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Marking 25 years of spelling fun for adults

By CINDY LANGE-KUBICK / Lincoln Journal Star
Sunday, Apr 12, 2009 - 12:08:21 am CDT
(Picture of Champ George Day at an earlier Bee)




It’s a spelling bee with beer.

Where bookworms are rock stars.

Where, every April, wordsmiths let their hair down at the Nebraska Literary Heritage Association Adult Spelling Bee, a one-night mecca for language lovers and their groupies. 

The bee for big people began in 1984 at the Zoo Bar, moved on to McGuffy’s, closed down P.O. Pears and will take over the Haymarket Brewsky’s the night of April 14 to celebrate its 25th year.

Barb Biffle is getting the word out on this year’s silver anniversary show.

She’s on the association board now — a fan of literature and the spelling bee.

“I got started when my office sponsored me,” Biffle said. “I thought it was going to be really boring, and I just had a blast.”

She kept competing after she left Jacob North Printing and went to work for the state. “It’s irreverent. It’s just huge fun.”

The competition is limited to the first 20 entries. 

Fans and the intellectually curious (or the just plain curious) can buy tickets at the door for $5.

The bee was the idea of Jane Geske and Ted Kooser, two word people on the Heritage Room Board in the mid-’80s. It was among a number of fundraising activities aimed at matching a National Endowment for the Humanities challenge grant.

Scott Young, former KFOR morning show host, emceed the spelling bee for 19 years.

“I loved that gig,” said Young, now the director of the Food Bank of Lincoln.

“People would spell things you would not believe could possibly be spelled.”

Propitious, numismatics, cartouche, sphagnum, acariosis, sinapism, widdershins. 

 Hello?

“You’re looking at a word that no one in the world had ever heard of,” Young said, “and someone like George Day would rattle it off.”

Day, who died last year, won in 1999.

“He was just kind of always an amazing store of knowledge,” said his son, Larry Day, a two-time bee winner  (1996 and 2005).

His father competed well into his 80s, Day said.

One year a group of women dressed as bees adopted the elder Day as their spelling favorite after one of their own bowed out.

He ended up winning.

“It was great,” his son said.  “That’s part of the fun.”

Brian Bornstein won in 2002, the first year he entered.

He won again in 2004.

The University of Nebraska-Lincoln psychology professor spelled aloud for the crowd as a lark the first time. And to “exorcise an old childhood trauma,” he said.

“It was my eighth-grade spelling bee, and I was doing very well until I got to ‘trousseau.’ How many eighth-grade boys know ‘trousseau’? About half the class went out.” (Trousseau: a bride’s collection of clothing and linens.)

Bornstein’s two winning words were “pellucid” (translucent) and “adamantine” (unbreakable).

Julia Doerr won last year’s bee by outlasting the competition and correctly spelling “isinglass.”

Isinglass is a type of glass, said the Lincoln High School English teacher.

What type? Doerr hasn’t a clue.

“I knew the word because I remembered it from ‘Surrey with the Fringe on Top,’ a song from ‘Oklahoma.’”

She first entered the spelling bee at the behest of a colleague, but she kept coming back.

Partly because the bee is a fundraiser for the Heritage Room (now renamed the Jane Pope Geske Heritage Room) at Bennett Martin Public Library. 

Partly because she can spell.

“And let’s face it, a spelling bee with beer? That’s kind of unique.”

John Baylor has hosted the bee the past three years, pulling words out of fishbowls.

Easy. Medium. Crazy hard.

Words he’d never heard before and sometimes mangled, despite phonetic pronunciation clues.

“People will stop me pretty regularly and say, ‘That spelling bee is awesome.’ It’s fun because you have such a wonderful group of people who like books.”

Intellectuals. Academics. Avid readers. Scrabble nuts.

“All these cerebral types screaming and yelling.”

Brent Mehling, a firefighter now on leave to attend law school, wouldn’t call himself cerebral, although he has had a lifelong love of books.

He won in 2006.

His final word? “Anodyne.”

There were harder words to plow through on the way to the word that means soothing or pain-relieving.

“It’s amazing how simple words get a lot harder when you have a bunch of people watching you.”

Biffle, this year’s organizer, entered for years. Second place remains her best finish.

“I can’t remember anymore what word I went out on,” she said.

“But if I hadn’t had that last beer, I probably would have got it.”

