
[image: ]


[image: ]


For anyone who grapples with the spelling of the English language—but who loves the language nonetheless


“In a perfect language, every simple sound would be expressed by a distinct character; and no character would have more than one sound. But languages are not thus perfect; and the English Language, in particular, is, in these respects, extremely irregular.”

—Noah Webster
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Prologue

As I traveled around the country, talking with the many people I spoke with to report the story of the National Bee, I was often asked: “What made you want to write a book about the spelling bee?” The question was usually asked with great politeness, but with no small wonder, as if to inquire: That’s an odd topic you have there, fellow. What gives?

It’s a reasonable question, and it certainly deserves an answer. I have to confess, though, that I usually gave an abbreviated version of what drew me to the story. To give a full account would have required me to hold forth for several minutes. And at the end of such a lengthy monologue, I feared, some of the questioners might have suggested I sit quietly while they fetch a cool drink of water.

Still, the query calls for a full response, and now is the time. So if you’ll grant me just a few minutes—and yes, I have a glass of cool water at hand—I’ll tell you why I feel it’s important that there be a book about the Bee.

The story of the National Spelling Bee is many stories in one.

It’s a sports story of sorts, with all the drama of a high-stakes athletic contest. (In fact, the cable TV channel ESPN broadcasts the Bee alongside sporting events like boxing and basketball.) The contestants win or lose—no second chance—in real time, onstage in front of a live audience. Each year, from a starting pool of ten million kids, spellers compete their way upward in city and regional bees, hoping to become one of the 275 or so who makes it to Washington. The story of how these 275 finalists find one champion has as much narrative drive, as much sweat and tears and joy, as any football or baseball game. (More so, actually—but that’s just my personal opinion.)

It’s a story of pure Americana, part Norman Rockwell, part Horatio Alger. The Bee is an egalitarian gathering in which kids from every social class compete in a true meritocracy. A window washer’s daughter competes with a banker’s son; a first-generation Korean goes toe-to-toe with a Mayflower descendant. Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free: Every year, the audience is sprinkled with immigrant parents, mothers and fathers who speak in a thick accent, watching their children compete in a second language—the event, like the arms of Lady Liberty, is open to all. In the most idealistic American tradition, the Bee offers a level playing field, in which color of skin and your last name mean nothing, but hard work and belief in self mean everything.

It’s a language story, in which that cultural sponge known as the English language plays a starring role. The top spellers are obsessive etymologists. They are language detectives, exploring lingual patterns, digging into Latin and Greek and French, looking for clues to help them decipher obscure polysyllabics. Spelling, at this level, is about far more than recitation. It’s about understanding how the language is built, and how the history of English created this eccentric patchwork called modern spelling. It’s about all the skills that further literacy: voracious reading, a sprawling vocabulary, even knowledge of grammar. The Bee is like a yearly Woodstock for the language arts crowd.

First and foremost—and here we get to the heart of the Bee—it’s a story about kids, about how the Bee’s challenges transform them. Or, more accurately, how the kids transform themselves. For these top spellers, the Bee is an odyssey that includes the smaller bees they must win, countless hours of study and drill, and a semi-Olympian process of psych-up. The nerves can be fearsome. Finally, they step to the microphone in front of a mass audience (including parents and television cameras) to face an unknown challenge. They’re out there all alone, forced to rely upon only their own resources. These moments are like a little pressure cooker. This is necessarily a growth experience, whether or not they spell correctly. And that, really, is what the Bee is all about: young people growing, within the context of a high-profile educational environment. That’s a beautiful thing.

As icing on the cake, it’s the story of a big party, a yearly gathering of like-minded souls—young souls—who, in between competing with each other, share a subculture with its own idiosyncrasies and status symbols. They are word nerds. They study Latin and play video games. They have fantasies of spelling the perfect eight-syllable word. Many of them stop reading only long enough to drill lunarlike morphemes, carrying their laptops outside to play, lugging their dictionaries on family vacations. They are a strange bunch, which makes them an interesting bunch.

In short, the Bee is an invaluable nugget of American life. Despite the odd niche it occupies, it says a lot about who we are, our oddness, our strengths. And, after enduring for hundreds of years, it’s a folk tradition that can safely claim to be a permanent part of the American scene. The Bee is a story that deserves to be told.

One more thing, on a personal note. As I got to know the spellers and their families I profiled in this book, I had a wonderful time. Having dinner with the families, talking with the spellers, learning about their hopes and their worries, being at the Bee in Washington—it was a rich experience. I consider myself lucky for having been able to report this story.

If you enjoy reading this book even a fraction as much as I enjoyed writing it, I’ll feel as if I’ve just spelled rijsttafel in the final rounds of the National Bee. In other words, pretty darn good.

And now, let the spelling begin . . .

James Maguire


Part1

Life at the Bee: The 2004 National Spelling Bee, Washington, DC

“There are killer words flying around you all the time, the person on your left or your right takes a bullet, and you get an easy one . . .”

—Henry Feldman, 1960 Bee champion


1 The Pressure

David Tidmarsh is breathing like a runaway pony. And no wonder: The slender fourteen-year-old stands onstage facing six judges and a crowded ballroom, with all eyes on him. In the front row sits an Associated Press reporter, dispatching updates to newspapers across the country. Near the stage huddles an ESPN television crew, beaming David’s visage to thousands of viewers. The roving cameraman moves to catch his every grimace; another camera, a crane-operated affair swooping toward the stage, resembles a high-tech dinosaur that might devour David’s 110-pound frame as an afternoon snack. A few feet away, also on the red-carpeted stage, sits his mother; the tape later reveals she has a tear suspended at the edge of her right eye, waiting for her son’s next word.

David faces gaminerie, a French word meaning an impudent or roguish spirit. His face, as wide open as the farmland around his hometown of South Bend, Indiana, jogs quickly through a crowd of emotions: fear, hope, pure anxiety, even a short smile. He’s a self-effacing kid, the kind of boy who, when you express amazement at how hard he’s studied, replies, “Yeah, I guess so.” He steps closer to the microphone and we hear his hyperventilating breath. A few audience members even chuckle lightly—his deep breathing right into the microphone sounds something like Darth Vader’s demonic respiration—but the mood in the room is far too close for real laughter.

He asks the official pronouncer, Jacques Bailly, the questions allowed each speller—definition, sample sentence, language of origin—and as he does, his already rapid respiration starts to sprint away from him. By the time he asks about the language of origin, his voice is reduced to a whisper. He’s out of breath. He struggles to recover, and uses his knowledge of etymology to dig for clues. “Is it related to the, um, English word gamin meaning an impudent child?” Bailly demurs at the query, noting the rule against answering questions about relations between English words. “Okay, that’s fine,” David says pleasantly, and then the hyperventilating starts galloping again. He bites his lip and pauses. Finally, with effort, he gathers his breath. He’s ready to spell.
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So here it is, in the cavernous ballroom of the Grand Hyatt in downtown Washington, DC: the homestretch of the 2004 Scripps National Spelling Bee. Soon, one of the few remaining spellers will be dubbed the champion, the photographers will move in for the glory shot, and a new name will be entered in the record books.

