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Velma Stewart died
of exposure the
December night her’
husband made a
wrong turn into the

" backwoods. But
events leading to the
tragedy began
unfolding years before

By BRETT OPPEGAARD
The Columbian

STEVENSON — The tires on Ernie and
Velma Stewarls four-wheel drive pickup
spun wildly, then stopped. The surroundings
logked unfamiliar, especially in the foot-
deep snow, but Ernie insisted they were just
a few steps from dinner at their nice warm
Winshowal Iwsme after an aflernoon of bowl-
g

He grabbed his bowling ball and hup;:ud
out. Valma, his wife, T7, followed.

The next morning an elk bunter found
Frnie huddled in the snow The T0pear-olid
Dianel spenl Wiwe il oan the side of the road
between Dougan Falls and Stevenson, but
Velma was nowhere to be found. Ernie told
the hunter she must have made it home.

On the way back to town, they found
Velmau. She was lying about 100 vards from
the pickup, where she had died of exposure.

“Their nearby truck was equipped with a
citizens band redio snd nearly & full tank of
s — eneagh 1o idle the engine and run the
heater all night, said Dennis Warren, a
deputy sherll in Skamania County. Even
without wening the heater on, they bath
would have survived if they had staved
inside Lhe truck.

Unfortunately, te common sense o make

that decision was no longer available.  months, post

Time was hns. All his.

At first, he enjoyed the independence. He
wenl fishing and bowling whenever he want-
e, Notime card to punc!

The bliss didnt Jas

A‘I

A 10-year-old portrait photo shows Velma and Ernie Stewarl as 2 happy,
loving couple. In the past four years averything changed.

chintrist al Portland Veterans Affairs Med-
ival Center, said
lia include memor, .
orientation and a change in personality.

During the previous four years, those

ever in a hurry,
ong thmlg]l Within

Instead, it marked a sad ending to the cou-
pli's fight against getting old.
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Russians
pounding
Chechnya

[[J Dudayev now willing
to talk peace, radio
reports; intense
fighting near Grozny

GROENY, Hussia (AP) — With
Eusstan bombs raining down on the
capital of his republic, Chechnya's
leader. holed up in a bomb sh
under the presidential palace.

reportedly told the Kremlin today
he was ready o talk peace

Despite the lengthening odds
faced by outmanned fhe\lmn

backing down. He has ﬁlen(lh:ll}
refused ln ncgo{mh.- unln.-s! Ilusslan

:m.cl \\Hh state-run Ostankino
i — and the indey
dent news agency Interfax sau.
Dudayey had sent a
ing Russia of his
talis. The veports, citing unnamed
sources in Grozny, said Dudayev
called the offer unconditional, but
previons offers he also labeled
unconditionul have in fact held w

the withdrawal demand.

A spokesman for the Russian
government press service said he
could ot confirm the reports, and
Chechen oflicials could not immedi-
ately be veached for comment

The Russians hold a huge advan
tage in manpower and equipment,
with as many as 40,000 troops to
only several thousand Chechens,
and have mude significant gains in

rfax news a
an forces had halte

Plaase soo Russia, Page AB

Seahawks fire Flores,
12 asmstant coaches

KIRKLAND, Wa
Seatthe Seaha

F]m 0< le
mceting Tue 3
with magorily swner I\Ln BEehring

“We didnt win, There were a Iu'
of empty seats in the stad
somebody has to be

though he was o longer a productive person
in seciety, he also was casily confused.
Velma started showing signs of dementia &
short time later. Their children suspected
both had Alzheimer's disease, a specific
furm of dementia,

Retirement
After working al the Camas paper mill for
3 years, Erie retired at age 59, bought &
motor home and had grand plans of becom-

i set in, had become prog ely more
then dmnuntla — a general term for memary  severe in the Stewarts. 11 ranged from mis
loss due to age. Nol only did he feel as  plaging kevs to repeating conversations 1o

Forgetting where et clibdren lived By the
time Velma was found dead on Dec. 10, they
hadd become complete opposites of their for-
mer selves

“We tried everything we could 1o help

angry at
right now is 1o get
res told press after mecting with

stanl coaches
tory remembers you some
but you're only & statistic,”

nark. He got
clory this sea-

Flores said

img a full-time tourist with Velma. His grasp
on Ernie’s American Dream was firm.

