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I expect that, like 

me, you are more 

than a l i t t le 

impressed by the 

stories of the 

women who are 

profiled in the 

pages of Inspiring 

Women. Somehow, 

the women in this 

issue are going to 

inspire you even 

more. And yet, they 

themselves often 

don’t think of 

themselves in this way. More often than not, 

they think what they do is unremarkable and 

quite ordinary; that couldn’t be further from 

the truth. 

 

I happen to think that the women of FAWCO 

are all extraordinary. Each one of us has 

learned to live in a different country and 

culture, often dealing with a new language 

just to make it extra challenging. Somehow 

we have found the energy to engage with 

others and get involved in our local clubs.   

 

When we come together, we are a force to 

be reckoned with, a force for good,  a force 

that can change the world.   

 

The stories in this issue are about women who 

have gone the extra mile themselves. They 

have persisted where others might have given 

up. I hope you will enjoy reading about them 

and, perhaps, be motivated to get even more 

involved than you already are. 

 

Welcome back, after what I hope was a great 

summer. I look forward to hearing what you 

think of this issue of Inspiring Women. 

Best wishes,  Liz x 

Liz MacNiven, 

inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org   

The cover photo for this issue was taken by Therese Hartwell of FAUSA. She says,  “I took this 

photo along the roadside in Cyprus. This woman was sitting along the side of the road shelling 

beans. We tried to ask directions but she didn't understand. However, she came over to the 

car and started talking to me very animatedly, which I could not 

understand. Suddenly, she started to cry and took my hand and kissed it. 

Impulsively I kissed her hand as well, and she became very 

emotional. Later at our small hotel, we talked to the proprietor who told 

us that she is his cousin and that I probably reminded her of her daughter 

who lives far away. There she sat alone, shelling beans, doing what 

needed to be done.” 

 

If you have a photo that you would like to see on a future cover of 

Inspiring Women, you can reach me, Marie-Bénédicte Luxem, at 

inspiringwomen.cover@fawco.org. There are full details of photo 

requirements on page 66 of this magazine. Please note: we can only 
accept portrait orientation images. 

Inspiration From the Editor 

From The Cover Coordinator 
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“I am deliberate and afraid of nothing” - Audre Lorde 

 

This issue profiles women from our clubs who are walking the walk.  

Through their insistence and their persistence, they have set out to 

right a wrong, elevate justice and make the case for a better 

human condition.   

 

Big problems or small, what is it about these women that motivates 

them to step out on the ledge of a troubled world and join the 

journey to make it a better place? Women’s rights, children’s 

rights, poverty, hunger, health or the environment - there are 

challenges everywhere we look. The difference is that these 
women did not look away. 

 

As one would expect, the response to the call for candidates for 

this issue was nothing short of overwhelming. Their stories were so 

outstanding that the Inspiring Women staff made the decision to 

carry over this theme over to the Spring 2019 issue, when we will 

publish part 2, so all the profiles will be included. 

 

As members of FAWCO, these women take the organization to a 

higher place. We are proud to know them, honored to praise 

them and hope, in some way, to be like them.  

 

Elsie Bose   
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DIANA LEVATON 
 

American Women’s Group in Paris and 

Association of American Women in Europe 

Paris, France  

From: Tennessee 

Lives: Paris, France  

Paris: Inspired By A Crisis Around Me 

I was born in Huntsville, Alabama, as my father was 

a research engineer for NASA, but I spent most of 

my childhood in Tennessee - playing on the family 

farm, singing with every choir in the county and 

enjoying sunset airplane flights with my father. We 

would soar over the town, wave to my friends 

playing below with our plane’s wings and when 

dinner was ready, my mother would place a tablecloth in the yard to signal that it was time to 

land. By 17, I had my life pretty much planned - as most proper Southern girls do. I would attend 

my mother’s alma mater, become a history teacher and marry my high school sweetheart. 

Those plans flew out the window, when I was discovered by a model scout and sent to Milan to 

work. Thus began a new life of travel and experience that I could never have imagined in 

Tennessee! I traveled the world, met and married my French husband, and continued to work 

as a model until well into my thirties. During that time, I received my BA from the American 

University of Paris (AUP) and my MA from Columbia, and give birth to our son, Ben. After finishing 

my modeling career (put out to pasture, as my Dad loved to say), I was happy to live quietly as 

a soccer mom, volunteering at Ben’s school and with several anglophone organizations in Paris.  

 

My adventure on the front lines of one of the greatest migration crises in history began in 2015, 

as the news showed those refugees wash ashore in Greece and walk across Europe. Seeing 

people drowning at 

sea, walking across 

Europe in flip-flops and 

freezing and starving 

on the streets of Paris 

was more than I could 

bear. My son had 

recently written about 

h i s  p a t e r n a l 

grandparents' plights as 

refugees from Spain 

and Russia. Like the 

Syrians, my in-laws fled 

w a r  a n d 

persecution, walked to 

France and slept on 

streets and gym floors 

when they arrived. This 

made the news stories 

so much more personal 

for our family.  
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The journey began by mobilizing 

Ben’s school community - collecting 

coats and shoes and distributing 

them every other day in the Paris 

camps. We were very lucky that the 

Upper School Head of the American 

School of Paris, Aaron Hubbard, gave 

us his full support. It was an easy step 

because it just meant organizing 

people around me to collect 

needed items and getting them to 

the makeshift camps. The next step - 

distributing goods to refugees on the 

streets of Paris - was a lot harder and 

took more courage.  

 

We organized drives for food, 

sleeping bags, tents and warm clothing - receiving and distributing thousands of much needed 

items for the refugees. The Cordon Bleu cooking school heard about our drives, donated 

student cakes to raise money and we made over 8,000 Euros with which we bought necessities. 

We created an Amazon “Wishlist" so that people living abroad could help the cause; we 

received over 10,000 Euros of donations. We also became a regular on NeedsList, an internet 

platform that connects charity organizations on the ground with people willing to donate from 

all over the world . 

 

Despite our pleas for help, the media remained uninterested in the Paris street camps, so we 

founded Compassion Without Borders to raise awareness. We were interviewed by journalists 

and conducted tours of the camps to promote awareness, actions which led Ben to win a Silent 

Hero Award. : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-K--z72IL3U&sns=em 

 

Slowly, the media recognized the terrible situation in Paris and, as help began to arrive from 

larger volunteer agencies, Compassion Without Borders shifted its focus to the refugees who 

had made it off the street. We could then broaden our scope and organize events that help 

refugees integrate into French society, such as friendly soccer matches between my son’s 

school's varsity team and a team from a school for refugees. Our "Paris Tourist for a Day" tour is 

a favorite. We tour a group of refugees around Paris while giving them short presentations of the 

different monuments in our city. We also help refugees, when they are finally given housing, by 

collecting microwaves, 

pots and pans, sheets 

and other household 

items they may need.  

 

I also helped initiate the 

ASPire to Serve program 

at Ben’s school where 

students, faculty and 

parents join together 

once a week to make 

200 sandwiches that are 

distributed in the Paris 

camps. So far, almost 

10,000 sandwiches have 

been distributed.  

 

I will be forever 

changed by thi s 

https://needslist.co/compassion-without-borders
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-K--z72IL3U&sns=em
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chapter in my life. I realize now that I can think on my feet and that I am good at finding fast fixes 

for urgent needs. I also have learned that I must not feel bad about asking for help, because 

people really do want to help - often they just don’t know what to do.  

 

I have met some extraordinary people - from the refugees I have helped to my fellow volunteers. 

I have watched people drop everything - jobs, family, normal lives - to join in the fight to help 

during this crisis. Lisa Campbell and Kayra Martinez in Greece, Melissa Bradford in Germany, and 

Christine Dolan and Heather Young in France all come to mind. Aiding the refugee crisis is not 

always an easy job, as many people in our countries do not agree with our cause. These last 

three years have taught me that I can stand up for what I believe in, even if it is not the popular 

belief of the time.  

 

In the beginning of my work on the ground, I was surprised to see that we were the only ones 

there! The French government had yet to catch on to what was transpiring on the streets of Paris. 

It was frightening to have these people looking to us for help when we ourselves had no idea 

what to do!  

 

The overwhelming response, however, within the expat community was amazing. The refugee 

cause became the central cause of a huge group of women expats. I think these women 

offered to help because they felt a real connection to the refugees. None of us came here 

under the terrible circumstances of the most recent migrants, but it is safe to say that most of us 

have experienced difficulties being in a new country and navigating a new language and 

culture. We know what it is like to be a foreigner under the best of circumstances, so we are 

horrified by what the refugees are going through.  

 

I would love to tell you that I got involved in all this because my role model as a child was, say, 

Eleanor Roosevelt or Dian Fossey, but I am from a very small Southern town and was pretty 

sheltered as a child. My role models were the women around me - my mother, my aunt, their 

friends - the armies of go-getters and do-gooders that made up the Junior League, The 

Methodist Women’s Group and the PTA. If there was a problem in my town, one woman would 

decide to fix it and legions of women would swoop in to help her. It was beautiful to see. They 

have always been the motivation behind my activism. Those Southern Belles taught me that all 

the world really needs is one person saying, “I can organize this, who is with me?”  I am certain 

that the inspiration for Hillary Clinton’s campaign motto and book “Stronger Together” came 

from her time as First 

Lady in Arkansas. I 

have found that 

“army of women” 

again in the expat 

c o m m u n i t y  o f 

France - the mothers 

at my son’s school 

and both the  

F A W C O 

organizations of Paris 

(AWG and AAWE).  

 

I know we have 

helped hundreds of 

people find shelter, 

clothes and food. 

Our immediate goal 

was to get coats, 

shoes, tents and 

sleeping bags to as 

many people as 
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GETTING TO KNOW DIANA 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? I think I 

would choose “Stronger Together.” At one 

point, I collaborated briefly with an 

organization called A Drop in the Ocean, a 

Norwegian charity that does amazing work 

on the ground in Greece. I love the image of 

every drop playing its part to create a huge 

body of water. I believe that great things can 

be achieved by a group of people, each 

performing small tasks towards a larger goal. 