Just offstage gleams the trophy, a florid gold loving cup about two feet high. Along with the cup comes a bounty of spoils: some $20,000 in cash prizes, encyclopedias, and assorted gewgaws. The winner typically meets the president, is interviewed by Diane Sawyer (and myriad others), appears on David Letterman, and is lauded by The New York Times as one of the nation’s bright young minds. Wendy Guey, the 1996 champion and now a Harvard undergrad, will direct a special round of applause to the winner when she speaks at this year’s Bee awards banquet.

Now, in the third day of competition, the original 265 spellers have been whittled down to the last hardy survivors. All of the kids came here with dreams, all having battled their way up from a starting pool of some ten million spellers. To earn a spot at Nationals, they all had to win some combination of school, city, and regional bees, competing against ever better spellers at each stage. So all of them are smart and hardworking and lucky—and luck plays a determining role at Nationals, as any Bee veteran will attest. If not for chance, many of the 265 might have survived to these final rounds.

Yet chance favors a prepared mind, and in that regard those who make it to these final rounds go several steps beyond. As a foundation, they have what’s possessed by all top orthographers (an orthographer is a speller—the kind who doesn’t deign to use spell-check): Each has a working knowledge of the world’s major languages, a deep understanding of roots and etymology—which equates to a sprawling vocabulary—and an intuitive grasp of that unpredictable beast known as the English language. Inarguably, they are word geeks, true language nuts. If the word eccentric could be used as an honorific, then, truth be told, they are all a dash eccentric. Moreover, each has something extra that sets them apart.

For Katharine “Kerry” Close, for example, making it to the homestretch is a sign of her competitive spirit. All summer long she sails competitively, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze as she mans a one-person sailboat in races off the New Jersey shore. She spells like she sails—to win. She is, improbably, an eleven-year-old who’s in the final rounds of a contest dominated by thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds. Even more unlikely given her eleven years, this is her third year here. And last year—at age ten—she tied for sixteenth out of 263 spellers.

Early in the competition I asked her how she was doing, and she responded only with a wordless, uneasy grimace. She is, by her parents’ description, a tad on the shy side, and also clearly feeling the anxiety of the competition. But you don’t see that onstage. While some spellers hem and haw, stalling for time while their brains search for that buried verbal nugget, Kerry is all business. She takes whatever clues the judges provide—definition, origin, sample sentence—and goes to work. No fuss. She has used this focused intensity to fell such monsters as Bunraku, panmyelopathy, and warison.

If Kerry Close is feeling the pressure, then Akshay Buddiga is just barely treading water. A thirteen-year-old whose coach-mother speaks nine languages, Akshay has studied daily for years alongside his brother, the 2002 champion. That his brother won the Bee creates a special incentive, or perhaps a special obstacle: If Akshay wins this year, it will be the first time in the Bee’s seventy-seven-year history that siblings have won. And the Colorado boy might do it: In round after round he has spelled like Noah Webster’s great-grandson.

The stress, however, is taking its toll. Earlier in the competition, Akshay faced alopecoid, a Greek word meaning like a fox, vulpine. It wasn’t his toughest challenge, but as he stood at the microphone, a large wave began washing over him, threatening to submerge him. He hadn’t slept much the night before and had hardly eaten that day. Too nervous. Adding to the wooziness was that single fact, repeated so often throughout the competition: He and his brother might be the first sibling winners in the history of the Bee. That potential honor had loomed large since his brother’s 2002 win, and Akshay had trained incessantly. Facing alopecoid, he stood just a few words away from this august achievement. But the water was rising ever higher.

A round-faced boy with round glasses and short dark hair, he loves to hike the mountain trails near his house in Colorado Springs. Yet that cool mountain air was far from him now. As he stood facing the expectant audience, he seemed to retreat within himself. His voice had grown quieter in the later rounds. Finally, he began to speak in a slumberous, affectless monotone. Asking the definition and part of speech of alopecoid, his already sleepy voice fell to a mumble. He paused, shutting his eyes, as if on the verge of sleep. But just a moment later his soft brown eyes jolted open like he had glimpsed a terrifying sight. He staggered back a step, unsteady, and then . . . he fainted.

The crowd gasped at his fall, a crumpling tumble that landed him flat on the stage. Dozens of adults abruptly stood, ready to rush to help. But before they could take more than a step, he was back on his feet and at the microphone, like a pugilist downed by an unseen punch who rises to fight on gamely. His eyes fluttered open. As numerous adults paused in mid-rescue, a stream of letters ushered forth from his mouth: a, l, o, p, e,—he sounded like a sleepwalker, could he spell correctly in his dazed state?—c, o, i, d. “That is correct,” said head judge Mary Brooks, prompting a deep, sustained round of applause—and considerable amazement—from the crowded ballroom. Such is the mettle of the finalists here at the 2004 National Spelling Bee.
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Two days before, as the competition starts early Tuesday morning, things are not so tense. Throngs of parents and kids, reporters and camera crews, Bee officials and assorted language aficionados pour through the faux elegance of the Grand Hyatt, a massive 880-room affair about four blocks from the White House. Parents with cameras at the ready crowd down escalators, accompanying spellers and their siblings. Many of the kids fit in last-minute cramming with word lists, ignoring the Hyatt’s profusion of gaudy aqua blue fountains and the unmanned piano that bangs out show tunes, jauntily if soullessly. The mood is an uneven mix of excitement and tension, as if we’re going to a big party, but one that might be attended by the family dentist with drill in hand.

If the idea of a spelling bee comes from Norman Rockwell’s America, then the old master would have had to expand his palette considerably to capture these kids. Nicholas Truelson, from Sioux Falls, South Dakota, with blond hair and big owl glasses, shares the stage with Erik Zyman Carrasco from New York, New York, whose parents were born in Mexico. Mehron Price is proud of her Ethiopian heritage, Jamie Ding’s mother often speaks to him in her native Chinese, and Samir Patel’s Indian-born mother grew up in London before settling in Texas. The Bee is full of parents who still speak with their native accent, accompanying kids who have no trace of it, unless you count the soft drawl of Georgia or the bulldozed nasals of New Jersey.

There’s Marshall Winchester, from North Carolina, considered a top contender, who thanked the Lord for his spelling success, and there’s Aqsa Ullah, from Florida, also favored to win, who has attended Muslim study sessions on the weekend. Anoopdeep Singh Bal, from Ohio, is a turban-wearing Sikh; in addition to being an ace speller of English he’s also fluent in Punjabi, not to mention exceptionally well versed in basketball: He corrected the ESPN television crew about the spelling of a well-known coach’s name. Dovie Eisner, from Florida, whose goal is to become an author, has won many awards for his knowledge of the Torah.

