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REBECCA MUSSER

ESCAPE FROM
POLYGAMY

Forced to marry a Mormon cult’s ‘prophet’ at 19,
she has at last reclaimed her life and helped put many
of its leaders behind bars BY JoHNNY DODD

ne morning six years
ago, Rebecca Musser
buttoned up herbright-
est red blouse, walked
defiantly into a St.
George, Utah, courtroom and stared
from the witness stand into the eyes of
Warren Jeffs, the self-described
“prophet, seer and revelator” of the
polygamous Fundamentalist Church
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of Latter Day Saints that Musser had
daringly escaped from in 2002.

“We were always forbidden to wear
red—Warren told us it was an immoral
color,” recalls Musser, whose testi-
mony helped send Jeffs to prison for
life for sexually assaulting two
minors. “So I thought I’'d send him a
message and let him know he never
broke me and he never would.”
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THE WITNESS WORE kD

“I had prayed that the Lord
would give me someone
younger,” writes Musser (at
her wedding to Jeffs, above).

But Musser’s defiant fashion state-
ment wasn’t directed only at Jeffs. It
was also, she says, for the thousands of
girls and women who remain in the
male-dominated cult, “brainwashed
into believing the outside world is evil.”
Now 37, adivorced mother of two living
in Idaho, Musser is on a mission to
embolden others still in the sect to
question its teachings and understand
that life is possible on the outside. Her
new memoir The Witness Wore Red
details the joys she’s found in freedom
as well as the horrors of her life within
the FLDS compound in Hildale, Utah,
where she was forced at 19 to marry
85-year-old Rulon Jeffs, Warren’s
father and the cult’s leader before him.
“I spent 26 years in a closed society,”
she says, “then I climbed over a wall
and got to live again. But I'm still
getting that FLDS mind out of me. I
still climb fences every day.”

The fifth of fourteen children born
to her father’s second wife, Musser
grew up learning that men were in
charge of women and that suffering in
this life meant “salvation in the next.”
Sexual crimes were rampant: Musser
was 4 the first time an older relative
abused her. Chosen to be the 19th of
Rulon Jeffs’s wives (he ultimately had
65 in all), “I didn’t want it,” she says.
“But rejecting that ‘blessing” would
have brought tremendous shame to
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my family.” She remembers
“feeling Rulon’s hand and
how bony it was at our wed-
ding. T had to pull him out of
the chairbecause he couldn’t
walk by himself. I kept think-
ing, ‘This is what I’'m sup-
posed to be in love with?’”

Rulon, who called his wives
“Sweetie” since he couldn’t
remember their names, was
“manipulative in a passive
way,” Musser recalls. “There
were things he did to me sex-
ually that if I said no, he was
extremely upset. He said,
‘Fine, butyou’llbe damned.””
Rulondied at92in 2002;less
than a month later his son
Warren, whom Musser calls
“pbrilliant but diabolical,” had
taken over the church and
married seven of his father’s
wives. Warren gave her an ul-
timatum: Marry him or
choose another man. “But whoever you
marry,” he said, “I will break you and
train you to be an obedient wife.”

Two days later, wearing her standard
neck-to-calf-length dress and con-
vinced her “soul would burn in hell,”
Musser scrambled over the wall sur-
rounding the compound and fled. “I had
noideawhatlay outside,” she says. “But
ithad to be better than life there.”

She made her way to Oregon, to the
apartment of one of her brothers who
had already left the group, and slowly

A Circumscribed Life
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t home) “are..,

. ‘the greatest
joyof mylife,”

Musser says. "

My daughter will never be
handed off as property. My son

will know what respect is

began learning how to navigate in the
outside world. She chopped off her
knee-length hair, found a job as a wait-
ress and eventually married a young
man who had also renounced the sect.

After her escape, Musser says she
never intended to be “so outspoken
about the FLDS.” But in 2006, when
Warren—who by then had been
charged with two counts of sexual con-
duct with a minor and made the FBI’s
Most Wanted List—was apprehended,
she changed her mind. For the next six

years Musser, who had inti-
mate knowledge of the cult’s
inner workings, testified in
courtrooms across Texas,
Arizona and Utah, sending
scores of the church’s elders
to prison. “I knew what sex-
ual violations I'd endured in
the name of God,” she says,
“and I wanted to put a stop
toitfor others.”

The “pressure” from those
11 different criminal trials
eventually helped torpedo
Musser’s marriage. Her out-
spokennessalsoalienated her
from some of her family: She
hasn’t seen or heard from her
mother or five of her younger
sisters since 2005, and her
father “has said he can have
nothing to do with me.”

But Musserhasnoregrets.
She’s started a foundation,
Claim Red, that teaches life
skills to ex human trafficking victims.
She loves hiking, playing the violin and
seeing kids Kyle, 10, and Natalia, 5,
“enjoylife—I'm discovering it alongside
them,” she says. Notlong ago she heard
her son tell afriend, “Did you know my
mom used to be a slave?”

Asshesitsinthebackyard ofher three-
bedroom Idaho home, Musser’s smile
fades as she ponders the comment. “I'd
never used that word before to describe
myself,” she says. “But that’s exactlywhat
Iwas, what all of us were—slaves.” @

2006
LDS leader
"Warren Jeffs

Y shortly after
his arrest.
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