 

If you could interview one “activist”, dead or 

alive, what question would you ask and why? 

Hillary Clinton - she became my hero when 

she championed the effort to give Americans 

universal health care in the early 90s. I would 

ask her how she continues to aspire to give 

people a better future when the people she 

strives to help constantly disappoint her.  

 

 

 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which  

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? Definitely the history of 

civilization. It’s a true story with a better 

ending.  

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? I would give 

myself more energy.  

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Rosé 

possible, as quickly as possible. I know we accomplished that goal. I also know that we helped 

countless people find housing, government aid and schools. We most certainly made short-term 

and long-term differences in many people’s lives and for that I am proud and thankful.  
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PRISCILLA HEFFELFINGER 
 

American Women’s Club of the Philippines  

From: Lincoln, Nebraska 

Lives: Manila, Philippines  

Philippines: One Banana At A Time 

I grew up as the youngest of six children on 

a small lake in the Midwest where I learned 

to swim before I walked or talked. I spent 

my childhood living 90% of the day 

outdoors, surrounded by a gaggle of 

neighborhood friends for make-believe and 

all kinds of mischief.  

 

I studied English and psychology as an 

undergraduate, and education in 

graduate school. Since then I’ve worked in 

a variety of roles in a variety of sectors, including research, nonprofit management and higher 

education. The common denominator throughout has been a desire to improve children’s lives.  

 

I’ve always been one to say, “Why not?” My husband and I had four kids in six years; we moved 

from state to state and eventually from country to country. I believe that adding discomfort 

and/or challenge to my day (and life!) offers me the opportunity to expand my world and live 

more vibrantly.   

  

For me, activism = service. I put my whole life toward 

service. It’s what gives me a sense of purpose and 

pure joy.  In order to best be of service, I divide my 

days and my energy into four pillars:  

 

1. Family: Nurturing four children to be citizens of 

the world, to follow their passions and not to be 

afraid of taking risks. 

2. Passion: Developing Thrive, the organization I 

founded with two other women in Dhaka, 

Bangladesh in 2012. Today we feed more and 

more schoolchildren in some of the world’s 

poorest places. 

3. Work: Managing Director at Smarter Good, 

supporting non profits around the world to 

achieve their goals. 

4. Self: Yoga or spin class most afternoons, and 

long hikes with my family and friends for  

necessary rejuvenation. 

 

 

https://thrive-global.org/
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I didn’t go looking for Thrive;  it willed itself to be born and to grow. I’ve been there to help it 

take shape, but it is not “owned” by me or the others who helped start it. 

 

My family and I landed in Dhaka, Bangladesh, at the same time as two other US expat women. 

We were struck by the hungry children in the streets -- particularly school-aged children who 

were selling stickers to passengers at busy intersections, ostensibly to contribute a few extra Taka 

to their family’s meager earnings. We knew we had to do something. 

 

Another American expat took us to visit a school in Korail, the largest slum in Bangladesh with 

over 200,000 residents. When we asked the school Director what we could do to help, she 

quickly replied that the children needed healthy food so they could concentrate on their 

schoolwork. We started by committing to personally deliver 250 bananas each week, which 

cost around $30. It was such fun! The kids greeted us with big smiles and high fives. It became 

the highlight of our week. We couldn’t have imagined then that those 250 bananas would turn 

into 1000 meals per week in two different countries. It didn’t require willpower or courage as 

much as seeing a 

simple solution to a 

clear problem.  

 

The first step was 

saying, “Why not?” 

and then giving it a 

go. We didn’t know if it 

would “work” but we 

knew it was worth a 

try. We shared photos 

and stories of our 

banana-de l i v e r ing 

experiences on social 

media. From there, 

Thrive ignited. Many 

friends and relatives in 

the US reached out to 

donate funds, and 

people in Bangladesh 

-- both expats and 

locals -- wanted to join us. This enabled us to add vegetables, hard-boiled eggs, nuts, milk and 

other fruits in addition to bananas, and also to expand to more students at more schools. Soon 

we registered Thrive as a 501(c)(3) charitable organization. In the early days, we ran purely on 

the fuel of volunteers and supporters to purchase, prepare and deliver food. 

 

Thrive isn’t about “rescuing” children living in poverty; pity and shame have nothing to do with it. 

Rather, Thrive is based on a mutual give-and-take. Their lives have something that I crave in 

mine. I have learned through the children and their families about the deep joy and sense of 

belonging that communal living brings. I’m trying to find ways to bring that back to my day-to-

day life. Through western values of independence and autonomy, we have lost the thread of 

interdependence and connection that seems the essence of real happiness. In addition, any 

Thrive volunteer will attest that the resilience and determination of the children and families we 

serve are truly extraordinary. We have much to learn from them.  

 

Today, Thrive volunteers deliver over 1,000 healthy meals weekly to children attending school in 

the slums of Dhaka, Bangladesh and a community living on a landfill in Manila, Philippines.  

  

The great thing about Thrive is that we didn’t go in with a big vision. We didn’t create a business 

plan or design a complicated intervention or hire staff. We just did it. We started small and tried 

(and continue to try) a bunch of things that didn’t work. When something clicks, we stick with it. 
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At the beginning, we received a fair bit of negative feedback from our friends working for large 

NGOs, asking how we planned to sustain our work and wondering if we were doing harm by 

creating a false promise to the community. We appreciated their input but we didn’t back 

away. We didn’t have a roadmap, but we knew in our hearts we were on the right path.  

 

It didn’t take long for some of the biggest naysayers to become our biggest advocates. Why? 

We kept it simple! One such critic brought a box of stuff (toys, clothes, etc.) from her house to 

one of the schools that Thrive serves; she was surprised to see that children were most excited 

about having new toothbrushes. They were extremely grateful for the most basic supplies.  

 

Over time, Thrive has survived and grown because of its simplicity. We avoid “mission creep” and 

stay laser-focused on our core mission: to provide healthy meals to schoolchildren in the poorest 

neighborhoods. No one can argue with the benefit of a hard-boiled egg and we have just 

learned that the owner of a corporate farm in Bangladesh has offered to donate 3,000 eggs per 

week to us!  

 

I find it amazing the opportunities that have 

come up as a result of being active in the 

community and connecting with fellow 

volunteers and donors:  

 

• An expat man volunteered to deliver food 

to Thrive schools once and saw that, in a 

normal classroom, students sit on the floor 

and not at desks. The man happened to 

be a contractor and had simple wooden 

desks made and painted for all of the 

classrooms. There’s no doubt that desks 

enable students to concentrate on 

learning more than sitting on the cold, 

hard floor. 

 

• Another American volunteer, who 

happened to be an architect, installed 

solar electricity in a one-room classroom 

made out of corrugated metal so students 

and teachers could see better.  

 

• Another woman, who was a drama 

teacher, launched classes to teach 

English through the medium of theatre.  

 

• Two Bangladeshi women (who are 

cousins) became involved in Thrive first as donors and later delivering food. They have 

become essential to the ongoing operations of Thrive now that the original founders have 

all moved on to other countries. Amna and Sadia were so inspired by Thrive’s origins that 

they now organize an annual clinic for impoverished people who are in need of prosthetic 

limbs. Using their families’ wealth, they bring doctors from India to Bangladesh for a month 

of intensive work with children and adults whose lives are transformed when they are fitted 

with prosthetic limbs -- usually for the first time -- at no cost to them. Amna and Sadia 

explained that while they had always been generous benefactors of other causes, they 

never dreamed that they could organize something like that by themselves. Watching 

Thrive get off the ground, they gained the confidence to take bold action that has had 

such wonderful, life-changing results.  

 

There is a lot of good happening in the world that doesn’t often make the news. Generally 
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GETTING TO KNOW PRISCILLA 

If you could interview one “activist”, dead or 

alive, what question would you ask and why? I 

would love to sit down and chat with Wangari 

Maathai, the first African woman to be 

awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I have so 

much respect and admiration for her 

achievements, which began with the simple 

promise of planting trees in Kenya. I love this 

quote from her book Replenishing the Earth: 

Spiritual Values for Healing Ourselves and the 

World “We all need to work hard to make a 

difference in our neighborhoods, regions, and 

countries, and in the world as a whole. That 

means making sure we work hard, collaborate 

with each other, and make ourselves better 

agents to change." 

 

Given the chance, I want to ask her, “How did 

you know you were on the right path, 

especially in the early days? What was the 

tipping point for you? How did you know that 

what you had created would turn into 

something that would have both national and 

global importance?” 

speaking, it’s an attitude of seeing opportunities and solutions rather than problems and barriers. 

The Bangladeshi people are remarkable for their resilience, determination and good humor while 

living in some of the worst conditions. 

 

All of this has taught me that we shouldn’t be overwhelmed by the scope of a problem. Start 

small … but start something! Life shifts through a series of simple, small acts. Let love guide you, 

not fear. Everyone can make a difference -- especially if we team up to focus on a common 

mission. Once you get started, share your story with passion and integrity, and others will feel 

honored to support you. 

 

The most important thing is to stop the pity and start the conversation. We aren’t better; we are 

simply fortunate to have been born into relative prosperity. We don’t deserve our wealth any 

more than they deserve to be poor. Lack of material comfort does not relate to a poverty of 

spirit, or joy, or relationships or community. Seeing the intended population through a strengths-

based lens changes everything.  

 

I’m always inspired by the sense of belonging I see when I visit schools that Thrive supports. It 

gives me a clearer, richer understanding of what sticking together -- truly being there for one 

another -- means. Also, it’s an excellent reminder to distinguish between wants, which are many, 

and needs, which are precious and few.  