The parents of Amber Owens, a star of the 2003 Bee, bought her a horse as a reward for making it to Nationals (she named her pony Alphabet). But many kids couldn’t afford to be here if their family’s trip wasn’t sponsored by a regional newspaper or other sponsor.

Shelby Brianne Smith, from Sacramento, California, wants to be a US Supreme Court Justice (“It’s a cool job, getting people out of jail,” she says). If she attains her goal, she’ll be the first black female Justice. Mallory Irwinsy, who plays flute in her school band in Piedmont, Oklahoma, wants to be an Air Force pilot. The winner from 2002, Pratyush Buddiga, has a plan for making human life possible on Mars.

The Bee, as a spelling coach from Texas tells me in a thick twang, “is as American as can be.” As much as any single event, it gathers together the glorious panoply, first-generation Korean with Mayflower descendant, affluent and working class, Christian and Jew, little burg, big town, and suburb. The kids come from public school (183), parochial (20), private (27), and home-school (35). Bee organizers use the figure ten million when counting how many kids are involved; that figure includes all the school, city, and regional bees across the country. By some mysterious process, when those ten million were winnowed to these final 265 spellers, virtually every American group and class is represented.

Juan Jose Mejia’s father is a dairy worker in California. Joe Shepard’s father is a cotton merchant in Georgia. Both of Maddy Kloss’s parents are attorneys in Arizona. Both of Rajiv Tarigopula’s parents are physicians in St. Louis. Chloe Bordewich’s mother is a government official in upstate New York, and Adriana Ruf’s mother is an accountant in Kentucky. Nektarios Vasilottos’s father—the family speaks Greek around the house—manages a restaurant in LaPorte, Indiana.

The father of Elicia Chamberlin (Elicia’s so interested in circus arts that she trains on aerial fabric hung in the living room) is a social therapist in New Hampshire. Maithreyi Gopalakrishnan’s mother is a technology specialist in Colorado. Morgan McGee’s mom, a single mother, works as a cook-waitress. The father of Kay Sackinger, for whom debates and protests are a favorite activity, is a licensed massage therapist in Portland, Oregon. Trevor Leslie’s father is a freelance musician in Indiana, Nora Porter’s mother is a retail manager in Florida, and Cody Wendt’s father drives a transit bus in Idaho. Erik Zyman Carrasco’s father is a music professor at Juilliard; his mother is a biomedical scientist. Dakota Koll lives on a farm in Louisiana.

Even the ages are somewhat mixed. To be eligible for the Bee, a speller must not have passed beyond the eighth grade. This means that thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds lead the competition, some returning for their third or fourth time. But plenty of talented eleven- and twelve-year-olds also compete, as do a handful of ten-year-olds. And each year there are a few trembling nine-year-olds, who typically appear quite knock-kneed at having made it to a contest with competitors five years their senior. Then again, in 2003 a nine-year-old took third place. There are few guarantees at the Bee.

Gender, too, is equally matched—well, almost. Of the 79 champions before 2004, 42 are girls and 37 are boys. Of the spellers competing in this year’s Bee, 135 are girls and 130 are boys.

There’s a great deal of talk at the Bee of how these kids are an elect bunch, an intellectual elite. As one of the fathers confides to me, with an unabashed heap of parental pride, “Well, there’s nothing wrong with being average—but these kids aren’t.” And it’s true—these kids are something of a tribe apart. How can a twelve-year-old who wants to study Latin and Greek word roots two hours a day be called typical?

But while the Bee is a kind of yearly party of like-minded kids, with a certain geek chic that runs throughout, this gathering is the most diverse clique any thirteen-year-old is likely to join. The only things this glorious quilt of talented kids have in common are a commitment to scholarship, parents who care, and a facility with the English language. And, of course, the raw chutzpah to confront fearsome words in front of a large audience. Easier said than done.
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As the three-day competition begins early Tuesday morning, Bee officials face a joyless task. The group of 265 bright-eyed spellers is far too large. In every round, each speller spells one word; given that each contestant is allotted a maximum of two minutes (with a thirty-second bonus time period they can use only once during the competition), each round could take hours with a crowd this big. We’d be here for weeks. So Bee officials have devised a method to quickly winnow those who are merely smart, hardworking, and lucky from those who bring a keen dedication to this day. It’s a two-part test, made up of a written and then an oral round. The scores from these two rounds are combined to determine who gets to stay in.

The written round is savage. It’s twenty-five words picked from anywhere in Webster’s Unabridged. The spellers sit poised in the Hyatt’s grand ballroom with paper and pencil a little after 8:00 a.m., as pronouncer Jacques Bailly prepares to start intoning the words. He greets the spellers with a folksy “howdy,” provoking a nervous titter—they know something’s coming—and he begins pronouncing the words in his crisp diction. After each word they bend dutifully to their task.

The written test starts as a saunter on level ground, with giveaways like tenor and recede. Everyone can catch their breath. But then it moves sharply uphill with the likes of triskaidekaphobia and rhinorrhagia. At about the midway point it enters the high country with obscurities like acesodyne, then, finally, makes a sharp, unforgiving descent into the unlit caverns of boeotian and rijsttafel. Clearly, when Bee officials set out to mow down spellers, they know how to do so. (We later learn that only one of the 265 spellers correctly navigates all twenty-five words. Which means, amazingly, there is one child in America who can spell virtually anything, including boeotian and rijsttafel.)

Parents are given copies of the test to spell along, just for fun. Most bow out with a chuckle around netiquette. The top scoring parent, Bob Deri, a technology specialist from Silicon Valley, spelled twenty-one words correctly.

After the morning’s written test, the spellers are sent on a tour of Washington for the day, though some die-hard competitors stay at the hotel and study. For a few of the hypercompetitive kids, these last few hours of drill and review are precious.

The following morning, part two of the written-oral qualifying rounds commences. The oral round is a much gentler challenge, in effect a gift to those who are willing to study for it. Unlike the written test, this round’s word list is confined to the Paideia, a slender booklet the Bee organizers send out each fall. It contains some 3,800 words, only about 800 of which are advanced. If a speller memorizes all these words (plus an additional 250-word list sent out after the regional bees), she’ll know every word in Round Two. In essence, it’s the Bee’s way of saying: If you want to look good onstage at Nationals for at least one round, here’s what you need to know.

