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Vernonia women again beat the competition at national spelling bee

Vernonia residents Carol
Sawyer and Tobie Finzel
placed first and third, respec-
tively at the eighth annual finals
of the National Senior Spelling
Bee in Cheyenne, Wyoming,

Vernonian to win first prize in
the event, following in the foot-
steps of Audeen Wagner, who
took top honors in 2000.

The second place winner
was David Lerner of Wyoming.

nonia Senior Center.
The first year was fun; the
second year was more fun,

In fact, the last four contestants
were the two Oregon women
and two Wyoming men, all of
whom enjoyed kidding about
an inter-state rivalry.

After placing second in state
competition in 1999, Wagner
decided to try again, and won
the national championship. She
was hooked and, in 2001, initi-
ated a spelling bee at the Ver-
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Audeen Wagner

when Sawyer won after a long
tie-breaking session with
Finzel, who took first this year.
After the local contests, con-
testants may go-to state com-
petition, if they wish. The selec-
tion process is informal be-
cause the event is meant to be
enjoyable, not stressful. Until
contestants place first, they
may continue to enter the con-
tests. Once having placed first,
they may no longer compete at
that level, though they may en-
ter higher level competitions.
The three women have very
different backgrounds: Wagner
was born and raised in eastern
Oregon and studied medical
technology in college, then left
school to marry and raise a
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family. After her children were
grown, she worked as a med-
ical transcriptionist.

Sawyer grew up in oil camps
in Latin America, was sent to a
boarding school in Arizona

when she was 14, has traveled
extensively and lived in several
IS divorced,

countries. She

Carol Sawyer

teaches adult classes in Span-
ish and writing, and is a free-
lance editor.

Finzel, a third generation
Oregonian, grew up in Port-
land, attended Portland State
University with a major in Cen-
tral European Studies and
earned a degree in Russian.
She has also traveled a lot. She
is married and free-lances as a
consultant on computer securi-
ty for financial institutions.

But what makes a speller?

Do these three have any-
thing in common? Oh, yes!

They all read — a lot; their

homes are filled with books,
they consider dictionaries a ne-
cessity and they all like to play
with language.

Tobie Finzel

Crossword puzzles are a
common denominator: Saw-
yer's favorite is the Saturday
Stinker, Finzel does them
whenever she has time and
Wagner says a day “doesn't
start without a crossword.”

They all play Scrabble —
with varying degrees of compe-
tency — sometimes playing for
points and sometimes playing
with the words.

They all love music, too...es-
pecially the genre called “jazz,”
which, like language, has inter-
woven intricacies.

And they can spell solilo-
quizer, bourgeois, glossolalia

and interdigitation.
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