Trailblazer still inspiring women

Maverick, adventurer and mentor,
MacDonald’s is a life less ordinary
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WATERLOO

t's a life overflowing with in-
credible stories.

Flora MacDonald has slept
on the banks of a wild river in
India, hiked up thousands of
feet of Mount Everest's rough

terrain and kept her cool while
doing aid work in war-torn
countries such as Afghanistan
and Rwanda.

She also braved her way into
what was a male-dominated
world of federal politics, serv-
ingas the lone woman in the To-
ry caucus after her election to
Parliament in 1972 and later

making her mark in cabinet as
the first woman in the External
Aflairs portfolio,

These are just a few of the
chapters in the adventure book
that is MacDonald'’s life.

And, at 77, her tale is still un-
folding.

“I was brought up to believe
women can do anything," Mac-
Donald said last week, sitting in
her tiny office at the University
of Waterloo, where she has been
working as a guest lecturer.

“It's the way my family has
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always been.”

MacDonald, who has been
commuting between Waterloo
and her Ottawa home this
school term, will be the guest
speaker at the International
Women's Day celebration host-
ed by the local Zonta Club on
March 8 at Kitchener's Walper
Terrace Hotel.

She will talk about her ad-
ventures and the women she has
met while doing development
work with charities worldwide.
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MacDonald has worked with the
global charities Oxfam, CARE Canada
and HelpAge International.

She may tell the Kitchener crowd
stories about the war widows she met
recently in Afghanistan, who needed
helpdeveloping literacy programs.

Or perhaps she will talk about the
yvoung mothers she worked with in
northeastern India and Tibet, teaching
them about hygiene so they could com-
bat high infant-mortality rates.

Whatever stories MacDonald does
decide to tell on March 8, the setting
will be a bit different from the Interna-
tional Women’s Day celebration she
Jjoined in India three years ago.

After spending three weeks in the
Jjungle, with a night spent sleeping next
to the mighty Brahmaputra River,
MacDonald arrived in the bustling
northeast city of Guwahati.

As she sat among the locals on a
sidewalk, she saw hundreds of women
in beautiful, flowing saris march by

It was March 8 —a day she makes a
point of celebrating vear after year.

“Ithought, ‘I must join them,' " said
MacDonald. “I joined in their chants,
even though I had no idea what they
were saying.”

The women begged MacDonald to
speak to them. With the help of a trans-
lator; she told them of women's day cel-
ebrations in Canada and congratulated
them on their determination to march.

“International Women's Day is one
of the most important days of the
year,” MacDonald said. “I always cele-
brate it, wherever lam.”

The Nova Scotia-born MacDonald -

has celebrated the day in many coun-
tries. After all, when she goes to Mon-
eolia later this year, after spending the

Anything possible

WOMEN’'S DAY DETAILS

* Flora MacDonald is the guest
speaker at Zonta Club of
Kitchener-Waterloo's International
Women's Day celebration.

* The event will be held March 8
at 5:30 p.m. at the Walper
Terrace Hotel in Kitchener. Hors
d'oeuvres will be served.

* Tickets are $25. To book, call
Nancy Croth at 895-6812 or
Linda Lennon at 625-1266.

spring in Ethiopia and Egypt, she will
have travelled to a total of 100 coun-
tries.

She developed her urge to travel asa
young girl growing up in Cape Breton.
In Grade 4, she put together a scrap-
book filled with letters, postcards and
pictures. It was titled “Places I want to
go and people I want to meet when 1
grow up.”

Nothing seemed impossible to her
at that age. Her father had taught her
and her four sisters that women are ca-
pable of everything.

He learned this lesson from his
mother, a Cape Bretoner who followed
her husband out to sea, shipping goods
to China, South Africa and India. The
couple didn’t want to stay on land,
where they might have been persecut-
ed — a Catholic married to a Presbyter-
ian was frowned upon back then.

“Because of my grandmother, my
father encouraged his daughters,”
MacDonald said.

“He told us women could do any-
thing.”

Maybe that’s why she wasn’t afraid
to march into Progressive Conserva-

tive headquarters in Ottawa in 1957,

“I told them another Conservative
had just moved into town,” MacDonald
recalled with alaugh.

“They were so shocked, they offered
meajob.”

She went on to become the party’s
executive director but was eventually
fired after a falling-out with former
prime minister John Diefenbaker, the
Tory leader at the time.

That didn't stop MacDonald. She

- was elected to Parliament as the Con-

servative member for Kingston and the
Islands in 1972 and joined the cabinet
of Joe Clark in 1979.

Although she has many stories
from her days in Parliament, one mo-
ment of pride was in 1985, when she in-
troduced the Employment Equity Act,
which was proclaimed the next vear:

The act guaranteed equal treatment
for women, aboriginal peoples, the dis-
abled and visible minorities in compa-
nies of more than 100 employees deal-
ing with the federal government.

MacDonald has also helped women
and minority groups overseas. In some
countries, she's helped set up leader-
ship councils where half the members
are women,

MacDonald said she'll keep up her
international work as long as she can.
She figures she has years ahead of her
since women in her family are known
to live past 100.

And, as she keeps travelling, she'll
Keep sharing her stories.

“I try to describe what situations
are like elsewhere and what people are
doing to help,” MacDonald said.

“There's so little understanding of
how four-fifths of the world lives. . ..
It's important to tell the story.”
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Social activist Flora MacDonald
will speak in Kitchener March 8.
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