The spellers’ attitudes toward the Paideia’s word list create the first line of demarcation at the Bee. It separates those who got here mainly by smarts from those who got here by smarts and perspiration. For many spellers, brute memorization of the entire list is a given. Asked if they know the Paideia list, they give a small nod as if to say, yes, of course, are you kidding? Others claim they’ve studied it but haven’t necessarily memorized it. For other spellers, memorizing the list is seen as superhuman. “Have you seen it?” asks one mother. “It’s not possible.” On the other hand, some highly dedicated spellers refuse to memorize, preferring to focus on understanding word patterns. For still others, who are naturally bright but whose every minute is filled with activities—from flute lessons to soccer practice—there’s simply no time to memorize 4,000 words.

As this first spoken round begins early Wednesday morning, it feels like the true beginning of the Spelling Bee. There’s a buzz in the air. The results of the written round along with this first oral round will determine who survives, so the written round was critical. But this spoken round is what we’ve come for: This is performance spelling. It’s the first round in which each speller approaches the microphone and spells—the beginning of the Bee as a spectator event. The Grand Hyatt’s main ballroom is decked out for the event. The large red-carpeted stage is equipped with risers to accommodate spellers, with large video screens flanking both sides. The ESPN television crew’s production station hums with activity as technicians prepare for the broadcast. The Bee’s official photographer, Mark Bowen, snaps at will.

And he’s not alone. No moment of this event will escape being recorded, documented, archived, and preserved for posterity. Seemingly all 265 spellers’ parents eagerly work cameras or camcorders, in some cases both, and the blur of snapping and videotaping is like a paparazzi sighting of a Hollywood starlet. Two mothers near the stage assemble telephoto lenses while other parents prompt their onstage kids to stand and smile. A big smile is unlikely since it’s 7:45 a.m., and many of the kids are still blinker-eyed. Some, like Dovie Eisner, sitting in his wheelchair, merely yawn into the cameras; others, like Sean Sabino, from Los Angeles (where he’s the student council president), look serious and determined.

At 8:00 a.m. sharp—the Bee is always punctual—the spelling begins. Because the source for this round’s word list has been publicly available for months, for many spellers it’s just a cameo appearance before the going gets tough, no more challenging than fishing in a bathtub. Dovie Eisner, dispatching sciolism with aplomb, gives a triumphant thumbs-up as his wheelchair is wheeled away from the microphone. Angela Palomer, working confidently through luftmensch, issues a solid “yes!” as the audience applauds her orthographic aptitude. Last year’s thirty-first-ranked finisher, Grant Remmen, who confided to me days before the competition that he was nervous, now actually grins while waiting to spell—a rare occurrence at the Bee. And his handling of corrigendum justifies his twinkle. Samir Patel, considered a top contender, dismisses coulisse so easily he doesn’t even wait for confirmation before returning to his seat. He’s right and he knows it.

Sachin Raghunathan tackles Kierkegaardian, a word that’s about a foot longer than he is, as if he’s a firm believer in the Danish philosopher’s thinking. Giaour, a word meaning one outside the Muslim faith, an infidel, is the smallest of leaps for curly-haired Courtney Hartnett, who’s won many horseback riding awards in her native Maryland.

Not that missing means a speller must be a slacker. Cindy Yin, a slender thirteen-year-old from Harrison, New Jersey, is an honor student during the week and attends Chinese school on weekends. She fits karate lessons into her spare time. That is, if she has any spare time. An accomplished pianist, she recently performed for the second time at New York’s famed Carnegie Hall, rendering a Mozart piece. How did it go? I ask. “It was kind of dull, the second time,” she says. “I mean, it was all the same.” Wasn’t the music different? I ask. “Yes, but everything else, the hall, everything, it was all just the same.” Okay, so performing at Carnegie Hall gets boring—it’s clear she’s not the average thirteen-year-old. But with everything she does she apparently doesn’t have time to memorize the Paideia. She’s stopped by the devilishly hard rorqual, which she spells as wrarqual.

And some of the spellers have made it here at a remarkably young age, further increasing the odds against them. Tia Thomas, one of the few nine-year-olds, sits onstage looking a little timorous, then stumbles over senary. For many spellers, just getting to Nationals has been an achievement, but surviving the preliminary rounds will require a dollop of luck—which doesn’t arrive. Like Kentucky’s Adriana Ruf, who’s mystified by zetetic, throwing out the letters in a veritable admission of defeat and walking back to her seat as the judge spells it correctly. Or California’s Holly Duitsman, who hasn’t a clue about prolegomenon, tossing away a failed attempt with a little laugh. Some get lucky with an easy word. Betsy Woodruff gets chicanery, a word any self-respecting wordsmith would know (and Betsy, after all, has had a book review published by The Washington Times). She spells it like the gift it is.

Erin Clendaniel is dealt a tough hand. A fourteen-year-old with long blonde hair, she plays bass guitar in her own garage band back in Delaware, and she’s also a top speller—this is her second year at Nationals. Now she’s staring at virgule, a diagonal mark used to separate alternatives, as in “and/or.” It’s not a word you can sound out. Erin is stumped. Making matters worse, her sister—her identical twin—tied for thirty-fifth in the 2001 Bee. And here Erin is, having to guess in her first time at the microphone. She gambles with her best guess, only to hear the soft bell that signals a misspell. We might see the hint of a tear.

Snigdha Sur tied with Erin’s sister for thirty-fifth place in 2001. But Snigdha, a confident, cheery girl, has faced fierce competition in her regional bee—the New York City contest—for the last two years, and hasn’t won a spot at Nationals since then. This year Snigdha made her way back to this hallowed stage, only to be dealt omphaloskepsis in her first time at the microphone. The word would be insurmountable to a newbie, but the fourteen-year-old has been at this for four years now. She walks through omphaloskepsis as if it’s just another trip to Grand Central.

Jacob Trewartha, thirteen, encounters a real struggle as he faces murrain, an archaic word meaning an infectious and fast-spreading disease. Offstage the Indiana boy has a klieg-light smile, but as he blanks on the word, a look of real terror crawls across his broad face. Then a light blinks on. Apparently it just took a moment for the memory to surface. After a brief pause he rattles off murrain. Terror faced, terror overcome.
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When the morning round ends, with each competitor having one moment in the spotlight, we don’t know which spellers will advance to Round Three. The written test is being graded and tabulated along with the score from the oral round; in the early afternoon a Bee official will announce the list of survivors. Of the twenty-six words they’ve attempted so far—twenty-five on the written test and one in the oral round—they must have correctly spelled seventeen to advance.

As the spellers break for lunch, in the back of each of their minds is one question: Am I still in?


2 The Field Narrows

At lunch, protesters start marching outside the Grand Hyatt. And yes, oddly, they are protesting the spelling bee. A group of about six middle-aged people, all looking quite earnest and scholarly, carry signs like “Spelling shuud Bee lojical,” and “I’m thru with through,” and “50,000,000 illiterates can’t be wrong.” They are members of the Simplified Spelling Society, a British-based group dedicated to reforming English spelling conventions.