 

A Thrive volunteer told a story about a conversation with a school director about the fact that 

Thrive wouldn’t be coming back for a couple of days. A student overheard their conversation 

and started to cry. The volunteer asked the student what was wrong and she said that without 

Thrive, she would eat nothing but rice for three days. That volunteer is now a leader on our board 

and still visits the schools on a weekly basis. It isn’t just the number we serve, although 1,000 a day 

is something we are proud of. It is the individuals we have impacted: the student whose body is 

nourished with vitamin-rich fruits, nuts and eggs; the student who is motivated and has the fuel in 

her belly to attend school; and the volunteer who walks away from a morning delivery with a 

deeper feeling of connection and a bigger heart. 
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If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you and why The 

Bible, the complete works of Shakespeare or 

the history of civilization? Shakespeare 

managed to capture the full range of human 

emotions and arguably, the full range of 

human possibilities. His stories always entertain 

and challenge me and are never boring. 

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? My kids tell me 

I’m a terrible dancer, even though I absolutely 

love to dance. 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Podcasts. I’ll 

justify a trip to the gym or even stay in the car a 

little longer just so I can keep listening to one of 

my favorite podcasts. My family says that my 

typical sentence starts with, “I was listening to 

this podcast and…” My favorite is This is What It 

Takes. If you get a chance to listen to the 

episode on Sonia Sotomayor, you are in for a 

real doozy. The Ruth Bader Ginsburg episode 

will also get you off your duff.  

The kids are back at school, your fall 

business plan has been accepted and 

someone else is making Thanksgiving 

dinner!  It’s getting a bit cool and we have 

the perfect remedy.  Great flannel PJ 

pants. 

Click here to see our latest styles.  Order 

one for yourself or be the envy of your 

friends and start your holiday shopping 

early!  
Ellie Badanes, FAUSA Member and The Pajama 

Company Founder 

Fall is Here! Let’s Go Shopping! 

https://www.thepajamacompany.com/
https://www.thepajamacompany.com/
https://www.thepajamacompany.com/just-pj-pants/
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Jimmy Sexton, LL.M., is an expert in the field of international taxation, with an 

emphasis on expat issues. He has presented to American expats at groups that 

include American women’s clubs throughout Europe and is a sought-after expert 

for several news organizations, including CNN and the Washington Post. He is the 

President of Esquire Group, an international tax preparation firm and Premier 

Sponsor of Inspiring Women Magazine.  

As you may have noticed, the tax world loves acronyms, and this article is no 

exception! In this article, I will decode a few acronyms that all American expats 

should be familiar with: OMG, FEIE, and FTC. 

 

OMG, for anyone who doesn’t know a teenager, stands for “Oh My God”, which is 

a common reaction by American expats hearing the words “taxes” or “IRS”. 

 

FEIE, which stands for “Foreign Earned Income Exclusion”, is a tax-free amount of 

foreign earned income ($104,100 for 2018) American expats can earn while 

abroad. While tax-free money sounds appealing, getting your hands on it through 

the FEIE isn’t always straightforward. 

 

First, the income has to be earned; i.e. from wages, self-employment, or other 

personal services you performed. Second, the income has to foreign, meaning you 

must have earned it while in a foreign country. And, finally, you have to meet either the Physical Presence 

Test (PPT) or Bona Fide Resident Test (BRT). 

 

To qualify for the PPT, you must be present in a foreign country for at least 330 days during a 12-month 

period. Pay attention! You must be PRESENT in a foreign country; days spent in international waters or 

airspace don’t count. To qualify for the BRT, you must be a resident of a foreign country or countries for at 

least an entire tax-year (January 1 to December 31). 

 

As you can see, there are several qualifications that must be met to qualify for the FEIE, which gives the IRS 

several opportunities to challenge whether you actually qualify for the FEIE or not. This begs the question, 

why do so many American expats claim the FEIE? The short answer is, because it exists and many 

American expats self-preparing their returns and inexperienced international tax preparers figure that, if it 

exists, it should be used. WRONG!!! 

 

The FTC, which stands for “Foreign Tax Credit”, is often a superior option compared to the FEIE because it is 

more straightforward to qualify for. Here’s how the FTC works: the U.S. will give you a credit against your 

U.S. income tax for foreign income taxes paid on the same income. Simply speaking, if your foreign income 

tax exceeds your U.S. income tax on the same income, the foreign income tax would completely eliminate 

your U.S. income tax.  

 

In my view, the FTC is often a better option than the FEIE for many American expats because it has fewer 

qualifications than the FEIE and has no maximum like the FEIE. Just because something exists, doesn’t 

mean you should use it--make sure you are choosing the option that is truly best for you! 

 OMG! FEIE? Or FTC?  

http://www.esquiregroup.com/
http://www.esquiregroup.com/
http://www.esquiregroup.com/
http://www.esquiregroup.com/
http://www.esquiregroup.com/
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The world can seem like a very big place but for FAWCO women it is represented 

by 62 different cities or areas. We would like to collect a photo, taken by you, 

which in your mind best depicts the city or area you live in. It can be a place, a 

landscape, a person, a cultural highlight, a culinary speciality, but most importantly 

when you see it, it evokes your home away from home.   

The Inspiring Women team is creating a special photographic collection of images 

of our 62 FAWCO clubs, each image representing the diversity of our geographical 

homes. The collection will be used in the IW magazine and, we hope, exhibited in 

Edinburgh during our next FAWCO international conference. 

So all you need to do is send in 

your good quality JPEG images. 

Please feel free to add some 

creativity, your own artistic and 

personal touch. Images can be 

color or black & white and we 

need them no later than 

December 31st, 2018. Send to 

Marie-Bénédicte Luxem at 

inspiringwomen.cover@fawco.org 

mailto:inspiringwomen.cover@fawo.org
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I have been a chemistry teacher and school 

administrator for over 20 years. I grew up in suburban 

Chicago, and after university settled back in the Chicago 

area with my husband, Eric. In 1999 we were so excited 

to have twins, Ian and Annika. After 13 years working in a 

fantastic suburban high school and when the twins 

turned eight years old, Eric and I decided to embark on a 

two year adventure to teach in an overseas school in  

Saudi Arabia. The expat life fit us so well that we made it 

more permanent, returning to Chicago for each summer 

but living and working in Saudi Arabia.   

 

Three and a half years ago our lives changed forever 

when our 16-year-old son was diagnosed with an 

aggressive form of bone cancer called osteosarcoma. My son and I moved back to the States 

for his medical treatment, shuttling between Chicago and Saudi Arabia as his health allowed. 

Ian’s diagnosis, combined with my step-mother’s death from colon cancer about 15 years ago 

and my second step-mother’s battle with breast cancer six years ago, compelled me to help 

those with cancer. I am currently involved in cancer activism in two main ways.   

 

First, I volunteered to lead the AWEP’s breast cancer heart pillow project. AWEP does a large 

fundraiser each year for breast cancer, and the money goes to making heart pillows that help 

breast cancer surgical patients keep their arms away from their surgical sites. The fundraising has 

been so successful that 

the group has allowed me 

to expand the project to 

also include childhood 

cancer patients this year. 

We hope that we can 

make IV pole lily pads for 

those children in hospital 

having chemotherapy. 

 

My second form of 

activism is through the MIB 

Family Agents.  MIB stands 

for Make It Better for 

c h i l d r e n  w i t h 

osteosarcoma. In May 

2016 MIB concluded that 

due to a lack of focus 

a n d  f u n d i n g , 

ELIZABETH (LIZ) VALLEJO 

 

American Women of the Eastern Province, 

Saudi Arabia  

From: Chicago, Illinois  

Lives: Dhahran, Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia: Raising The Profile Of Osteosarcoma 

http://www.mibagents.org/
http://www.mibagents.org/
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osteosarcoma research 

was stagnant and needed 

to be pushed forward. An 

initiative to hold the first 

a n d  o n l y  a n n u a l 

osteosarcoma conference 

was brought forward, and I 

immediately volunteered 

to help. In January 2017 we 

held the first conference 

named FACTOR (Funding, 

Awareness, Collaboration, 

T r ia l s ,  Osteosarcoma 

Research), and I was the 

p a t i e n t  a d v o c a t e 

coordinator and the 

c o n f e r e n c e  f l o o r 

coordinator. FACTOR was 

a huge success, bringing together over 100 doctors, patients, researchers and families to discuss 

the current state of osteosarcoma, while looking at and funding the most promising research. In 

January 2018, when the second conference was held, I began the planning for a “Family 

Agent” group, which would help families new to osteosarcoma or new to a relapse, find a 

patient and family to support them in their journey. Since then, I have worked on developing a 

book for osteosarcoma families to help them through this time, which will be available free of 

charge on the MIB website in late fall 2018, as well as a set of training modules for patients and 

families serving as Family Agents, available beginning in winter 2018/19. My son and I first met 

another osteosarcoma patient and family more than a year after his diagnosis – feeling alone 

during this period makes the journey through this horrible cancer so isolating and scary.  

Osteosarcoma requires some of the most brutal treatments: amputation, bones being replaced 

by feet of metal and brutal chemotherapy, followed by a life-long set of side effects from the 

attempt to cure the cancer… and too often the cancer cannot be cured. 
 

My life has been impacted dramatically by cancer, and my one common experience through 

my mother’s, my step-mother’s and son’s illnesses is the feeling of helplessness, isolation and fear.  

While I am not a cancer researcher to help change the prognosis or improve treatments, I do 

have the power to help others feel less hopeless, isolated and alone; and I also have the power 

to help bring researchers together, so they can put their brilliant minds together to help change 

the prognosis and treatments with the research dollars that I can help to raise. This work has 

helped me take power back when cancer stole my hope and power. It also helps me to 

memorialize my stepmother, who 

passed away from colon cancer 

in April 2005, and my son who 

passed away from treatment-

induced leukemia in July 2018 

f r o m  t h e  c h e m o t h e r a p y 

treatments he received to treat 

his osteosarcoma. 

 

My father has always been an 

amazing role model in my life and 

inspired my activism. He became 

a single parent of my brother and  

me when we were only 2 and 3 

years old when my birth mom 

died. He worked hard to be 

positive and involved at a time 



18 

GETTING TO KNOW LIZ 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? “Live with 

Purpose” is the motto I try to live by. I try to 

determine what is important in life and use 

that to guide my time and energy. 

