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Journalist and author Fred Williams talks 
about the cut-throat world of debt collection
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Fred Williams

BY ROSETTE ROY ALE
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

W
orking as a deb t collector, jou rnalis t 
F red  W illiams discovered th e  
ex trem e tac tics collection agencies 
use  to cage th e  righ ts  of th o se  in a rre a rs

H e re ’s a confession: In my younger days,
I was an u n rep e n tan t shopaholic. I lived in 
M aine, w orking a t Colby College, my alma 
m ater, and tw ice a m on th  I would drive 70 
m inu tes in my brand-spanking new  1990 VW 
Golf to th e  ou tle t mall in F reep o rt. Ralph 
L auren, Cole Haan, W ilson’s L eather, L.L. 
Bean. I to re  a blue s treak  th rough  th o se  
sto res, rare ly  stopping  to  consider th a t my 
desire  to  look good w as overshadow ed by 
my ability to  pay to  look good. M y favorite 
pu rchase  from  20 years ago? A pa ir of tan  
suede-cordovan brow n le a th e r  saddle Oxford 
shoes w ith  brow n m etal eyelets. Cost: $195.

I don’t  have a clue w here  th o se  shoes are 
now, m uch less anything e lse  I bought. B u t 
you know  w hat I still have? M em ories  of th e  
nausea ted , heart-thum ping  sen sa tio n  I got 
w hen  a d eb t co llector called. B ecause, w ith 
a sa lary  of $18,500, purchasing  a $65 raw  
silk tie  ad o rn ed  w ith  ring-necked p h easan ts  
on a field of light pu rp le  fabric a in ’t  a w ise 
idea. B u t I had  VISA and A m erican  E xpress 
and o th e rs , so I reveled  in m y privileged 
m em bersh ip  and^charged everyth ing . And 
didn’t stop  until m y unpaid c red it card  bills, 
close to  $5,000, w en t in to  collection, and 
th e  d eb t co llec to rs cam e a fte r  m e. T hings 
go t so bad, I w ouldn’t  even answ er m y w ork 
phone, for fear th e  ring  h e ra ld ed  som eone  
w anting  th e  m oney  I owed.

Finally, a fte r  years of runn ing  from  m y 
p a s t shopping  sp re e s  by changing phone 
n u m b ers  and ad d resses , I realized  I had  to 
pay th o se  bills. So I w orked, m ailed  in 
m eag er checks every  m on th  and, som ehow , 
c leared  up th e  deb t. To n o t have to  avoid a 
phone  call — w hat joy. B u t I o ften  w ondered , 
listen ing  to  th e ir  m essages, w hat it took  to 
be  a d eb t collector. How in th e  hell could 
som eone be so m ean  on th e  phone? T h a t’s 
why I w an ted  to speak  to  F red  W illiams.

N ot th a t W illiams is m ean. On th e  
contrary , h e ’s affable and accom m odating. 
H e also w orked as a d eb t collector. To do 
so, he  left h is journalism  job in u p sta te  New 
York and in 2008 sp e n t th re e  m o n th s calling 
people  on th e  phone, asking th em  to  pay off 
th e ir  deb ts. H e did so honestly  — he w asn’t

undercover and never lied to cu sto m ers — 
bu t he  did have an objective: to see  how 
deb t collection w orks on th e  inside.

W hat he  found led to  his 2010 book, 
“Fighting Back A gainst Unfair D ebt 
Collection P ractices: Know your R ights and 
P ro tec t Yourself from  T h rea ts , Lies, and 
In tim idation .” Along w ith providing an 
in triguing narra tive  about w hat a deb t 
co llec to r’s day looks like, W illiams also 
offers sound financial advice, such as how to 
read  a c red it re p o r t  and how to nego tia te  a 
d eb t se ttlem en t. Since th e  book’s 
publication, W illiams has appeared  on 
CNBC’s “On th e  M oney” and ABC’s “Good 
M orning, A m erica.”

W illiams no longer w orks as a d eb t 
collector. H e’s now an ed ito r w ith  a financial 
new s se rv ice  called SNL Financial, w here, 
he  said, “We ge t a lo t of calls for Saturday  
N ight Live.” And w hile m o st people  
w ouldn’t  consider d eb t a laughing m atter, 
W illiams spoke compellingly, and  w ith 
hum or, abou t deceitfu l d eb t co llectors, th e  
c u tth ro a t w ork env ironm ent, th e  unhealthy  
tie s be tw een  collection agencies and  c red it 
card  com panies, and w hat co n su m ers can do 
to  stop  th o se  abusive calls. H e launched  into 
it all before  I even asked  him  a question .