They point out, correctly, that English spelling is riddled with inconsistencies—a word’s spelling often does not correspond with its sound. The long e in Bee, for example, is created with a bewildering array of contrasting spellings, as in bead, chief, police, tedious, weird. The last syllable of sister sounds the same as that of actor or grammar. And why are similar-sounding words like wrestle and vessel spelled so differently?

It’s this jungle thatch of contradictions, the Society claims, that contributes to the high level of illiteracy in the English-speaking world; some forty-seven million adults are functionally illiterate by the group’s count. Among the many benefits of making English spelling consistent, the Society states in its literature, is that “children would have more time to learn many other things—and play.” Having more time to play is something most spellers favor, but a glance at the group’s proposed reforms suggests that its solutions would simply replace the old mess with a new mess. The Society’s mission, which it states using its own spelling, is “werking for plannd chanje in English spelling for the bennefit of lerners and uzers evrywair.” In other words, they—gasp—want to completely rebuild the millennium-old structural underpinnings of the English language. No one can accuse them of thinking small.

As for the Society’s contention that words should be spelled as they sound, Jonathan Swift effectively rebutted it in the early eighteenth century. Swift, author of Gulliver’s Travels and a passionate essayist on language, wrote the following in a letter to the Earl of Oxford in 1712:

Another Cause which hath contributed not a little to the maiming of our Language, is a foolish opinion, advanced of late Years, that we ought to spell exactly as we speak; which besides the obvious Inconvenience of utterly destroying our Etymology, would be a thing we should never see an end of. Not only the several towns and counties of England have a different way of pronouncing, but even here in London, they clip their Words after one Manner about the Court, another in the City, and a third in the Suburbs; and in a few years, it is probable, will all differ from themselves, as Fancy of Fashion shall direct.1

So the Simplified Spelling Society faces gargantuan obstacles. Still, after I talk with the protesters themselves, it’s clear they’re thoughtful, well-meaning people, no matter how quixotic their quest. They would be fun to enjoy a stiff afternoon tea with. As seriously as they take their cause, however, their efforts are merely cause for merriment among the Bee crowd. (That is, merriment among the parents—the spellers themselves aren’t feeling merry about anything while waiting to see who advances.) “Well,” one mother says, looking at the protesters with a laugh, “they have a point.” And everyone goes back to ignoring them.

After lunch the spellers gather in the grand ballroom to hear the list of who made it. The spellers and their families sit in anxious silence as a Bee official announces the numbers of the advancing spellers. As the list ends, the crowd emits a big whooshing happy-sad gasp-groan, as hundreds of people get either good or bad news. In one fell swoop, the field of 265 spellers has been narrowed to 94.

Plenty of smart kids must now be content to sit and watch. Adina Laury, who’s fluent in Hebrew as well as English, will now have time to finish reading Sabrina, the Teenage Witch. The father of Sahiti Surapaneni tells me, with no small pride, that his daughter won a regional competition with 200 spellers to get here. She mastered monotocous in the oral round, but her written test score means she’s cut.

Ben Brown, an award-winning poet and soccer team captain now in his second trip to Nationals, spelled rotulet in the oral round as quickly as if he’d gulped a double espresso. But the written test did him in. So too Rose Marie Van Ryckeghem, who earned a maxima cum laude rating in the National Latin Exam and who conquered springerle in the oral round. “I studied so hard for this,” she says. But during the written test, her mother tells me, she may have psyched herself out, as she worried throughout, “Can I survive this?” And she didn’t.

Some spellers take the loss with equanimity. For Austin Hoke, a short, slender boy from Greenfield, Indiana, who hopes to be a roller coaster engineer, making it to Nationals at age ten means he’ll have plenty of chances. He’s out this year but he’s sure he’ll be back. What makes you want to compete in the Bee? I ask. “I just like to spell, and . . . for the money,” he says. I mention the $12,000 cash prize. “Yeah,” he sighs, and shakes his head with a quiet awe. Clearly he’s been dreaming of more than roller coasters.

While we sit talking in a small conversation nook in the Grand Hyatt lobby, Samir Patel joins us. Samir, who last year at age nine stunned the crowd by placing third, and who has survived the preliminaries this year, will also have plenty of chances. I ask him why he’s in the Bee. “A lot of incentives,” he says. “Exposure, fame, money.” At the mention of money, Austin takes notice. “What did you get for winning regionals?” he asks. “200 bucks,” Samir notes. A few minutes later a girl speller joins us and, without much introduction, asks Samir, “How much have you made from spelling?” “$7,500 bucks,” Samir says, reporting wins from last year’s finish. She seems to appreciate the amount.
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As the afternoon round begins with the winnowed field, it’s clear these kids are crack spellers. Shortly after Dovie Eisner’s wheelchair is wheeled up to the microphone, he voices pharynx with hardly a thought. Joe Shepard, a twelve-year-old Georgia boy with a blond buzz cut and a professorial air, takes some time with macropodous, but there’s never any doubt. Jessy Hwang, with her long dark hair parted in the middle, travels through archipelago like a veteran geographer. David Tidmarsh actually giggles at kiwi. The Indiana boy has done what few, if any, other spellers have done: He has read the entire dictionary. After that much preparation, getting kiwi is pretty funny.

The ease of kiwi is fodder for the inevitable quibbling among the spellers. “Kiwi?” they ask. “He got kiwi?—that’s so easy.” You hear it between rounds, mainly among spellers who have been eliminated. Many of the early rounds contain words whose difficulty appears to vary considerably. It’s unfair, some spellers kvetch. The same round that David Tidmarsh faced the simple kiwi, Rachel Karas was dealt the odd occision and Amar Mehta faced the lengthy triglycerides. The lingual gods smiled on Elicia Chamberlin that round, who received reggae—a word most literate tweens can spell without cracking a study guide.

It’s a problem there’s no clear solution to. It’s impossible, or nearly so, to place words on a precise gradation of difficulty. Clearly rijsttafel is vastly harder to spell than tenor, but when you get into the middle ground of kiwi and triglycerides, the level of difficulty is deceptive. One of the chief factors determining a word’s difficulty is whether it can be sounded out. By that measure, triglycerides, despite its length, is fully accessible; a speller who’s adept at breaking down words by known roots would have no trouble with triglycerides, regardless of its multisyllabic hulk. It’s merely a string of roots, all of which follow the rules.

But kiwi? Sure, it’s short, and any speller who visits the grocery store has likely seen it spelled in the produce section. But the word goes by no rules. The Simplified Spelling Society would spell it keewee, but its actual spelling gives no hint of its long e sounds. The word, coming to English from the fierce Maori tribes of New Zealand—known for their cannibalism and a language that was strictly oral—is a stumper. You either know it or you don’t.

So the quibbling about the word list, the relative difficulty of words in the same round, goes on. The Bee organizers go to great length to step up the words’ difficulty round by round, placing roughly equivalent words in the same round. But they would be the first to admit that luck plays a role in the Bee.