 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? Probably the history of 

civilization, as it is something that I find I know 

far too little about and the lessons that can be 

learned by prior people’s choices can help to 

inform future thoughts and choices. 
 

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? My need for 

lots of sleep. I regularly need 8-9 hours of 

sleep, and I often envy my husband who only 

needs 5-6 hours. An extra few hours a day 

would be great! 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Travel, I 

absolutely love it. Seeing new places, 

wandering new streets, eating new food and 

talking to people are such a joy. 

when he was grieving and when fathers weren’t traditionally single parents. He’s always had a 

strong moral compass of right and wrong, while maintaining a great sense of adventure, 

optimism and humor. He has always been a steady, consistent source of courage and strength 

in my life.  

 

I have met some of the most awesome people through my activism work. Truly, you can’t find a 

more giving, compassionate and active set of people anywhere else. My activism work has also 

solidified what really matters in my life - family, friends and helping others. Many people are 

willing to be involved in activism but don’t know how to begin. Opening that door of asking for 

volunteers and giving ideas of easy ways to get involved is often what hooks people into the 

cause. Activism is working to help others, but through giving of my time, energy and resources, I 

have been given so much more strength and peace. 

 

I’ve been so surprised at how strengthening privacy in the medical field (a great idea) has 

dramatically effected the way people can get support. Although it is an unintended 

consequence of these measures, people have had 

to become more intentional and organized to get 

the support structures to people in need. 

 

As a result of my efforts, in 2018 over 3.5 million 

dollars of research money has been given to 

osteosarcoma research specifically; just a few 

years ago there was almost no research money 

given to the disease specifically. The awareness of 

the disease is spreading, and funding is following. 

My son, in 2015, received the same chemotherapy 

regimen as Senator Edward (Ted) Kennedy did in 

1973 and Canadian runner Terry Fox did in 1980. 

The disease prognosis and treatments haven’t 

changed in over 40 years; finally, time and effort 

are being put into combatting this disease. 

 

This is our world, our nations, our families and our 

people - we must work together to make it a better 

place for everyone. Find your niche and your 

passion - follow that and you will get back so much 

more than you give. 
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“Home and Away” columnist Robin Meloy 

Goldsby considers how to win! 

 

Chatham Village, 1966. I am eight years old and 

have recently watched the Miss America 

pageant - live from Atlantic City - on television 

with Grandma Curtis. Grandma, a real shark 

when it comes to picking winners, says: “Miss 

California has the best figure, but she blew it in 

the talent competition. You can’t win with baton 

twirling if you don’t have flames. I’m voting for 

Miss Michigan - look at her in that white 

spangled evening gown. Elegant! Brains, beauty 

and poise! Never underestimate the importance of poise. And her vocal interpretation of ‘June 

is Bustin Out All Over’ is divine.” 

 

Grandma Curtis is almost right. Miss Michigan doesn’t win the title, but she gets as far as first 

runner-up. I am intrigued by the concept of first runner-up. Almost good enough to win, but not 

quite. All of the work, none of the glory. 

 

Some months later my sister, Randy, and I decide to stage our own spectacle - the first annual 

Miss Chatham Village beauty pageant. Chatham Village, an idyllic wooded enclave right 

smack in the middle of Pittsburgh, features colonial brick townhomes surrounding lush green 

courtyards. Randy and I live in the upper court of the oldest part of Chatham Village, a perfect 

place for a long runway and a makeshift stage. 

 

We gather a gaggle of our Village girlfriends, including the 

Marys - Mary Beth Wilson and Mary Helen Joyce, Alyce 

Amery, Kitty Engstrom, Lisa Hetrick, the Loughney sisters - 

Casey and Lisa and the Clifford girls - Sharon and Sandra. 

Together we plot and plan the program and send Crayola 

invitations to our parents, who usually spend their summer 

evenings sitting on front porches sipping drinks and grilling 

steaks. The Village could be the Pittsburgh setting for a John 

Cheever story: Wonderbread-ish, WASP-y, and two gin and 

tonics away from tennis-white perfect. 

 

Problem: We need a judge for our pageant. We decide the 

last thing we want is a parental jury, or, worse yet, a panel 

of boys. What to do? Randy, seven years old and already a 

take-charge kind of gal, volunteers for the gig. 

 

“I hate beauty,” she says. “And I hate swimsuits and 

evening gowns. And my only talent is chasing my brother with a baseball bat. I might as well be 

the judge.” 

 

We agree. Randy will be the moderator and the jury - Bert Parks and the panel of experts rolled 

into one cocky little girl. 

 

I think I’m a shoe-in because Randy and I share a bedroom and, on holidays, wear matching 

outfits with patriotic themes. 

Badass Randy And The Beauty Queens 
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What’s this? All of the sudden, all of the pageant contestants are really nice to Randy. She gets 

extra cookies from our friends, extra rides on the backs of bicycles, extra turns on the Tarzan 

swing. I am too naive to understand the concept of a bribe, and the special treatment seems 

fair to me - after all, Randy has sacrificed her own chances of being Miss Chatham Village by 

volunteering to run the contest. I’m proud of my generous sister for stepping out of the spotlight 

so that the rest of us might shine. 

 

It is worth noting that my sister was born with coal black eyes and orange fuzz on her head. It is 

also worth noting that I have seen her bite a worm in half and that her favorite game is called 

“Let’s Go Die.” 

 

The day of the pageant 

arrives. Our parents collect in 

the courtyard and sit in 

assorted lawn chairs . 

Cocktails in hand, they 

chatter as Randy, barefoot, 

but wearing one of my dad’s 

bow ties, takes to the stage 

to welcome the audience to 

the show. She uses a stick 

wrapped in aluminum foil as 

her  microphone. 

 

“Please join us for the Pledge 

of Allegiance,” my sister says. 

This is not a typical feature of 

beauty pageants, but I think 

it adds a nice touch. The 

adults rise, cocktails in one hand, heart in the other. 

 

Randy begins introducing the contestants. 

 

“Hailing from the lower court, Alyce Amery excels at math and reading. Her hobbies include 

coloring and going to the library.” Alice takes a long walk down the runway, wearing a frilly pink 

dress and flip-flops. 

 

“From 610 Pennridge Road, Mary Beth Wilson attends St. Mary of the Mount school. She is a 

member of Stunt Club and - lucky for us! - enjoys singing. Unlike my father, Mary Beth’s father 

works during the day.” Mary Beth beams. 

 

It goes on and on like this, with Randy introducing each of the girls competing for the title. 

 

Then she gets to me, last on the list: “Here is Robin, better known as my sister.” That’s it? That’s all 

she says? I march down the runway, remembering what Grandma Curtis said about poise. 

 

Because the pageant takes place 50 feet from our house, we use our living room for quick 

changes into swimsuit and talent costumes. The screen door squeaks and slams as we run back 

and forth. Meanwhile, Randy, hardly breaking a sweat, babbles on and on about each of us. 

 

“And now, here is Mary Beth Wilson again, performing her version of “Down in the Valley.” From 

the sidelines, I see three-quarters of the audience blanch - Mary Beth has an impossibly high 

voice, one that can make your head explode if you’re not prepared. I watch, as the assembled 

parents simultaneously lift their cocktail glasses and take a solid swig. But - surprise - Mary Beth 

has planned a special arrangement of “Down in the Valley” - one that includes cartwheels  - 24 

cartwheels - we count them. When she reaches the end, she modulates to an even higher key  - 
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down in the valley, the valley so low - then raises her grass-stained hands, and sings the final 

verse. Wow. 

 

“Thank you, Mary Beth!” says my sister. “A true highlight.” 

 

“Next up, my sister, Robin, performing a medley of the two songs she knows.” I smile and stand in 

the middle of the courtyard with my flute. Poise. I play “When Sunny Gets Blue” - a tune I found in 

my dad’s fake-book - then segue into a vocal performance of “This Land is Your Land,” which I 

can sing while twirling the flute. My range isn’t as impressive as Mary Beth’s, and there are no 

flames shooting out of my flute tailpiece, but I get by. 

 

Some of the other girls perform splits and back-bends. One of them plays the violin. Alyce Amery 

recites poetry. Mary Helen does an interpretive dance with scarves. 

 

We are fearless. We believe in our beauty, our talent, our intelligence, our poise. 

 

We change into Sunday school dresses - our version of evening gowns - for the final round of the 

pageant. For music to accompany our final walk down the runway, we hum “The Battle Hymn of 

the Republic.” 

 

The tension builds. Randy has decided in 

advance to eliminate the runners-up. No 

finalists. She will select the winner and that will 

be that. 

 

We hold hands and glance nervously at each 

other, just like the real Miss America 

contestants. Who will win? I will win. I know I will 

win, but when I look at the other girls, I see the 

same spark of determination in their eyes and 

begin to doubt myself. Maybe the flute twirling 

wasn’t such a great idea. We can’t all win. This 

isn’t as much fun as I thought it would be. 

 

Randy asks for a drum roll. So the parents in the 

audience put down their drinks and start to pound their thighs. 

 

“And the winner is . . . ” 

 

Drum roll . . . 

 

Randy glances at the paper crown, bouquet of dandelions, and the crepe paper Miss Chatham 

Village sash she has stashed on a table next to her. 

 

“And the winner is . . . ” 

 

Drum roll . . . 

 

“Me!” 

 

Randy crowns herself. I stand with the other girls onstage, our mouths hanging open in disbelief, 

as Randy adjusts the crown, pulls the sash over her head, grabs the bouquet, and sashays - with 

tremendous poise - down the runway, pausing to wave at our parents and the imaginary press 

corps lining both sides of the aisle. 

 

Halfway between rage and devastation, we begin to howl. Our parents sit there laughing, which 
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does not make things better, 

not one bit. 

 

“No fair!” we shout.  

 

“No fair!” 

 

“Fair!” says Randy. “You 

made me the judge, and I 

picked me.” 

 

“You didn’t wear a swimsuit 

or an evening gown. You 

didn’t even have a talent 

presentation.” 

