Sylvia Krogh—the best UCE activist!

This 22-member company [from Russia] was brought to
Edmonton’s Fringe Festival by Sylvia Krogh, a Social Studies teacher
at Queen Elizabeth High School who worked for two years to obtain
funding for the group after seeing their performance [George
Orwell’s Animal Farm] in London, England.

The Edmonton Downtowner, September 1991

Of 810 students surveyed, 17% had experienced sexual intercourse by
age 13, 24% by 14, 40% by 17, and 67% by 18. . . For Social Studies
teacher and course co-ordinator Sylvia Krogh, offering [a sex education
program] was a question of necessity. “Every year I’ve taught, at the grade
8 and 9 levels in different schools, there have always been one or more
pregnancies.”

The Edmonton Sun, February 10, 1987

Throughout her teaching career in five junior and senior high schools,
Sylvia demonstrated a commitment to peace and social justice. She
organized United Nations model assemblies so the students could become
aware of international issues. She had her classes twinned with classes in
Africa through the Canadian Teachers’ Federation School Twinning
Program. In most schools Sylvia established student social justice clubs
[that] wrote letters for Amnesty International, brought in guest speakers,
sponsored and attended student conferences, raised money for World
Vision and Change for Children, etc. At every election, Sylvia organized
political forums for the candidates so that the students could become
familiar with the political parties’ policies. This was always followed by
classroom debates and a model election.

Helen Ready’s writeup of Sylva Krogh's Biography for the 2013
Sylvia Krogh Sage Award Nomination

Why am I starting Sylvia’s profile with quotations? Because it’s an obvious way to introduce readers to her
lifelong energy, creativity, benevolent social justice character, and love of people around the world. How grateful
I am that she has been in our church for so long, giving, giving, and giving.

But, let’s now restart with her childhood, her early “religious” experiences, and years at university.

Sylvia was born in 1947 to Victor and Gerda Krogh and baptized in the Scandinavian Lutheran Church in
Forestburg—about 120 kilometers southeast of Edmonton, and still fewer than 1000 people in 2017. When she
was about 5, the church “went defunct” and her family joined the United Church. She attended mostly with her
Mom, as her Dad was an atheist. She reported, however, that he did attend for Easter and Christmas as, being the
owner of the Ford dealership in a small community, he knew that to be successful, he had to belong to the church!

When Sylvia was 13 and in her confirmation class, she asked the United Church minister, “Who is this Father,
Son, and Holy Ghost?” (She was obviously a spirited Unitarian—even at that early age!) She did, however,
complete her confirmation, as, she said, there was no choice then and her mom thought it was a good idea.

Sylvia moved to Edmonton to study Education at the University of Alberta as did her two younger sisters. She
specialized in Social Studies. In the last two years of her studies, Sylvia and her sister, Marlene rented the old
Emily Murphy house at 11011 88th Avenue, now on university grounds. On November 1, 2017, two days after I



had heard from Sylvia about this, I walked over to find the heritage house and— just in time, I thought, wire
fenced in with “No trespassing” signs around the property and moving trucks. But the Emily Murphy ensign was
still on the door, as were the house numbers. And I checked on line and found a 2017 notice stating that the Emily
Murphy House would be lifted and moved directly north of its current location to allow for the foundation to be
replaced, as part of a historic renewal project for the house. Relief! This historic house was not being taken down.

Sylvia and Marlene rented out rooms in Emily Murphy’s house to 8 girls in the first year and to 11 in the
second. They all cooked and cleaned together in the house. And all three Krogh sisters graduated in Education to
become teachers.

After graduation, Sylvia set off for Europe and worked there for 4.5 years. These years illustrate her strong
sense of adventure and independence. First came a month in Denmark where she and Marlene met many of their
relatives for the first time, including 17 first cousins! Her jobs were varied and in many countries—as a secretary
in London, England; in Switzerland as a waitress until she broke her leg skiing and then got a sit-down job; in
Germany for a year after applying to American bases for a job as a teacher or secretary; in Athens, Greece for a
year teaching English as a second language.

After Greece, Sylvia went on a couple of months’ trip with a Canadian woman she had met and lived with in
Athens. They “hopped on a bus” through the Middle East to India and Nepal. The bus broke down in both Iran
and Turkey, and she ran out of money in India and was unable to get the money she had left in Greece. Her
roommate left her to return to her boyfriend, so Sylvia returned to Tehran, Iran, and got another English teaching
job for a year with the Imperial Iranian Navy. Wow!