And luck’s a funny beast, as several spellers learn this afternoon. Ezra-Mel Pasikatan, whose bright orange shirt contrasts with his shock of dark hair, receives no gift with the tricky vacillant. Although the thirteen-year-old Oregon boy recently applied for a copyright for twenty-two of his inspirational songs, his inspiration fails him on this word. Faring no better is Charlotte Blacklock, with a brown ponytail and glasses, who’s cast into darkness by the uncommon synovial. That her older sister Evelyn was a star of the previous year’s Bee, barely missing first place after a tense multi-round duel—in which Evelyn stayed ice cool the whole time—might make Charlotte’s struggle more freighted. She dives deep into her knowledge of roots, querying the pronouncer repeatedly: “Is it related to . . . ?” But the answer is always no. With zero clues, she rolls the dice and hopes, spelling synovial as scinovial. Her exit off the stage is a moment of real disappointment.

So, too, goes the departure of Owen Ricker, a redheaded thirteen-year-old with big aviator glasses and dazzling knowledge of Star Wars trivia. Owen, who wants to be an actor, stumbles on turgescent, which means to act pompously or feel great self-importance. His demoralized trudge off stage, with arms crossed, is far from turgescent.
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As Round Four is about to begin on Wednesday at 3:00 p.m., this Bee is set for a major change. In just moments it will morph from a small educational competition to a national media event. Making all the difference: In this round the ESPN television crew will start its live broadcast.

In the preceding days, as families arrived at the Grand Hyatt and the spellers started socializing, one desire was repeated like a refrain: I want to survive long enough to get on TV. That’s the ideal. Winning, of course, is all but impossible, but getting on TV is attainable glory. There’s something geeky about telling your friends you’re serious about spelling, but there’s nothing geeky about telling them you’ll be on national TV. As the surviving spellers realize they’re about to be stars of the small screen, the heat rises.

Aqsa Ullah, a fourteen-year-old from Florida with long black hair and a serious manner, has studied exhaustively for this year’s Bee, pushing herself to her limit, and now she’s made it to the television broadcast, the first major step toward champion status. Just before she goes on stage, as spellers and their families crowd into the ballroom, she hands off her lollipop to her younger brother. “Tell Mommy I love her,” she says.

We’re assembled in our seats, ready to begin, but we must sit and wait. Our attention is drawn to the two 15-foot video screens on either side of the stage. Since the broadcast is live, we need to wait until the ESPN feed is ready. It feels odd: A room full of bright young minds must sit and do nothing while waiting for a silent screen. Ironic, too, because many of these kids watch far less TV than average. Many parents tell me they won’t allow it in the home at all, and others limit it severely. But that doesn’t matter now. We all must bow down in abeyance to the Great Camera.

The ESPN director takes over, telling us to applaud at his signal. A jazzy action montage starts on the screens, with pounding music and a crisp female voice-over. The Bee, she intones, is “a mental challenge like no other . . . ” The onscreen image cuts to us in the ballroom, and the ESPN man gives us the sign: start applauding!

And we do, with great gusto. What exactly we’re applauding is unclear—ourselves, presumably—but it doesn’t matter. When it comes to television, we do what we’re told. We watch ourselves applaud ourselves for a few moments, until the ESPN director is satisfied and signals that we can stop.

As the excitement has notched up, so too has the skill level required to get this far. Kendra Yoshinaga, a diminutive ten-year-old with a quiet voice, proves she’s capable of magic when she gets ullaged, the adjectival form of a word meaning the amount by which the contents fall short of filling a container. It’s of late Middle English origin, but to Kendra it might as well be from Mars. She struggles with the pronunciation—a speller must pronounce the word correctly before spelling—and she can hardly say it. For the California girl the word is simply too big, or so it appears. Hesitantly she works through it. And there it is—without warning—she’s right. She has mastered a word whose pronunciation suggests it could be spelled myriad ways. A little bit of luck, perhaps, but even with luck how many ten-year-olds can spell ullaged? (Kendra survives until the next round, when she adds an extra e to the impenetrable Nigerois.)

Although Hannah Provenza, a tall fourteen-year-old with long red hair who’s an obsessive reader, has successfully spelled salicylate and cribral, she meets her match with graupel. She simply doesn’t know it. It’s a Germanic word meaning precipitation that consists of crisp, white ice particles. In Hannah’s hometown of Rockford, Illinois, it would be called “hail.” At moments like these confidence comes into play. She’s stumped, yes, and sure, there’s a ballroom full of people staring at her, along with a bank of TV cameras. So it might be hard to cast around inside, to try to dredge up an educated guess based on everything she has read and studied. But that’s a big part of what the Bee is about—daring to think you might be right even though you’re in the dark. Hannah goes to work. She issues the letters one by one and . . . she’s correct. She walks back to her seat and flashes a big awestruck smile, amazed at her own success, mouthing the words “I guessed” to her parents in the audience.

Kay Sackinger’s technique relies on typing the word as she spells, her fingers working a phantom keyboard as the letters tumble from her mouth. This unconscious pantomime provokes some quiet chuckles from the audience, yet it seems to work. It gets her through supernaculum, and it also helps her with laodicean, meaning someone who lacks religious or political commitment—a word that certainly doesn’t describe Kay. When the fourteen-year-old Portland, Oregon, girl isn’t working for her regular babysitting clients or developing her creative writing skills, she’s often debating the issues of the day with friends. She’s particularly fond of protest demonstrations with large crowds. As she faces silicicolous, she pauses, then her fingers go to work. She’s unfamiliar with the word, and her digits type tentatively in the air in front of her. She adds an h, prompting the small ding signaling a misspell. She accepts her stroll off stage as the natural course of events.

Her fate is shared by Dovie Eisner, whose wheelchair trips to the microphone have thus far been a prelude to utterly confident performances. But syringeal injects him with doubt. The word appears to be derivative of syringe, but no, it actually means pertaining to the syrinx, the vocal organ of birds. (Or, if it’s capitalized, as in Syrinx, it refers to a mountain nymph in classical mythology.) Reasonably, Dovie gambles with syringial, after which he’s wheeled off stage. He’s soon followed by Abhiram Gunturi, a tall, slender twelve-year-old whose brother Sai was the previous year’s champion and whose sister Nivedita tied for eighth in 1997. He gets fanfaronade, meaning bragging, bravado, and bluster. But in the word’s clutches, Abhiram appears to feel only baffled and bewildered. It’s rarely good when one’s sibling has been a star of the Bee. After the soft ding he disappears off stage like a ghost, as if sudden invisibility would be highly desirable.
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The idea of a spelling bee doesn’t denote the pang of defeat and the flesh wounds of psychic combat to most people, but don’t tell that to the Bee kids. As one of the kids says to me, “Every year, at the award banquet, they always say ‘there are no losers, there are only winners.’” He mimics the sanctity of that with no small disgust, then tells me, “I’m sick of hearing that.” Losing is very real to these kids. Gavin King, standing in line for a meal after being eliminated in the 2003 Bee, had red-rimmed eyes and a shell-shocked manner. “What word did you go out on?” I asked him. “I can’t remember,” he said, turning away.