Why some can spellSpelling. Skill? Talent? Ridiculous waste of time in a Spellcheck, txt msg wrld?

Definitely the first two, said Kathy Wilson, associate professor of teaching, learning and teacher education at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.

It helps if you like to read, and it helps knowing English has a Latin layer and a Greek layer, said Wilson, a good speller and big believer in phonics.

And, in the case of spelling bees, being able to see words in your head is a plus, too.

“I like language a lot,” said Sydney Lynch, inaugural winner of the bee. “I also have a visual memory for words.”

(And two years of Latin in high school.)

Two-time winner Larry Day has knowledge of specialized vocabularies.

“I did a lot of technical writing in my job,” Day said.

Two-time winner Brian Bornstein has a physician wife who encouraged him to study Latin-based medical terms. (He ignored her advice one year and went out on “anaphylaxis.”)

Smart guy Rod Confer likes to do crossword puzzles and  play Scrabble and read.

But the attorney wasn’t sure there is a huge correlation between good spelling and IQ.

“I’ve got a brother who’s highly intelligent, and he can’t spell worth much.”

English teacher and bee winner Julia Doerr agreed.

“I’m convinced there’s something genetic in it, something innate.”

And then there’s the luck factor. Sometimes you get the crazy hard words, and sometimes you get a gimme or two.

Said Doerr: “I knew some year they would finally do the words in the right order  for me.”

Reach Cindy Lange-Kubick at 473-7218 or clangekubick@journalstar.com.
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If you go

What: The 25th Annual Adult Spelling Bee presented by the Nebraska Literary Heritage Association; emcee is humorist Juli Burney

When: 7 p.m. Tuesday, April 14; entertainment starts at 6 p.m.

Where: Brewsky’s, 201 N. Eighth St.

Why: To benefit the Jane Pope Geske Heritage Room of Nebraska Authors

How much: $5 for spectators; $30 for contestants. Call 441-8512 to enter.



And the winners were ...

So they can spell. 

What good has it done them?

In honor of the 25th anniversary of Lincoln’s premiere adult spelling bee, we asked past winners ��” when available ��” how winning changed their lives.

We also tracked down the word that garnered them the glory. (Don’t know what they mean? Look them up.) For most of the spelling bee’s history, first prize was an unabridged Webster’s dictionary.

1984, Sydney Lynch: Parallelepiped

Life change: Lynch was dating a man, and her mother said, “Did you tell him about winning the spelling bee?” Lynch is not sure that sealed the deal, but he did become her first husband.

1985, Kathleen Rutledge: Balalaika

Life Change: “My husband found me harder to live with for at least a week. But it was all worth it because my perfectionist mother began to love me.”

1986, Deb Pearson: Pyorrhea

1987, Donald McGinley: Arcanum

1988, Mary White: Ossification

Life change: “Fame was fleeting. ��- I had to defend my title the next year and got KO’d by the word ‘poinciana.’” 

1989, Vaughn Border: Monstrous

1990, Ann Gillis: Antependium

1991, Bob Gibson: Brougham

1992, Maureen Hutfless: Samite

1993, Judy Sing: Hegemony

1994, Bill Regier: Cacophonous

1995, Francois Neville

1996, Larry Day: Bifurcate

Life Change: “I guess it kept me going back to participate.”

1997, Kathryn Bellman: Eiderdown

1998, Donald McGinley: Chicanery

1999, George Day

2000, Tex Richters: Picayune

Life Change: “My kids probably thought of me as less of a loser than they did before.”

2001, No spelling bee

2002, Brian Bornstein: Pellucid

Life Change: “It didn’t bring about world peace, but it got me a lot of good-natured ribbing from my friends.”

2003, Rod Confer: Oubliette

Life Change: “It probably made me a more boring person because I tell people about it whenever I get the chance.”

2004, Brian Bornstein: Adamantine 

2005, Larry Day: Zebu

2006, Brent Mehling: Anodyne

Life Change: “Oh, boy, I wish I had something clever. ��- I was hoping to keep it as quiet as possible.”

2007, Michael Cartwright

2008, Julia Doerr: Isinglass

Life Change: “Winning made me feel like I could retire without feeling like a quitter.” 

Source: The list of winners ��” but not winning words ��” was provided by the Nebraska Literary Heritage Association.
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