Perhaps the most interesting group of people that Sylvia got to know over those fascinating years were
Unitarians in Germany. Here’s how that miracle happened. She met an interesting young man (she was 27!) in a
liquor lounge at the time she was working in Germany as a secretary for the U.S. Air Force. He took her to the
American School Library and she met people from the Unitarian Church Fellowship. “All of the Unitarians were
wonderful and interesting,” she reported. “I loved the fellowship.” (Sylvia had heard about the Unitarian
Universalist Church but had never followed up on it.)

Sylvia then became part of a group of Unitarians who began the American Psychology Association who brought
over Carl Rogers. There followed sessions based on Rogerian theory, all sitting in groups finding triggers to self-
discovery and self-awareness. There was a Hindu Yoga leader as part of the group. Groups went on retreats to the
Black Forest and to music festivals together. Obviously it was a group who became her family during her time
away from Canada.

But after 4.5 years, it was time to return home to Forestburg, Alberta. Tragically, two weeks after she returned,
Sylvia’s mother died in a car accident. To support her father, she spent the next year in Forestburg helping him as
he sold his business and moved on with his life.

Sylvia then came to Edmonton looking for a teaching job. It was 1975, and she went to the Unitarian Church of
Edmonton, at the time when Rob Brownlee was minister. “Oh,“ he said, “Bill Brown is part of this church: I’ll
introduce you.” (Bill Brown was President of the Alberta Teachers Association Edmonton Public School Local).
He hired her. She went on to teach in five junior and senior high schools over decades.



And so her career as a Social Studies teacher began and immediately reflected her commitment to peace and
social justice. This was reflected in the many creative learning activities she initiated through the years for
students, colleagues, and UCE members. These included:

 organizing United Nations model assemblies to help students learn about international issues

» for many years, twinning her classes with classes in Africa through the Canadian Teachers
Federation School Twinning Program, with students finding pen pals with the aim of
making lifelong friends

* establishing social justice clubs in her classes

» getting students to write letters through Amnesty International to help prisoners unjustly
confined

* raising funds for Change for Children

* being a leader and exemplar among fellow teachers

* during the 1980s, co-founding the Edmonton branches of both Educators for Peace and
Educators for Social Responsibility

* being on the organizing committee of the International Peace Institute

* getting involved in social and political issues in local, provincial, federal, and international
venues

* carrying her caring to a personal level when she met an African father with a teenage son
and daughter, all immigrants to Edmonton. When the father became ill and died, Sylvia
took the children under her wing and mentored them over years through the process of
completing their education and becoming successful citizens. They were 17 and 21 when

she met them and they are now 26 and 30.
And, Sylvia became involved in the Unitarian Church of Edmonton shortly after she “found” the church in

1975. She hadn’t wanted to return to a traditional church after the joy of spending time with her wonderful
Unitarian group in Germany. She did find UCE more organized than her first Unitarians, but, “At least there were
no pews!” She grinned while telling me that she was attracted to the UCE community because she didn’t have to
believe in God. She describes herself as a secular humanist.

Very soon Sylvia started working with Bill Brown as the Canvas Chair, soliciting money from members and
later was on the Board for the maximum 6 years, ending in the presidency from 2006 to 2008. She was also the
Chair of the Social Justice Committee for 10 years (from 2005 to 2015) and is still on the committee, but goes to
Victoria over the winter months now.

And who does she go with?

Well, here comes her second significant gift from the church (the first was help getting her first teaching job).
The gift was that she met her husband, Alan Boyle, at UCE. Here’s how it happened.

In 1993, Alan Boyle, born in Scotland, was separated from his wife and was exploring different churches. At
that time, John Marsh was the minister and he asked Alan if he was a humanist. The first time he came to the
church, Sylvia was at the door to welcome members and greeted Alan. She had broken her arm skiing and trying
to keep up with her 5-year old nephew. Alan’s first visit had wetted his appetite for the church and he re-appeared
the next Sunday.



After the service, he stayed for a meeting and sat beside Sylvia. The Social Justice Committee had wanted to
speak out publically on certain issues in the name of the church and there ensued a vigorous debate—in fact, as
Sylvia remembered, it became quite acrimonious. This was followed by a vote that agreed to allow the committee
to speak for the church, and then, as a result, the President resigned. Sylvia thought that it had been such an
emotional meeting that Alan would probably never come back to UCE.

But he did! He returned the next week. And he asked Sylvia out for a date. When Sylvia told him she thought he
might never come back to UCE, he exclaimed in his Scottish accent, “But I love it! It’s such a democratic church
where everyone can have their say.” Sylvia and Alan have been together since 1993 and were married in 2003 in
the Faculty Club at University of Alberta— because UCE was under renovations at the time.

With this joyful relationship, Sylvia inherited a step-son, Craig; his partner, Christine; and a granddaughter,
Sarah.