There are plenty of exceptions, of course, kids for whom being eliminated is a lighthearted affair. “It’s a win-win situation,” says one speller, proving he’s mastered psychobabble as well as spelling. “If you get it right, you get to keep going, but if you miss, you get a great vacation in Washington.”

But many spellers are far from that sanguine. It took real work to get here, in some cases all-consuming work. Sacrifices were made, in social activities and in free time. Hearing that bell ding is like a blow, especially if it comes early in the competition. Arjun Modi, a twelve-year-old New Jersey boy, takes it hard after being sent packing by hygrophilous. Fortunately his brother Rajan has also traveled here to Washington. The boys’ mother tells me that Rajan missed a question in the national geography bee, a defeat that will now help him comfort his brother. “We’re leaving the two of them alone,” she says.

Even the audience can feel the grief. Losing is not on the mind of Joe Shepard, a serious, blond-haired boy from Waynesboro, Georgia, with glasses and a soft drawl. He’s a real contender—at age twelve he’s already in his third appearance at Nationals. A homeschooler, Joe brings a deep dedication to his spelling studies. It helps that his family has performed that most subversive of acts: His father tells me that he has removed the television from their home. But Joe, facing solecism, experiences an unusual moment of doubt. He labors through it, inflecting the last few letters like a question. Ding. The audience, knowing that he had a shot at the final rounds, if not the trophy, lets out an “ohhh . . . ” It’s as if the entire crowd had to slink offstage.

If Joe Shepard was a contender, then Erik Zyman Carrasco is the contender for this year’s Bee championship. After placing tenth in 2002, he turned in a dazzling performance to place seventh in 2003, impressing the audience with his comprehensive knowledge of word roots. Since he’s from New York City, his third appearance here means he has won that city’s ruthlessly competitive bee three years in a row, a remarkable achievement. Increasing his odds this year, only two spellers who placed above him last year have returned, and one of them is just ten years old. So this is Erik’s year. It’s also his last year; he’s now in the eighth grade.

I talk to him a few days beforehand and there’s an edge about him. He’s worked for this and he’s dreamed about this, and here it is. He’s mature for his age; at thirteen years old he’s a young teen, a clear step past the tween age of many of the spellers. He’s personable, but his voice says this isn’t a game. A look of tiredness in his eyes suggests he’s been working overtime and perhaps worrying overtime. Whatever his stress, though, he brings a lot to the competition. He’s fluent in Spanish and advanced in French and Latin; those three tools will allow him to look inside many of the words he’ll face. And he’s passionate about language; when he grows up, he wants to be a linguist.

As an added coincidence, his picture is one of those that hang above the stage. Each year the Bee organizers post several oversize posters of spellers in various states of competition: thinking, spelling, celebrating. Perhaps because Erik was such a natural photo subject—throwing his hands in the air after each successful spell—his photo from last year now hangs above him as he spells. But his demeanor no longer matches that captured by last year’s photo; he’s toned down, replacing the triumphant gestures with an earnest, workmanlike quality.

Toward the end of the day he gets Gomorrah, the ancient city that the Bible says was destroyed, along with Sodom, because of its wickedness. It’s an ironic word for a speller from New York City. The metropolis, with its urban mores and ahead-of-the-curve social practices, is sometimes referred to, at least tongue-in-cheek, as a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah. And indeed, when Erik requests a sample sentence, the pronouncer reads this one: “New York City, during the Jazz Age, was a veritable Gomorrah.”

The word’s sometimes synonymous relationship with his own hometown doesn’t jog Erik’s thinking, so he’s going to have to work for it. Which, fortunately, he’s well equipped to do. He’s been in many tough spots over his three-year competitive career. With his formidable lingual tools, he can unlock most spelling mysteries: If you know a word’s roots, you can usually ferret out its stray vowels and consonants. Gomorrah, however, is stubborn. Neither Latin, French, nor Spanish provide any clues. The Old Testament word is, oddly, in the same category as kiwi; you either know it or you don’t. It’s a proper name, not a word that can be broken down by sifting through etymological histories.

He goes to work. Even with the most opaque words, a speller at his level can leverage a storehouse of knowledge, putting together bits and pieces to offer a high-percentage guess. Erik ponders the word, hesitating, focusing on the few letters that are maybes. After some onstage meditation, it’s time for his best guess. He takes the plunge, spelling Gomorrah as Gemorrah. A judge rings the small bell indicating a misspell. The crowd, knowing Erik’s record, is dumbstruck. They emit a long, crestfallen “ohh . . . ” of surprise, a deep group sympathy from hundreds of people.

It’s a bitter disappointment. Erik registers nothing as he walks from the stage, but a sense of loss seems to radiate from him. His errant e in Gomorrah means that he will tie for forty-seventh place, an ignominious finish for someone who has placed tenth and seventh. Not only will he not make the final rounds, he won’t make it into the last day of spelling. Today was supposed to be when the duffers were eliminated, the spellers who were merely smart, hardworking, and lucky, not the ones with three foreign languages and years of competitive experience. To have to sit and watch the kids he would have been competing with is no small heartbreak.

Erik is not seen later in the day, when that afternoon’s spelling is done and the kids gather in klatches in the Grand Hyatt lobby. Apparently he prefers not to face everyone. That evening I see him with his parents coming back from a dinner somewhere outside the hotel. A force field surrounds the family unit that even a pesky reporter who can feign casualness dares not try to enter.

The next day I talk with his father, Samuel Zyman, a music professor at the Juilliard School with a thoughtful air about him. “I’m not going to kid you,” he says. “It’s a blow.” But he takes it philosophically, noting that after being eliminated, Erik received an outpouring of support from other spellers; the many pats on the back have, somewhat, made up for it. As we’re speaking, the Bee’s director, Paige Kimble, stops by to voice concern: “How is Erik?”

By the following day Erik appears to have emerged essentially unscathed. “I have mixed feelings about this year,” he says. “On one hand everyone was expecting me to do really well, and I struck out much earlier. But on the other hand, I wasn’t the only speller to do that. Everyone knows that it can happen. Even the public knows that those things can happen.

“I guess in the end it’s not that different,” he says, apparently referring to the difference between winning and not winning. He’s ready to get back to the rest of life. “I’ve been using my Palm Pilot to compile a report of everything I’ve accomplished at the Spelling Bee, to explain to my friends who may not necessarily know that the Bee isn’t one of those things where if you tried a little harder you would have won.”