 

“Yep,” says Randy. “I was just 

myself. And I won.” 

 

“You can’t do that!” Mary 

Beth says. 

 

“Yes I can. You know why? Because I’m the judge. I decide. You want to win, you have to be the 

judge! Any nitwit knows that.” Randy, my worm-eating devil sister, spins around and takes 

another turn on the catwalk. Our parents stand and cheer. The other girls and I - feeling very 

much like the Chatham Village idiots - stomp out of the courtyard and go to my house to change 

clothes. Losers! We are worse than Miss Michigan - we’re not even runners-up. One by one, we 

slam the screen door in protest. I look out and see Randy, still wearing her crown, signing 

autographs for the adults. I suppose this time next week she’ll be riding on 

a float in a parade on Grant Street. 

 

You want to win, you have to be the judge. 

 

Randy had a point. It will take me decades to figure out that my little 

sister, age seven, was wise beyond her years - smart enough to be the 

judge instead of the contestant; rebellious enough to make the rules 

instead of following them; quick enough to crown herself instead of 

waiting for someone else to do it for her; cunning enough to win the top 

prize without stuffing herself into a swimsuit or Sunday school dress. You want the tiara? Then 

make it yourself. 

 

And what about Grandma’s favorite quality; - poise?  Randy comes by that naturally, I’d say. No 

one can strut a runway like my sister. 

Robin Meloy Goldsby's solo piano career has taken her from Pittsburgh to posh New York City 

venues and exclusive resorts, and on to the European castles and concert stages where she 

now performs. Robin, a Steinway Artist, has seven recordings to her name and has appeared 

in the USA on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered and Piano Jazz with Marian 

McPartland. She is the author of Piano Girl, Rhythm, Waltz of the Asparagus People, 

and Manhattan Road Trip. 

Currently, Robin is the featured pianist at the Excelsior Hotel Ernst in Cologne, Germany. Her 

latest recording, Home and Away, was launched on November 26th, 2017.  You can visit 

Robin’s web page at www.goldsby.de. 

Badass Randy and Robin  

http://www.goldsby.de/
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I grew up in Northern California in a middle-class 

family. I was always passionate about travel and 

other parts of the world (loved National 

Geographic); however, there wasn’t the 

opportunity or desire within my family environment 

to explore outside of California. When it was time to 

find a job after college, I was lucky to get into the 

buyer’s training program at Macy’s (then a job 

much more exciting and entrepreneurial than 

today), and within a few years found myself 

traveling the world, including to India, doing 

product development and fashion buying. Through 

this work, I met my husband, who is Indian and a 

garment manufacturer; I spent the next 25 years 

working for his company, raising our family and managing two homes in Los Angeles and 

Mumbai. We made a permanent move to Mumbai 15 years ago and five years later sold the 

company, leaving me “retired.” It was at this point that I was able to create a second career 

in the non-profit world, and that is where I am today! 

 

Having traveled extensively, both professionally and personally, and being very much a part of 

India, I was frustrated that the very basic knowledge we have in the West in terms of 

pregnancy, nutrition and child care doesn’t exist in many parts of the world, leaving many 

women and babies at high risk. Some things that are so simple can change not just a child’s 

life but future generations.   

 

In 2009 I got the chance to work 

with the Foundation for Mother 

and Child Health (FMCH) in an 

advisory role. FMCH is a NGO 

based in Mumbai, India that works 

to eradicate malnutrition and 

undernutrition in economically 

underprivileged communities.  

 

In 2009 FMCH was a small non-

profit with fewer than ten 

e m p l o y e e s ,  a b o u t  2 0 0 

beneficiaries and a 15 Lakh 

budget, which had lost its focus  

and had l imi ted funding 

opportunities. Within a few short 

months of my joining, the Founder 

left abruptly, leaving a few of us to 

DOTTIE WAGLE 

 
American Club For International Women 

Mumbai, India 

From: California, USA 

Lives: Mumbai, India 

India: Empowering Mothers In Mumbai 

http://www.fmch-india.org
http://www.fmch-india.org


24 

decide FMCH’s future. We put together a team of women,  brought in a capacity-building non-

profit to help with the transition and spent almost a year laying a foundation, developing a 

strategic plan and bringing in experts to help us develop the best methods to achieve the 

refocused mission and vision of the organization.  

 

Over the course of the next five 

years, we steadily built FMCH. A 

key element of our longer-term 

strategy was to wean FMCH off a 

hands-on managing committee 

and hand it over to a strong 

Executive Board and an even 

stronger CEO. Since I had been 

the Committee Chair from the 

beginning, I needed to step away 

to let this happen successfully. We 

hired an interim CEO on contract, 

whose job was to find candidates 

for the Executive Board and 

groom a salaried CEO. I stayed on 

in a less visible role as an advisor to 

the new Board, and in 2016 joined 

the Executive Board as Board 

Chair. Today FMCH has 60 

employees and reaches more 

than 750,000 beneficiaries and a 

2.5 Crore budget. 

 

I realize that by focusing on the first 100 days of a child’s life, FMCH is challenging current Indian 

medical and social practices - myths and beliefs that can cause a child in India to never reach 

his or her full potential. We are creating a change that can last generations. My focus at FMCH 

has been to make the knowledge about nutrition accessible and transferable within the less 

privileged communities of Mumbai. Fortunately, today this issue is becoming a major part of the 

dialogue within the Government and with other stakeholders. It is good to be a part of this kind 

of change. 

 

The first step for me was just to be a volunteer and then to demonstrate through hard work and 

the right attitude that I was serious enough to be considered “of value” to an NGO. It took a 

few tries, but it worked out. Interestingly, when I look at people who want to volunteer with my 

NGO now, I sometimes have the same scepticism 

about their commitment and attitude. I shouldn’t be 

too critical given the obstacles I faced early on! 

 

My role in the non-profit world from the beginning was 

to help create the infrastructure for growth and to 

leave the grass roots work to those that have the 

knowledge and/or are from the communities where 

we work. In order to achieve our goals at FMCH, we 

needed to be a professionally run organization that 

would attract the best and the brightest staff, donors 

and supporters. Along with a great committee in the 

beginning, and today with an amazing CEO, the 

senior staff and Executive Board, I feel we have 

achieved this. 
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GETTING TO KNOW  DOTTIE 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? “We’ll 

figure it out” – that may sound passive, but for 

me I work better jumping into a project or 

commitment and then finding ways to make 

it work. In the case of FMCH, it was great to 

have that attitude because it pushed us to 

grow faster and to reach further. However, 

we also had women on the team who could 

find the money to pay for the dream and 

others who kept us grounded and sticking to 

our strategic plan!  I feel that it takes a lot of 

personalities to make things work and also, 

with age, know I can’t do it by myself; so 

when I say, “We’ll figure it out” it means 

having the right balance of people and 

resources to do just that! 

 

If you could interview one “activist”, dead or 

alive, what question would you ask and why? 

I think it would be 

m y  h u s b a n d ’ s 

grandmother, Lady 

Rama Rau, who 

w o r k e d  w i t h 

Margaret Sanger at 

the International 

Planned Parenthood 

Federation and 

started the Family 

Planning Association 

in India in 1949. 

Although I know a 

lot about her from 

family, I had such 

little time with her 

before she died. It 

would be wonderful 

to  discuss  India and  

 

 

activism with her today versus during and 

after Independence of India. I am sure some 

things have changed, and a lot not! 

 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? The history of civilization for 

sure…I am a real history buff. In fact, can you 

arrange my being stranded on an island with 

that book for a week or so?! 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Well, it is 

good and bad…I love TV and have numerous 

ways to access US and UK shows in India. I am 

also a huge fan of documentaries and 

anything related to learning but also a big fan 

of popular TV; so if you look at my TV viewing 

history, it is diverse and interesting with a few 

too many reality shows thrown in! 

As a child, any woman who left her middle-class life and challenged herself with new 

experiences was a role model for me. Today, my role models are those women who chose social 

work over any other opportunity. It takes tremendous courage and passion to want to change 

the world. I am very grateful for my life and I try to take nothing for granted. For the most part, 

we are all the same inside, and it is only our outside circumstances that are different.  

 

Activism itself, to me, is about creating a level playing field so that everyone has the chance to 

make their life the best possible. It has to be based on a passion and not for fame or other 

personal gain. As for me, I am glad to have had the opportunity to experience true dedication 

and passion through the people I work with and serve through the NGO. It is never too late and it 

is never too little to make a difference. I think sometimes people think if they can’t make a big 

difference then the effort isn’t worth it, but that is not true. Just find something small that speaks 

to your passion and go for it!  
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My life’s journey began when I started working for an 

afterschool program for the local elementary school 

tutoring at-risk children. Their parents worked late so 

they received homework help. It’s there that children 

taught me about their little world and how much 

responsibility we have for their upbringing. You can say I 

was given so much by their view of the world and I ate 

it up. I never stopped working with children and it’s 

been over 25 years of giving and receiving. The special 

lesson I learned from that very first job was that there 

are several ways to explain the same thing to people.  

 

At university, I worked at a special school facility that 

housed and schooled children with behavioral 

problems. This experience was something else. The 

children lived at this facility and down the hill they 

attended school, where I worked one on one as a tutor 

with a little boy who had anger issues and learning disabilities. The kids were great and 

sometimes they were a terror. They would destroy equipment, hit, kick and even bite staff and 

sometimes each other. Luckily, I worked with the younger children ages 5 to 7, but that never 

stopped them from being as aggressive as the older children. “John”, the boy I helped, was only 

7 years old. He was sweet natured, liked sharks and dump trucks and really liked verbal praise. 

His chest would puff out when he was given one. Sometimes, on those good days, he’d hug me 

and say, “I love you, Miss Lisette” and other days, he’d use every curse word to describe me and 

those around him. He’d have a difficult time following instructions but I learned from my very first 

job that there are several ways to 

speak to the explain things and my 

confrontations with him were rare. 