“So I w as a re p o r te r  a t th e  B ingham ton 
P re ss , and deb t collection is a p re tty  big 
b u siness around  th e re , for w hatever reason . 
And w e’d h e a r  from  peop le  w ho had  b een  
called by them , saying th ey ’d b een  
th re a te n e d  th a t th e ir  h ouse  would be 
auctioned  o u t from  u n d e r th em  o r th ey ’d be 
p u t in jail for reneg ing  on deb ts. So I go t th e  
im pression  th e se  b u sin esse s  w ere  using 
p re tty  h a rsh  tactics. And of co u rse  th o se  are  
illegal tactics. B u t w ithou t really  getting 
inside th e  industry , th e  com panies would 
ju s t  say, ‘Well, th e re ’s always som e bad 
apples, and peop le  don’t w an t to  pay th e ir  
deb ts, so th ey  m ake com plain ts’ and ‘Well, 
once in a while, w e’ll ge t som eone w ho goes 
over th e  line, bu t w e’ll te rm in a te  th e m .’ B ut 
th e  volum e of th e  com plaints th a t w ere  
com ing in, and  th e  way financial incentives 
w ere  se t up m ade m e th ink  th a t m aybe it 
w as m ore  th an  tha t. T h a t m aybe th e  
p rac tices w ere  really  w idespread . So, in 
o rd e r to  really check  th a t out, I finally had 
to leave th e  new sroom  and take  a job as a 
d eb t co llector a t one of th e  m ainstream  
collection com panies opera ting  in th e

Buffalo area , to see  w hat really w ent on .”

R osette Royale: How was it to be a debt 
collector?

Fred W illiams: I t w as no t w hat I 
expected . Well, m aybe som e p a rts  of it 
w ere. I t w as p re tty  easy  to  get th e  job. I 
w en t r ig h t in w ith my reg u la r resu m e, my 
real nam e and 25 years of jou rnalism  
experience . T hey  asked  m e why I w an ted  to 
w ork th e re . I told th em  th e  tru th , w hich 
w as th a t I h ea rd  a lo t abou t collection, and  I 
w an ted  to  se e  w hat it w as really  like for 
myself. T h en  th e re  w as a w eek  of c lassroom  
train ing . L ots of young guys, a couple guys 
had  a record , o th e r  guys h ad n ’t  quite 
fin ished  high school. T h e  tra in ing  w as all on 
th e  up and up. I t  w as abou t w hat th e  Fair 
D eb t Collection P rac tices  A ct says, w hat th e  
ru le s  are , w hat you can and can ’t  do. So th a t 
w as kind of im pressive. B u t th e  train ing  
kind of skew ed tow ard push ing  th e  line of 
w hat you can do.

O nce we go t on th e  phones, we w ere 
m aking upw ards of 100 to m aybe 200 calls a 
day, usually c red it card  accounts. M ost of 
th e se  w ere  accounts th a t had  been  
delinquen t for som e tim e. And w hat I saw  
w as th a t h a rsh  th re a ts  and tricks w ere

w as p re tty  m uch th e  only way to  get m oney 
o u t of th e se  very  old and difficult accounts. 
And even though  th e  com pany didn’t, in my 
hearing , say anything explicitly abou t how to 
th re a te n  o r trick  people , techn iques w ere  
p assed  around  by o th e r  co llectors. (T he) 
m ore  ex p erien ced  collectors, w e’d see  w hat 
th ey  w ere  doing. E ven th e  tra in ee s  ju s t  a 
w eek  ahead  of you in th e  p rog ram  would 
have all th is  know ledge th a t you would 
absorb , h earin g  th em  on th e  phones.

R.R.: W b f would be a trick that someone 
would use?

F.W.: Well, one  of th e  m o st successfu l 
co llec to rs -  he  w as a w eek  o r two ahead  of 
m e — w ould call up and say he  w as a fraud  
investigator, w hich w as b latan tly  u n tru e . 
H e ’d say, “I ’m  calling from  VISA, and I n e ed  
to speak  to ” w ho had  th e  firs t nam e on th e  
account. T h a t w as very  effective getting

See COLLECT, page 9
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Moonless Night
By Eileen Kennedy

I m ove n e a re r  to you and touch  your arm .
You a re  qu iet now, enveloped  in th e  s ilen t da rk  of th e  night.
I love you and yet I do n o t love you.
I feel hum iliated  by m y pain.
I feel asham ed  of all th a t  I felt w ith  you.

W hat w en t wrong?
You are  now a free  m an and I am  a w om an.
I rise  and stand  by th e  window.
I am  quiet now, enveloped  in th e  p u n g en t w a rm th  of th e  night, 

look for th e  m oon, b u t th e  n igh t rem ain s h idden  from  view, 
h e a r a wild sound, b u t it is only m y h e a r t  cry ing  in th e

m oonless night.
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