He concedes he was really nervous during the competition, though that’s not why he missed Gomorrah, he explains. The word was simply one he didn’t know. He tried to lessen the stress by taking the competition round by round, but his awareness that this was his last year to compete did heighten the pressure, he says.

He’s been heartened by the response from other spellers. “Some of them actually said they knew I was the true champion,” he says with a laugh, “which is very flattering.”

So now one of the leading contenders is out as the Bee heads into its final day. Tomorrow will tell which of the remaining forty-six spellers will hold aloft that large gold trophy.
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That evening the spellers take over the hotel, as they have every night in the few days preceding the Bee. The Grand Hyatt is built so that its 880 rooms surround a voluminous central atrium, which is topped by an open-air skylight ceiling. Its airy and spacious layout offers all manner of sitting areas and nooks and crannies. But as big as the atrium-lobby is, the kids make their presence felt through most of it. To have a group of 265 kids in the same place, all of whom are bright and highly verbal, means the Grand Hyatt is alive with the sound of tweens.

Back home they might be considered odd ducks, the kind of kids who—voluntarily—spend hours studying Latin word roots and French consonant-vowel patterns. But here they’re all part of the same clique. They’re all word nerds, spelling geeks. There’s no one to point a finger and snicker. (Those kids are back home watching reruns.) Friendships are instantaneous in this atmosphere. Some kids know each other from previous years, though most do not. But no matter. The formation of chatty groups of two, three, four, or more is like some kind of inevitable molecular process, a constant combining and recombining.

Early in the week the atrium had been one huge study hall, with several dozen spellers immersed in word lists, huddled over laptops, checking and rechecking themselves, spelling obscure etymons, often out loud. A passerby could improve his spelling immeasurably by strolling through the Grand Hyatt’s lobby on those evenings. In the central living room area, a horde of spellers worked as a group, conducting their own mini spelling bees, reviewing any words they missed. Jesse Zymet, a speller from New Jersey who was a star of 2003’s competition but who’s now too old to be eligible, returned to run study groups. “It’s in his blood,” his father explained.

Some of the real heavyweight spellers, kids who have been here before and are returning with an earnest, dead-eye focus on winning, forgo these groups. They study by themselves in their rooms, usually aided by a parent. When you’ve come to win, chat time isn’t productive.

By this evening, Wednesday, most of the spellers have been eliminated, so the mood has shifted. A party atmosphere is developing. The spelling study has evolved into a talkfest of epic proportions. A sitting area designed for perhaps twenty people has some forty to fifty spellers crammed into it, sitting on the couches at every possible angle, as if sheer physical proximity is a tribal necessity.

Those spellers who are continuing to study don’t seem to mind being squeezed shoulder to shoulder with spellers who play games, chat, laugh, horseplay, and otherwise lay the groundwork for fast friendships. Oddly, some of those who are studying are kids who have been eliminated (there’s always next year, and some kids—call them atypical—simply enjoy spelling as a fun activity).

Around the atrium, the formerly focused competitors, so serious onstage, have been transformed back into kids. Some just goof off, scampering up the down escalator or, as one boy did, riding the escalator all the way up without touching the steps—an impressive feat. Troops of tweens march around on missions. Some forage for a mid-evening snack. A few go to a nearby restaurant with parents for a karaoke night.

The defining ritual is the signing of each other’s Bee book. The Bee organizers print a slender booklet each year with all the spellers’ names and photos. Most of the spellers ask as many of their lingual compatriots as possible to sign. “Here, sign my book,” is a constant refrain. The signatures of celebrity spellers, those who make it to the final rounds, are particularly sought after.

Along with the book signing is a whirlwind of e-mail exchanging; at no Silicon Valley business development meeting are more e-mail addresses exchanged. Some of the spellers e-mail spelling tips back and forth, and many form real friendships. This year, for example, JJ Goldstein and Naomi Ahsan met again at the Bee after corresponding all year. That JJ’s family is Orthodox Jewish and Naomi’s is devoutly Muslim doesn’t appear to crimp their friendship as they chat away. If only the world could be more like the Bee.

As JJ and Naomi talk, two remaining top challengers, Snigdha Sur from New York City and Abigail Eustace from Dayton, Ohio, study together intently, paying no mind to the conviviality around them. The two girls know that the time has come. If there was ever an evening to be serious about their studies, it’s this one. Tomorrow, to be sure, will be a big day.


3 “Is This as Good as Hollywood Can Make It?”

Early Thursday morning—the Bee’s final day—Michelle Bak, a curly-haired thirteen-year-old from Chicago who wants to be a writer, nervously chomps through breakfast as she peruses word lists. She has already survived fasciculation and vaccary, but it gets tougher from here. Smiling as she admits she has butterflies, she says she’s eager to get past the burden of constant studying—she hasn’t had time for reading. And she’s dying to get back to her guitar. She’s in the middle of learning Cream’s rock classic “Sunshine of Your Love.”

A few tables over, Jack Ausick is the very picture of casualness as he enjoys a sugar doughnut. The red-cheeked Montana boy figures he’s been lucky so far and has gotten easy pitches. (True, phenology was a softball, but logodaedaly was impressive.) As for today, “I’ll see what happens,” he says, nonchalantly finishing his double glaze.

Spellers, their families, and a now larger crowd noisily bustle into the ballroom, accompanied by a legion of reporters from the many regional newspapers that sponsor contestants. We’re ready to get started but, again, we sit in silence while waiting for the television director. Today’s competition will be broadcast live in its entirety by ESPN, so we must wait quietly for the director’s signal. When he gives us the sign, we applaud obediently, and the contest is under way.

The spellers who make it to this final day receive a special honor: They get to wear the official white Spelling Bee shirt (in fact are required to wear it), so the forty-six spellers onstage present a white-topped phalanx. And as the competition begins, it’s clear they deserve it. Aqsa Ullah permits herself a small smile as she commands Weimaraner, a German hunting dog. There’s nothing small about the beaming grin that Katie Olsen allows herself when she gets gaucherie, a lack of grace in social situations. She knows it like an old friend; how sweet to meet an old friend when any kind of lingual monster might emerge from the deep.

Jamie Ding, a sunny, talkative twelve-year-old from suburban Detroit with a round face and glasses, is handed corticoline. Jamie’s mother, Ning Yan, whose speech is punctuated with a self-effacing little laugh, speaks Mandarin Chinese to Jamie and his sister around the house. She says she’d like to help Jamie with his spelling studies but can’t; her English pronunciation is too far from standard. She declined to take the written test along with the spellers, as many parents did just for fun. “I didn’t want to be last,” she explains with a small chuckle.

Once, when Jamie tried to play volleyball at school, he proved so uncoordinated he didn’t touch the ball once during the entire game. Frustrated, he came home and yelled at his mother, “You gave me bad genes!” But his mother counterpointed, “Jamie, you are
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