Personally, I don’t blame little John for 

having bad days. He was heavily 

medicated and he was under the 

impression that he wasn’t loved. I’m 

sure he felt abandoned. The lesson 

was simple but difficult for a child like 

little John to remember. Children learn 

from those around them and from a 

nurturing environment, both of which, 

little John lacked.  

 

Later, after university, I went on to hold 

two positions that were the pinnacle 

of my learning experience. Firstly, a 

Counselor position where I helped 

LISETTE SANDOVAL 
 

Barcelona Women’s Network, Spain 

From: South Bay Area, Los Angeles, CA 

Lives: Jerez de la Frontera, Cádiz, Spain 

Spain: Supporting Children By Teaching Mothers 
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advocate services for children with 

special needs and their families in the 

school districts and in the community.  

My caseload was made up of children 

from 5 to 18 years old and they all were 

d iagnosed wi th  e i ther  menta l 

retardation, Down syndrome, autism or a 

combinat ion of  developmental 

disabilities. In hindsight, I can tell you that 

I mostly always met with the mother, as 

they were in charge of the home and 

the children. If there were multiple 

children, the siblings of the non-typical 

child felt resentful, sad and sometimes 

angry but most had incredible patience 

and an easy way of relating to others. I 

soon volunteered to be a group 

facilitator for a Sibling Support group where I learned so much more about this resilient bunch.  

 

As a counselor, I learned to fight the good fight and be relentless for those that don’t have a 

voice; this included my clients but also their immigrant mothers who didn’t speak English. There is 

still so much work to do in this area, especially in the United States where these children and 

families are kept hidden and they feel shame for having a child with special needs.  

 

Lastly, as a behavior analyst, I had the job of teaching mothers how to change their child’s 

unwanted behavior. I finally had an opportunity to see these families weekly and work directly 

with them to create direct change. This by far was the most difficult work. A young single woman 

without children had to teach these intangible tools to mothers where most were at their wits’ 

end or still mourning the loss of not having a typical child. It was a fool’s errand. I saw all the 

women of the world in their eyes, what they go through as mothers and wives. I couldn’t just do 

my job, I went above and beyond. I found a way to empower them, to make sure they knew 

that they could do anything including becoming their child’s teacher. The lesson here was 

simple, when there’s a will, there’s a way. Even when that will is the will and strength of others 

which will help see you through.  

 

Today I continue my work as an advocate and provide light and strength to women through my 

coaching programs. I make sure they don’t ever forget that they have what it takes, they can do 

more than they imagine and reminding them that they need to cultivate a support system. You 

don’t need a special needs child 

to have a support group.  

 

I recently finished my year as the 

President of the Barcelona 

Women’s Network. It was a great 

year serving the charities the 

group supports. At the time, we 

were raising money for two 

different charities: a women’s 

organization that helps empower 

immigrant women by giving 

them work experience while 

getting them integrated into 

Barcelona (Mujeres Pa’ Lante).   

The other organization helped 

displaced chi ldren either 

orphaned or temporary housed 

http://www.mujerespalante.org/en/
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have a safe place to live. The children either found new homes or were housed until legal age 

(Concepció Fundació Juvantey).   

 

At the end of my presidency I decided to continue volunteering for the BWN in order to see 

through the service project with Women of Global Change (WGC) for Mujeres Pa'Lante. It 

required weekly communication between WGC in USA, myself, now in the South of Spain (10 

hours away from Barcelona), and the chair who was travelling at the time. This was hard work 

due to the time differences, language barriers and also required a lot of to-ing and fro-ing to get 

the information required to all parties involved.  

 

Overall, I oversaw all the logistical organization of the project so that when the WGC ladies 

arrived in Barcelona on their cruise, the whole day could go ahead as planned. The plan was for 

them to paint the MPL’s new space. Also they donated chairs, tables, bookshelves, storage, and 

they brought with them sewing accessories and even brought their own power tools to put all of 

this together!    

 

WGC organized their 45-person team to do 

all of this and also gave away food packs 

and created a children’s area complete 

with color pages, books, colors, arts and 

crafts supplies and many more items.  They 

did this in just JUST ONE DAY, and in 5 hours!

….clearly perfect planning and preparation 

was essential. Despite numerous setbacks 

and the project almost completely falling 

apart at one point due to severe 

communication failures between other 

parties involved, I persisted and managed 

to see the project through to fruition. At the 

end of over 6 months, the long, hot and 

action-packed day went off without a hitch. 

At the end of the day all involved were over 

the moon with the results. 

 

This day, and this event, reminded me how 

important it is for me to be part of 

something bigger than myself. Now living in 

the south of Spain, I’ll be actively involved 

as one of the coordinators of the Cádiz 

chapter of Costa Women, an organization 

that unites women through social and 

business gatherings where fostering 

friendships while making new business connections come together. 

 

Growing up I looked elsewhere for role models. I looked in books for leaders and protagonists 

that were out there making changes. But it’s safe to say that my biggest role model was and has 

always been my mother. She’s been an example of how to lead a stable life with a gypsy spirit. 

She’s been the greatest teacher ever. My mother often used to say, “I’m not school taught “ but 

my mother didn’t need school. She’s an observer and a lifelong learner. She’s has keen 

observation skills, quick thinking and one that I learned… never ever be bored because “there is 

always something to do!” My mother taught us to be kind to others and help those in need. She 

taught me that consistency is key to any success and self-discipline will change your life. She 

taught me that you can teach an old dog new tricks. Her favorite two sayings that I also believe 

are, “querer es poder” - if there’s a will, there’s a way, and “ser fuerte”- stay strong in the sense 

that staying emotionally strong will spare you heartaches and grey hair.   

 

http://www.fundacio-c-juvanteny.org/en/
http://womenofglobalchange.com/
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GETTING TO KNOW LISETTE 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? Trust the 

process. It’s tough to do so when things get 

rough but this motto reminds me to stay in the 

moment and trust the process; all things will 

turn out as they will.  

 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? Shakespeare, passing the time 

with something fun but I’m sure I’d enjoy the 

history of civilization much more. I like seeing 

what works and what doesn’t but mostly 

learning from the mistakes made.  

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? I wish I was a 

little more ignorant so I wouldn’t care so much.  

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Being a man 

for a day. Try it, it’ll change the way you view 

the world.  

My activism gives me purpose and an even more determination that we have loads of work to 

do to change our culture so the little girls of today can live their lives with the rights of men do. I 

believe in setting the example. If I set the example of what is right and being kind and 

understanding then others will follow. I think that as women, whether childless by choice or 

otherwise, or not yet a mother, we have a responsibility to set an example for all young girls 

across the world.  

https://www.londonandcapital.com/wealth-management/us-family-office/
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My iPhone. 

With it, I can 

find out what 

is needed in 

the camps, 

make a call 

o u t  f o r 

donations, buy 

the needed 

items online, 

organize distribution and contact refugees to 

make sure they are ok. The smartphone has 

made community organizing a piece of cake! 
DIANA LEVATON 

My violoncello, our family album and a yellow 

coffee cup I inherited from a dear friend and 

flatmate who passed 

away far too early 

which makes me 

think of her and lots 

of shared cups of 

coffee every day.  
KATRIN THÜRBACH 

Not a possession, per se, but the 

most treasured thing in my life is my 

marriage. Without Mike’s constancy, 

love and support, my life might have 

been very different. I am grateful to 

have lived around the world and to 

have had the ability to indulge my 

passion for voluntary work.   
YOLANDA HENRY 

My most treasured possessions are the family 

trees I inherited from my father and from my 

aunt. My grandpa from my father’s side was 

born in 1884 in a town which is part of Slovakia 

today. He had 14 brothers and sisters living in 

different countries. His wife was born in Vienna. 

My other grandpa’s family 

emigrated to Hungary from 

France in the 1st WW, were 

deported to Siberia, then 

came back to Hungary via 

Vietnam. Fascinating 

stories...  
MAGDA HONFFY 

I can’t think of a most treasured possession.  I 

have many possessions from travels, pictures 

and books… but I would happily lose every 

possession over losing a member of my 

family or friend.   
LIZ VALLEJO 

 

My Most Treasured Possession Is…. 

Books are my most treasured tangible 

possessions because they wake me up 

to what is real, ignite my imagination 

and invite me to visit new worlds. Also, 

my energy and drive are an ever-

present gift I treasure as I don’t have to 

work hard to get them.  
DANIELLE KUZNETSOV 
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There are FAWCO clubs of all sizes and shapes across the world. A Club Inspires is a feature 

where you will learn more about one of them. This time we are pleased to share with you our 

newest FAWCO club, based in Region 5: Heidelberg International Women’s Club. Over to their 

president and founder, Christine Funke... 

I founded the Club and got started in January 2018. I had 

moved to Heidelberg in 2014 and missed the AIWC 

Cologne and had always thought about starting a club in 

the region. The catalyst was the birth of my son, Lenny, in 

March 2017 which gave me the clarity and drive to focus 

on what really mattered to me and therefore create a 

women’s club.  
 

The club has 40 members from 15 countries, mostly 

Americans and Germans. The members are a mix of 

immigrants (those who live here permanently or semi-

permanently) and expats (those who are here on a short-

term basis). It seems like the 2 main reasons the members 

live in this area are that they work here or their partner is 

German (and in most cases both happen at the same time). 
 

Officially, there is a president, vice president and treasurer, and a charities team leader. We 

have a constitution which states the purpose of the club and how it is run. In reality at the 

moment, a group called the “Boss Ladies” plan, organize and make things happen for the club. 

As the club is new and small, this makes sense in terms of operating, though in the future there 

will be more official positions, or not...we’ll see how things go! 

 

We also have activity leaders who lead our regular or semi-regular activities. The Boss Ladies 

encourage the members to do something they’re interested in and we’ll help tell the rest of the 

members about it. 

A Club Inspires: Heidelberg IWC 
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So far our events have included 

regular Monthly Meetings, a 

Thanksgiving family dinner, a 

benefit concert with Robin Goldsby, 

a female finance workshop, picnic 

lunches, an International Women’s 

Day event, special book discussions, 

an Annual General Meeting and 

Club Birthday Bash, and more. The 

member-led activities include 

coffee mornings, a hiking group, 

culture and touristy events, a 

German-speaking group, a dinner 

club, a movie night out, a cultural 

discussion group, and a bowling/

games activity.  