Dr. David M. Smith, Ernie's geriatrics psy-

Please see Despair, Page A7

Welfare plan
a ‘cruel hoax,’
Shalala says

WASHINGTON (AP) — A Repub-

lican plan te revamp the welfare
syslem would deny mid to 5 million
children now on the rolls without
providing nearly enough money 1o
care for them in erphonages and
foster homes, Health and Human
Services Secretary Donna Shalala
sl today.
Shalala called the GOP's wellare
overhaul a “cruel hoax whose
human consequences would fall on
children, and whose financial con-
sequences would fall on stale lax-
puyers and private charilies."

Her comments are the latest

Please see Welfare, Page A7

iled a 14-34 record
casons as the Sea-
Tiawhes' head coach, including o 420

Flures o

T‘I:L- Seahawks were 610 for the
secund straight year

Dedicated Duck fans will not be demed

[ Getting there is half
the fun — almost as
much fun as getting a
ticket to the game

By MIKE BAILEY
The Columbian

Arnle Dyer once promised his
san, Garrison, that if the University
of Oregon football wam ever pulled
off & miracle and made it to the
Rose Bowd, he'd take the family to
Pasadena, Calil, to see the game.

One of many frustrated Duck
fans the past two decades, Dyer had
come Lo the conclusion he might
never have Lo pay up on the
promise.

Then it happened. Dregon won
the Pac-10 title, carned its first trip

o the Rose Bowl in 37 vears, and
Dver found himself making good on
that promise this week,

‘The entire Dyer family — Arnie,
wife Mary, daughter Katic and Gar-
rison — leaves Friday.

Diyer, a teacher in tlu.- Evergreen
School District, is like many Oregon
fans from Vancouver. He discovered
there's a lot more to planning a
Rose Bowl vacation than a call o
the travel agent

Scalpers have commanded as
much as S50 for game tickets, and
flights to the Los Angeles area were
difficult 1o find as the gane loomed
closer,

As season-lickel holders, the
Dryers were able to book three Rose
Haw] tickets through the university
To get the fourth ticket, Katie, a stu-

dent at Oregon, was the first person
in line when tickets went on sale for
students carlier this month

“She camped out for 36 hours
Just to get one ticket,” Dyer said.
“Aad then all she got was a voucher
to turn in for a ticket at the Rose
Bowl"

The Iy also tried to book &
vacation package through the uni-
versity, but luckily the school lost
the faxed reqguest, and Dyer was
able o find a less expensive pack-
age through o travel agency.

There was also o delay in obtain:

Plazse see Bowl, Page AB
(Right] The Dyers: Arnia, left,

» Garrison and Mary —
headed for the Rose Bowl.
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father ...
Phone

s Skeplicism about alleged state-
meni by captive pilol.
REGION NATION WORLD C1
... Like son: The Ruhls have a
tradition of playing in the Rose Bowl.
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AT&T is asking for an increase in
leng-distance telephone rates.
rates up? sury b
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them,” duugnter Elsie Janson sad.
They just woubda t et us,”

The children visited twe crsis
centers and weal through several
awwers 0 an attempt to ferce the
Stewarts o get help. Ere and
Welma wouldn't allow it

“Without their consent, we
coutdntl do anything,” Jansen said,
"AL the end, we were the enemy.
Mom and Dad thought they were
fine. They just wanted Us 1 ieave
them alone.”

The problem was Ernie and
Welma weren'l fing. They were lost
in o world they could no longer
upderstand.

The symptoms

When she was younger, Velma
took pride in her appearance and
the closeness of her family, She kept
an immaculate house, dressed well
and insisted un a pure lifestyle. In
ker home, there was Lo be no
cussing, o stealing, no drinking,
and the kids were never spanked.

During the past few years, 3
metamorphosis occurred, Velma
began shopitfting. She eventually
had to drive to Vancouver to et gro-
ceries bugiise every store in Camas
had banned her.
1 stopped hathing every day.

st haid her children.

Ernze changed. a0

Tn a1 younger days, Be was
pescerul, quiet. a nara worker. He
ved b spend time outdoors or
orkng with wood. He reisied a
game uf cards or a nignt out daneing
with his wife.

Alter reurement, Ernie’s pas-
sions seemed 1o sigwly Mde away,
aid s son, Ermest M. Stewart.

