pacific — one that influences 
the university’s direction to this day and into the future. Her interest in athletics, 
and helping athletes recover from sports injuries, led her to help set in motion a 
plan to create a new school to train physical therapists. In the early 1970s, she, 
along with David Malcolm, PhD, then-dean of the College of Arts & Sciences, started 
planning for the program with the cooperation of the Oregon Physical Therapy 
Association. 

The school was launched in 1975, a time when Oregon had no other programs to 
train physical therapists. 
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h#ps://www.forestgrovenewsGmes.com/obituaries/varina-heinrich-french/arGcle_094e799e-
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Varina was born and raised in Hillsboro, Oregon to Vincent T. and Maudie V. Heinrich. 

Varina's survivors include son Danny French; daughter. Laurie Lund, both of Palm Desert, 

California; brother, Vincent D. Heinrich of Hillsboro; sister, Susan Mackin of Grants Pass, 

Oregon and several grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 

Varina graduated from Hillsboro High School in 1951 and graduated from Pacific University in 

1955. She served as a Pacific coach and Physical Education faculty member. She was inducted 

into Pacific University Hall of Fame in 1996. She was involved in Women's gymnastics working 

as a leader on the U.S. Women's Gymnastics Team during the 1976, 1980, and 1984 Olympic 

Games. 

A memorial was held for Varina at Pacific University May 9, 2019. 
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