 

The Boss Ladies have started a 

monthly evening discussion on issues affecting women called the Women’s Salon where we 

talk about current, changing and challenging topics. This is where the club will start to define 

our voice on feminism. 

 

And the club is hosting the Region 5 Meeting in November 2018. Please join us! Learn more 

here: Region 5 Meeting 
 

Our club’s charitable fundraising and volunteering activities set the club apart from other 

international networking groups in the region. The main focus so far has been on working with 

refugees and supporting our own members’ organizations.  

 

We currently volunteer with a refugee house by holding a weekly female get-together and 

doing art classes with women refugees. We also volunteer with a member who works with 

unaccompanied refugee minors, supporting her in raising money for activities she does with the 

young men. And we do 

regular donation drives for the 

refugee house. 

 

At the moment the club is 

planning activities to support a 

member’s  organizat ion, 

Children’s Future International, 

(see the profile of our member 

Jenny Ciucci for more 

information about this) with 

cooking classes, to send 

young children to university 

and provide food support to 

families in Cambodia. 

 

Additionally, the club has 

raised over €260 for the Target 

Project this year and has two 

more fundraising events planned with the funds going towards Target. Also, club members 

have raised money for the fight against cancer by doing a walk which was held by a tumor 

research center in Heidelberg.  

 

My own favorite activity this year was a special book discussion where we read When the 

https://heidelbergiwc.org/region-5-meeting
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Moon is Low by Nadia Hashimi, raised money for the Target Project, and got to Skype with the 

author herself! Through FAWCO, I had heard about other clubs Skyping with Nadia for various 

awareness building events, and thought that we could see if she’d do the same for us. She 

made time in her crazy busy schedule and chatted with us for 40 minutes about the book, the 

issues of refugees, and her writing process. It was amazing. The book club in the HIWC was a 

group I started a few years ago and it was really special for me to be able to make this happen 

for the women I’ve been reading with for a long time. This is why I started a women’s club. 
 

I have been astounded by the positive response to this club from the beginning. I was worried 

that nobody would show up at the first meeting or that nobody would want to join, and the 

experience has been just the opposite. I’m thrilled and humbled that these amazing women 

want to join me on this journey. Sometimes I still pinch myself that I’ve really started a women’s 

club and we are getting things done!  

 

Our website: https://heidelbergiwc.org 

Our Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/HeidelbergIWC/  

Our Instagram account: https://www.instagram.com/heidelbergiwc/  

 

Heidelberg where our club is based is a small university tourist town in south-west Germany, 

about an hour south of 

Frankfurt. It’s tucked into a 

valley that straddles the 

Neckar River and is the 

start of the Odenwald hills. 

Heidelberg is in the Rhine-

Neckar region, which is a 

powerhouse of industry, 

t e c h n o l o g y  a n d 

education, and also 

includes Germany’s wine 

region. It is warmer in this 

region than anywhere else 

in Germany, something 

which surprises most 

everyone who moves here. 

 

Heidelberg was untouched in WWII so the Old Town is virtually as it was for the last few centuries. 

The most amazing site is the Heidelberg Castle, which sits up on the Königstuhl (King’s Chair) hill 

overlooking the Old Town. It has been in ruins since the late 1600s and many philosophers, 

writers and creatives have wandered the streets and hills and have written about the romantic 

beauty of the city.  

 

Due to the university (the oldest in Europe north of the Alps) and the numerous large 

organizations and businesses in this region, Heidelberg is very young and international. It’s in the 

top 5 of the main tourist stops in all of Germany, so there are always a lot of tourists.  Every small 

wine village along the Wine Road in this region holds a yearly wine festival and they are 

wonderful to attend and soak up the local wine.  

 

There is great hiking in the hills that border the Rhine-Neckar valley, in the Pfalz and Odenwald 

hills. All throughout the hills there are small lodges that have a restaurant so you can stop for a 

Johannisbeersaftschorle (red currant juice and sparkling water drink, literal translation) and 

sausages for lunch on your hike. 

 

Maybe come visit us, we’d love to see you!  

Christine Funke, HIWC President 

https://heidelbergiwc.org
https://www.facebook.com/HeidelbergIWC/
https://www.instagram.com/heidelbergiwc/
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I grew up in Switzerland with an American mother 

and an Italian father and a younger sister who is 

still one of the most important people in my life. 

Growing up, I loved playing the violin, drawing, 

martial arts, the mountains, reading and writing 

and could lose myself for hours in those activities. 

 

We moved frequently and I changed schools and 

friends several times, which spiked my interest in 

group dynamics and what motivated people 

early on. As a child, one of my favorite things to 

do was to “make myself invisible” and “study 

grownups”, particularly, how they interacted with one another and which roles they played. 

While I was initially eager to identify who it was that had the answers to all my many, urgently 

pressing existential questions, I got a sneaking suspicion that maybe it wasn’t going to be quite 

as simple as finding the one adult with all the answers. 

 

Today I’m the executive director of Children’s Future, a non-profit organization I co-founded 

and lead while living in Cambodia for eight years. 

 

I was deeply affected by the poverty, the level of suffering and the aftermath of the Khmer 

Rouge genocide I witnessed during my first two years in Cambodia. I met countless children 

whose lives seemed to matter very little, and who could be sent away for work for ten dollars a 

month, raped, sold or die of preventable illnesses without generating more of a response than 

a shoulder shrug. These were children from the poorest families, and their needs proved to be 

so broad and complex that 

providing effective long-term 

support is far from easy. 

However, to see young 

adults who’ve graduated 

from the program and are 

now giving back to their 

families and communities, 

hav ing far  outgrown 

anything I could have hoped 

for or imagined, is one of the 

most humbling experiences 

I’ve had. The contrast 

between where they are 

now, how much value they 

add to the lives of those 

JENNY CIUCCI 

 
Heidelberg International Women’s Club, Germany 

From: Switzerland but I’m an Italian/American 

Citizen 

Lives: Heidelberg, Germany 

Germany: A Future For Cambodian Kids 

http://www.childrensfuture.org/
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around them, and what could have 

been if I’d been too scared or 

comfortable to act (especially the 

moments I came close to giving 

up), continues to haunt me. 

 

Children’s Future serves more than 

250 children affected by child labor, 

trafficking, illegal migration, abuse 

and neglect. We work with some of 

the most vulnerable children in a 

rural area in Battambang Province, 

a region close to the Thai border 

affected by poverty, lack of 

employment  and domest ic 

violence. We are highly engaged in 

social work capacity development 

and participate in the development and strengthening of national child protection systems. 

 

I was very involved with Amnesty International in high school and volunteered there for a few 

years until I graduated. Upon graduation, I left Switzerland for what was supposed to be one 

year of voluntary service in Southeast Asia (my views on volunteering and voluntourism have 

since evolved) through a placement that I’d organized for myself in Northeastern Thailand. I 

would live with a wonderful Thai family and teach English to fourth through sixth graders. The 

village was surrounded by rice paddies on all sides and it took three hours on the local bus to 

reach the next small city where I could occasionally meet up with other English speakers. My aim 

was to become fully immersed in local culture and learn a potentially very different way of being 

in- and viewing the world. I see that as one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. 

 

Once I sat on the airplane, knowing I was leaving for a year, alone, going to a place where no 

one spoke English and where I knew not one soul, I nearly panicked and wondered why no one 

had had the presence of mind to stop me. I had been a vegetarian for 15 years and knew I’d 

give that up and eat with my host family and people in the village. During my first month, I was 

convinced like I must have eaten an entire pig, beginning each morning with a serving of fried 

pork and rice at six, along with a carton of milk that only the youngest schoolchildren received, 

since my host mother was convinced that I, as a foreigner, needed milk like the children. 

 

The first weeks, I spoke 

almost nothing as my ears 

accustomed themselves 

to the language I’d been 

studying with CDs and 

books in preparation. I’d 

sometimes open my 

mouth and make sounds 

to test if my vocal chords 

still functioned, but mostly 

I felt like a fish. I knew I’d 

be homesick, and I was, 

particularly during heavy 

monsoon storms in the 

middle of the night, when 

biting ants crawled over 

me and I woke up from 

the water splashing on my 

head through the ceiling, 
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but I got over the homesickness in about a month or so and after that, had one of the best 

times of my life. 

 

After I finished my daily lessons at the school, I’d ride around on a bike with my oldest students, 

who were twelve. While there were plenty of young men in the village, I realized during one of 

the saddest Mothers’ Day celebrations I’ve ever attended, which ended with children huddled 

up crying, each for themselves, on the hard-concrete gymnasium floor, that nearly all the 

young women and mothers were missing. There were my 12-year-old students and their 

grandmothers. Almost every woman in between those age ranges seemed to be absent. It 

took five months of me pressing my otherwise very outspoken Thai host mother for her to admit 

that the young women and mothers weren’t just working “in construction in Bangkok”; but that 

many of them were engaged in sex work to send money home to their families. This shook me 

to my core. I spent nearly all my free time with the very childlike, unbelievably sweet sixth-grade 

girls at the school and there seemed little hope for a different future for many of them. 

Following my stay in Thailand, I planned on visiting Cambodia for one month. What was meant 

to be one month turned into two years, and then eight. During the first two years, I volunteered 

for a small Cambodian NGO supporting people – mostly women and their children – affected 

by HIV/AIDS. The organization offered what they called a “recovery center” for patients to 

come, receive access to treatment through the provincial hospital, and experience a sense of 

community and mutual support. Many of the women had children, and I began by teaching 

them English outside a makeshift hut, on a dirt floor, with half a roof and no real walls. We were 

working in the countryside outside of Battambang, Cambodia’s second largest city. The longer 

I stayed and the better I spoke the language, the more my interest grew in visiting communities 

and families. I’d travel through the countryside with the organization’s social workers and listen 

to the families for hours. 