When I asked Sylvia why she liked UCE so much, she focussed on the fact that so many members have become
her friends and that there are so many open opinions in the services. Sylvia often does the Food Bank when
needed, and she said that Helen Ready was the best person to work with on the Social Action Committee. After
Helen died, Sylvia wanted to do something to help people remember her. She raised $3500 for a bench to be
placed in her memory in Government House Park by the peace Pole. And she arranged a commemoration event to
dedicate it after the City had installed it with the name plaque.

Her view on Unitarianism is persuasive. She believes that the minister is not the church and that the church is
what we, the members, make of it. Sylvia has attended the International Council of Unitarian Universalists in the
Philippines; Unitarian Universalist Association conferences in the USA; the Canadian Unitarian Council; and the
International Association for Religious Freedom’s conferences in Germany, Korea, India, Vancouver, and
California. Wow! She’s always enjoyed meeting other Unitarians and the sharing of bonds and ideas. In the latter
conferences, she attended Moslem, Buddhist, and Hindu services but admits that after many of these, she found
them to be so patriarchal that she lost interest in attending their services. Her other activities over the years have
included:

¢ all-candidate forums at the church at election times

¢ vigils at the legislature against attempts to privatize public health care

e participating in the annual Gay Pride parades

¢ supporting the Stephen Lewis’s Grandmother’s for African Grandmothers through
the making and selling of “angels for aid”

¢ being a member of the Raging Grannies and Amnesty International

¢ being the Northern Alberta interviewer and host coordinator of Servas International
Travel Peace Organization

¢ in the 1980s, co-founding the Educators for Peace and the Educators for Social
Responsibility, Edmonton branches



Perhaps Sylvia’s longest and most dedicated volunteer commitment has been to Child Haven International

(www.childhaven.ca), a charity founded by Unitarians Rev. Fred and Bonnie Cappucino of Maxville, Ontario.

Child Haven has homes in India, Tibet, Bangladesh and Nepal. The homes accept children who are disabled,

parentless, or from socially disadvantages situations—and who are destitute.

Sylvia has been on the organizing committee of the annual Edmonton fund raising dinners since their inception
in 2003 and has been chairperson since 2009 to the present. The annual dinner raises thousands of dollars for this

extremely worthwhile charity.

Sylvia’s achievements and constant giving to individuals, organizations, her schools and church, and her

community have resulted in many recognitions and awards.

Here are some

Year Award
Organization
2001 Certificate of Outstanding Service Social Studies Council of
(for significant contributions to the | the Alberta Teachers
Edmonton and District Regional Association
Council and to Social Studies
Education)
0 Outstanding Gopher Award (with UCE gave this fun award
picture of a gopher!) to Sylvia after she had been
the Go-for Person on
organizing the renovations
of the front part of our new
church
2013 Lifetime Service Award Project Ploughshares
Edmonton
2014 Charles Potter Award for Unitarian Church of
Community Engagement (out- Edmonton
standing volunteer contribution)

I want to end my review of this outstanding woman in two ways. I will describe what I consider to be one of her

most vigorous and creative ventures that dates back to 1991, influencing probably thousands of Canadians. To

end, I want to quote Helen Ready’s summing up of her profile of Sylvia Krogh, as it filled my heart with joyful

agreement when I read it.

When Sylvia was in her early 40ties, she was in London, England and attended a superb play representing the
classic story of “Animal Farm”. George Orwell had written the book during the war as a cautionary fable in order
to expose the seriousness of the dangers posed by Stalinism and totalitarian government. And, coincidentally, she
saw it just before the demise of the U.S.S.R. in 1991.


http://www.childhaven.ca/

When Sylvia came home she invited and
organized for the 23 actors from Russia to come
and perform at the Edmonton, Saskatoon,
Toronto, Vancouver, and Victoria Fringe Festivals.
In our city, it was called the Moscow-Edmonton
Theatre Project and it was held over so Sylvia
could arrange to have them come into seven
Edmonton schools, too. When it was time for
them to return to Russia, about half of them
defected.

And, finally, here is Helen Ready’s voice on
Sylvia, written in 2013:

It is sometimes hard to keep up with
Sylvia but the effort to do so is invariable
worthwhile. Along with all her other
attributes she is unfailingly caring,
encouraging, high spirited, and fun to be
around, making it impossible to resist
getting onto her band wagon to support
her many routes to peace and social
justice in our world. A wonderful lifetime
; » activist who shows no signs of slowing
a colorful collection of Africa posters at bln'lnstwood down — SYIVia Krogh'

Sylvia Krogh stands in front of
El y-Junior High School
Sylvia stands in front of a collection of African posters at Eastwood Elementary-
Junior-High School in her early days of teaching.
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Students take ‘fast’ way
to fight world hunger
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Students go around the
world right here al home
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