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A NEW LIFE

Running away
to join the world

Hutterite woman
leaves the colony’s

‘small box’ behind

SCOTT McKEEN
Journal Staff Writer
EDMONTON

“In the colony, [ had no
power. Now I want to
become something, to
showwomen that you can
doit”

Sandra Waldner

Even as a little girl, Sandra
Waldner knew she wouldn’t
spend her life in the Hutterite
colony.

She saw her future reflected in
the shiny pages of the Sears cata-
logue, before her mother threw
the wicked thing out.

At 17 years of age, she climbed
into an outcast’s car and became
an outcast herself. On a perfect
June evening she rode out of the
colony bound for Winnipeg and
a life outside “the small box,” as
she calls her former life. She
couldn’t speak English and
couldn’t count money. But she
was free, and life was big.

Today, Waldner is a poised
woman of 33. This winter she will
finish her Grade 12. After that,
who knows? The business world
beckons, she says.

The student at Edmonton’s
NorQuest College is still touched
by herupbringing— she reddens
at the idea of being pho-
tographed, which was consid-
ered asinin her childhood —but
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is not a victim of it.

“In the last three years, I've fi-
nally become the person [ want
to be,” she says. “In the colony, 1
had no power. Now I want to be-
come something, to show
women that you can do it.”

Itwas a gorgeous warm nightin
June 1986 when she left the
colony, just before dark. She had
arranged a secret meeting with
ayoung womanwho had fled the
Hutterite life earlier. Signals got
crossed, though, and the getaway
car drove right into the colony.

“You can't just leave. You have
torunaway,” she says. “Theywill
try to pull you back. To talk you
outofit.”

So Sandra jumped in the car.
But because she had visualized
the moment so many times in her
mind, she was calm.

“Itwasn’ttough at all,” she says.
“It was freedom. From when I
was a little girl — for as long as I
can remember — I wanted to
leave that place.”

Hutterites follow early Christ-
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Sandra Waldner fled a Hutterite colony at age 17 and now is a
NorQuest College student, finishing Grade 12.
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ian teachings and believe rigor-
ously in communal living and
pacifism. Persecution against
such beliefs drove them from
eastern Europe into the United
States, theninto Canada in 1918.

Colonies dot the Prairie
provinces and their fundamen-
talist beliefs and old-world dress
continue to set Hutterites apart.
While they have faced some ha-
rassmentin Canada, they have al-
so earned a reputation for being
good and helpful neighbours.

Hutterites accept new tech-
nologies onto their communal
farms, but the fundamentalist so-
cial structure remains largely un-
changed. Women on the colony
carry out an established subordi-
nate role to men.

Waldner smiles at the memory
of being a little girl and coming
across the Sears catalogue and its
pictures of women in business at-
tire,

It was a revelation.

Sandra liked the people of her
community. She just couldn’trec-
oncile the kindness with the in-
equity.

Shedidn’tlike having to ask the
colony boss for permission to
make an appointment to have her
eyes checked.

She didn’t like the way women
were treated as second-class cit-
izens. She didn’t like the spank-
ing she got at age 14 from the
teacher.

Her crime? Cutting her hair.

She also didn’t like the quality
of the education. She wanted to
learn English, but almost all the
studies were in German. Somuch
emphasis was placed on Hut-
terite history, she says.

“My English used to be very
poor,” shesays. “Now, I don’teven
think in German. It’s totally gone
from my mind. I like that.”

The morning after her escape,
still dressed in colony garb, she
found a job in the classified ads
for a live-in nanny to a Mennon-
ite family. The woman of the
house was kind and helped San-
draacclimatize.

Stll, for atleast six months, she
wore only long, loose-fitting



Woman who left restrictive cn]ony sees new opportunities

skirts, In the Hutterite colony,
pants had been ihited.

“I was shy and embarrassed,”
shie says of her first time 0 pants.

Then she tried a bathing suic. “Tt
fedt ke everyone was looking at
me,"

For the first three years, she had

no contact with her family. She
would call, Theywould hang up.
But the hospitalizadon of one
brother allowed some contact,
and some softening of the hard
line against her,
“ ke mmy Fa.nuly they are good
people. They are all good peo-
ple,” she says of the Hutterites.
"It’s just that it's not for me.”

Eventually, she moved to Ed-
mnonon with a boviriend and be-
gan & careerwaorking in fast food.

At first, she was too shy oo face
the public and wanted to work
only in back.

But her confidence grew and
shve wears hired away by another
chain. For a long time, she
worked two jobs, from morming
1o lare night,

Then fate changed her Life.

Ehewas struck by a car in 19594
and suffered a minor bradn injury.
Acascade of circumstances— in
apirational hooks, peychodogical
:]En:mp}', the mdngsq:ﬂmﬁgcﬁ
— led her to a provincial career
development centre. Shewas en-
couraged to go back w school.

At NorQuest College her edu-
caricnal kevel was assessed.

For whatever reason — her
Hutterite schooling, the inter-
VENINgG vears, the car accident —
Waldner was given standing at a
Grade 4.5 level.

Shie savs the people at MorCheest
didn’t give up on her. But she re-
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HorQuest College student, Waldner, 33, who fled the Hutterite colony she was raised on at 17 for a life in the
big world. She is now upgrading to Grade 12 with plans to further her education,

members ome ol her first courses,
where everyone was asked o
wrileone pﬂr.'@*aph abourt them-
selves.

"I didn’t know what a para-
graphwas,” she says, “The shame
hit me”

She credits NorQuest nutoring
services, as well as s life-skills
courses, for rounding her out as
a siudent and & person.

She's been named a student
ambassador for MorQuest Col-
lege, aswell as sitting on the stu-
dent advisory comimiites,

David Beharry, spokesman for
NorCuest College, says Waldner,
in some ways, typifies the kind of
students at the insotution.

But she was recently named a
student of the manth at the col-
lege becanse she stands out, said

Beharmy.

“Her work ethic is just incredi
ble, her marks are fancastic and
reachers comment on how she
lights up a dassroorm and inspires
the ather students,” he said.

Waldner remains bitrer about
the lack of education she received
as & Hurterite chilbd.

Is beer story typical ?

Sam Hofer, a Saskatcheswan au-
thor who left the Huterive
lifestyle as a young man, said

some colonies in Western Cana-
da now keep their children in
school until they complete Grade
12,

A few children, he says, will
Sven o on [0 get education de
grees at universiry and refurm as
colony teachers.

But that is not the case at all

calonies,

Howeard Rasmusson, principal
of Two Hills High School, has bwo
colony schools under his juris-
diction, at nearby Flain Lake and
Hairy Hill.

At both of those colonies, the
students leave school as soon as
they turn 15, he said, even
though the strict legal require-
ment for dropping out is age 16.
Some Hurterite children attain
Grade 10, but not many, he said.

For Waldner, the scribbled-up
pages of an old diary are a re-
minder of how far she's come,

“Tused to see the world as this
lictle box. Mow, with school,
there's oppormunity, The world
i 50 big. It's huge.”
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