Recently, swear words had
pecame nis father's most commen
adjectives. Emest aid, and he start-
ed to punch his wife.

Ernie and Velma began spend-
ng maest of {helr time siting around
the house drnking and smoxing,
even though they'd never been
muein for either, Until recently,
Velma hadn't even picked up a ciga-
rette in 25 years.

Neither wanted to go anywhere.
Nesther wanted lo see anybody.

If the couple did visit their
daughter, they would anly stay two
or three minutes belore saying it
was time to go, Janson said. “They'd
barety have their coats off, and
Mom would say she had to got Dad
home to cadk him dinner.” Janson
sand. “We'd tell them that we'd take
care of it and Lry 1o get them to slay,
bt they Just would nol slay.”

Thera were three musts for
new Ernie and Velma: Emie had o
ge bowling. Velma had te wear a
pink sweater, plue tennis shoes and
listen 1 Elvis, and they always had
1o be home fur dinner — chicken
legs and vagetables

Another visibie sign of the Stew-
arts’ decline was their extremely

poliee several times, Velma began
runming red lights. At tmes, both
drove the wrong way on one-way
sAresls

Last May, Velma turned east onto
the westbound lanes of Highway 14
near [nterstate 205, smashed inta a
moloreyeisst and kept gomng. She
didat even stap wihen a horde of
palice cars surrounded her. They
finally forced her oif the road in
Camas, mure than egght miles away.
She was given three

tain procedures we must follow.

The person giv Dad ¥
a1d e was the warst driver he had
aver seen,” slepson James Walker
sad  Butthey wouldn't take away
ucense. IF they wouidn® do it
are was no way [ couid get him to
stop driving.”

A snowy night

On Dec, 10, Veima and Frnie
weare returning from Riverside
Sowl in Camas when Ernie missed
the turn to gu heme.

T get to his house, Erale needed
o get on the Washougal River Road
and then turn jeft on Blair Road. It
was pretty simple and something he
had done countless itmes. On this
parueular afternoon, e blew right
past Blair Road, and about an hour
later, ended up in Skamania County.

At around, 530 p.m., they lumed
onto the main road between
Dougan Falls and Stevenson — a

inciuding hit and run and reckless
driving.

The oiTicers had her car lowed,
hut she puid the impound fee and
drove to the grocery store later that
mght.

Ernie was nearly s bud behind
the steering wheel. After an acci-
dent in November. he was usked to
retake the driving test, which he
fatled miserably.

But ke still went home with his
teense intact The licensing oilfcer
gave him some books to study
before a retest

“We don't take lwenses away on
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path often ble in winter,
according to police reporLs.

They followed that road for more
than six miles before the truck
became stuck tn the s,

Nobody who was thinking prop-
would have continued,” sher-
"y deputy Warren said, “They
snouid hove turned back.”

Legal Help Information Guide

After leaving the truck, they bath
fell several tmes and quickly
wached the point of exhaustion.

More than 16 hours later. an cik
nunter driving toward Stevenson
spotted a bowling ball in the middie
of the road. He jound Ermie aeardy,
neariy & mile from the truck. A flock
of birds heiped them iocate Velma.

Too late

Janson said she knew something
was wrong that day when she called
her parents' house about 430 p.m.
and they weren't there.

she had phoned 10 tell her moth-
ar she was coming to get her. She
was ready to serve Ernie with 2
restraining order and take Velma to
a foster home, The room was paid
for and waiting.

“The whole thing was almost a
Joke," Janson said. “We couldn’t get
any system Lo support us. They
would tell us it's not against the law
1o get old. It's not against the Law to
be dirty. They would say we didn't
‘have any rights. Il our parents den't
want the help, we can't do anything
aboutiL”

The epitome of the famiiy's suwg-
gle came with a call to a crisis cen-
ter in Vancouver. The person
answering e telephone told Jan-

400 nat there was nothing the con-
ter could do.

“1 said, “So you're telling mo 1
have to wail until something horn-
ble like a death happens before wa
can do anything. " Janson said.
“She satd, “Yeah. [ quess you're

L

Velma was buried in the Camas
Cemetery on Dee, 14,

Alter initial treatment for frost-
bite, Ermie was transferred Lo the
Veterans Alfairs medical center's
psychiatric ward for testing Tues-
day, he was moved to Hillhaven, an
assisted-care [acility in Vancouver.
He still has hus driver’s license.
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