 

My intention was to support existing NGOs through fundraising efforts, and a friend and I co-

founded Children’s Future International. However, during the time it took to register, I continued 

to seek help for the children unsuccessfully. I often said that I would have been severely 

disillusioned had I come to Cambodia with any expectations regarding the efficacy of aid 

programs, and that I was glad I hadn’t. More than one large, well-known NGO told me to my 

face that “we don’t work with the poorest, it’s too difficult and the numbers look bad.” Their 

marketing brochures make different promises. 
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Unable to secure any reliable long-term support for these children who were at imminent risk, I 

faced a difficult decision in my early twenties: I could go back to Europe, as I had planned, 

and study international relations in Bologna. I could eventually get married, have a “proper” 

job, and have my own children. But I would have left behind children whose futures would be 

full of unimaginable suffering, and I’d always know that. Or, I could stay and decide to upend 

my life for good. I knew that if I stayed, it would be a commitment I wouldn’t break and that it 

might mean sacrificing every dream I’d had for my “conventional” future. 

 

One day, the brothers of a five-year-old girl I’d known for two years and cared for deeply, 

came running to me screaming for help for their sister. At five years of age, she was about to 

be sold to a man in the village. Even at her age, she understood what that meant and had run 

away to hide. Her brothers begged for help for her, and that moment tipped the scale. 

 

Together with my friend, I started Children’s Future to support some of the poorest, most 

vulnerable children in the region. We enrolled 60 children into our programs when we opened 

in 2010, none of whom were in school. They were at high risk of being sold, sent to Thailand, 

were experiencing severe abuse or we had just managed to facilitate their return from 

Thailand. From the start, our aim was to support the children within the community whenever 

possible, rather than opening a 

residential institution and 

creating further trauma by 

separating them from their 

communities. Today, we closely 

support more than 250 children 

and their families and offer long-

term, comprehensive services 

that address the wide variety of 

needs that they have: 

h e a l t h c a r e ,  e d u c a t i o n , 

protection and well-being. 

 

Dec id ing  to  remain  in 

Cambodia instead of returning 

to Europe changed the course 

of my life. It changed who I am 

as a person, my friendships and 

relationships, what I value and 

what my priorities are in life. I 

spent my twenties facing poverty, trauma, abuse and some of the more brutal experiences of 

life on a daily basis, while others my age were pursuing their education, careers and social life. 

This was as enriching as it was difficult, and often isolating.  I’ve grown to be much less afraid of 

the future or of things going wrong.  

 

Ultimately, my “activism” world became my life. What that looks like exactly is constantly 

evolving. Possibly one of the most important things I’ve learned is that once you stand up for 

something and do something, once you create something, it will inevitably generate support as 

if through some gravitational effect through the fact of its existence. People will want to help 

make it happen. Then comes the hard part of keeping it going.  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I did have some unflattering aha-moments about myself throughout the 

course of my time in Cambodia. I found it natural to engage with some of the most heavily 

traumatized children. Situations that were difficult or unbearable to others, to me were an 

invitation to be present and connect. I realized I came alive in those situations and had an 

intuitive understanding of what to do. Over several years, it dawned on me that perhaps I had 

more in common with the children I was working with than had been apparent to me at first. I 

realized that I would do anything in my power to help alleviate the suffering of a young child. 
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Sometimes I just stand there and look at the children playing. I know the girl in the blue shirt was 

raped when she was four and was nearly banned from her family and village for the shame her 

rape brought them. She never would have been allowed to attend school. Since her virginity, 

which traditionally defined her value as a 

woman, had been lost, she would be viewed as 

worthless and a commodity to earn money for 

her family. It likely wouldn’t have been long 

before there would have been another rape, 

and then another. Slipping very quickly, that 

would have become her life. 

 

Now she’s eleven. She’s laughing and running 

around with her friends and she’s one of the 

most confident children on the playground. She 

loves school and draws pictures of flowers. When 

someone hurts her, she yells at them.  

 

Every one of the children has a story. To me, 

helping to alleviate suffering and creating the 

grounds for healing is one of the most valuable 

aspects of our work. 

GETTING TO KNOW JENNY   

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? When I 

was about ten years old, our family was driving 

to Italy to visit relatives. As usual, we drove at 

night and I sat in the passenger seat up front, 

determined to stay awake and keep my father 

company while my younger sister was asleep 

under a pile of blankets in the back seat. My 

father had pulled up to a gas station. While we 

waited in the car, out of the blue, my sister 

asked from the back seat: “Jenny, what’s your 

life motto?”  

 

To this day, I have no idea where that question 

came from. I raced through my mind trying to 

locate an answer for my little sister. I was ten 

years old and had no idea what my life motto 

was. This realization appalled me, so I grasped 

the very first thing that did come to mind, 

which was Nike’s “Just do it.” That’s the 

response I gave my sister then, but secretly, 

ever since that night, I’ve continued to ask 

myself the question and try to listen as it guides 

me through life.  

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? I’ve 

experienced some challenging times in life 

and have often asked myself whether I would 

change that if I magically could. While I may 

not arrive at an answer, I tend towards no, 

since I wouldn’t want to trade what I’ve 

learned for a life with fewer challenges. 

However, on some days I wish I could live for a 

while as the person I’d be if some things had 

been easier and experience life through her 

perspective. 

 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? It depends 

on the mood! Blueberries, chocolate mousse 

and unsweetened, homemade whipped 

cream never fail. I also love going on endless 

walks, listening to the same song on repeat 

and daydreaming about the random things 

we do. 
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I was born in Torrington, Connecticut, USA, and grew up 

in Connecticut. In college, I lived in Spain for a year and 

then went to Russia for a 6-month summer program. 

Since then, I have lived between the US (Connecticut 

and Iowa) and Russia. 

 

I am involved in activism mainly out of necessity from our 

own family’s experience. Both of our adopted twin 

children have had developmental and behavioral issues 

for which we were unprepared. We brought them home 

aged 8 months old and even though we knew they had 

a rough start, we didn’t understand how this would affect 

the journey in raising them.  

 

Our son, Josh, has mild mental retardation (now called 

Intellectual Disability), mild CP, NVLD, Chromosome 21 P 

deletion, and growth hormone deficiency. Each stage offers its own challenges. I see my role 

as one to facilitate his maximum potential to learn, communicate and grow.  We have made 

great inroads, and in the US, he has intellectual disability support services in our state. I 

coordinate that system while living abroad so that Joshua is prepared to transition into 

independent living.  

 

Our daughter, Jessica, has had a different road. Although she is on par intellectually, she lags in 

emotional maturity and has been diagnosed with RAD, Reactive Attachment Disorder. In 2014, 

she tried to commit suicide. This was a turning point in our family’s life as we navigated the 

mental health systems in America. We sent Jessica to a Teen Challenge intensive rehabilitation 

program facility for a year. While success is measured individually in a program like that, it 

allowed her to explore more effective methods of communication and self-awareness. As a 

result, she has made great strides in these areas.  

 

During the time she was away, I dedicated myself to research and connecting with others so 

that our home could become more of what she needed to be able to better navigate her life. 

It is difficult to live with someone who is not emotionally regulated AND who is in the throes of 

puberty. By God’s grace, we are working step by step. Throughout this experience, I ended up 

being a resource for others walking down a path they didn’t plan on. 

 

My activism has evolved over time so that I can transfer the skills I’ve learned in my own family 

and use them to serve a broader scope of individuals in a similar situation. I am active in 

educating and helping other parents who have kids with special needs and mental illness 

cope with these struggles and find their way.  

 

A natural progression of my work has led me to pursue professional training in this manner. I am 

DANIELLE KUZNETSOV 

 
American Women’s Organization of Moscow, Russia 

From:  Torrington, Connecticut 

Lives: Moscow, Russia 

Moscow: An Advocate For Youth 
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currently working toward an International Federation of Coaching certification. My niche area 

is the generations following my own, as the rapid changes in technology, societal norms and 

culture have made the art of living wholly much more complex. We are seeing the results of this 

new reality statistically with the rise of anxiety, depression and suicide. I am passionately driven 

to find a way to create a bridge between the old and the new and pass on the practical tools 

needed to balance the Millennial/iY Generation mindset with the core competencies 

necessary for leading a life of purpose and meaning. 

 

With this in mind I am working on a podcast geared toward the Millennial/iY Generation on self-

leadership, self-awareness, and emotional intelligence to help them navigate the ever-rising 

rates of anxiety, depression and suicide ideation. This is a most necessary conversation and one 

I am passionate about. 

 

It would be difficult to quantify the first step I took towards self-discovery and understanding 

how to improve the lives of others. I had a natural bent towards uncovering what makes 

people tick. What may have begun as a hobby to improve my own skills in mothering, being an 

effective wife, and uncovering motivations, habits, development and human behavior 

characteristics has turned into twenty years of continuing education and learning about 

relationships, personal initiative and intentional living. This in turn has become my passion and 

joie de vivre. 

 

The most important 

thing I  have 

discovered in my 

“activism” is that I 

never really felt I 

had a choice in 

advocating for 

those around me. I 

am driven by 

action, and when 

a problem presents 

itself, I see no other 

way to approach 

the issue aside from 

focusing on the 

s o l u t i o n  a n d 

moving towards it. I 

see a lot of inertia 

in the lives of others 

a n d  I  f e e l 

compelled to help guide them from a passive life experience into a more proactive, assertive 

life well-lived. I’ve grown in self-awareness and humility as I become profoundly grateful for the 

opportunities and life experiences which have led me to where I am today. 

 

I had several negative role models as a child and actually didn’t have a positive role model at 

all. The examples around me at that time would be best described as dysfunctional and toxic. I 

grew up in multiple levels of poverty - emotionally, intellectually, spiritually, and financially.  

 

However, when I was in my early 20s a woman walked into my life; she saved me from myself. 

Eleanor parented, mentored, taught and counselled me for 3 years almost on a daily basis. She 

is the reason my marriage is intact and wonderful, my children have turned out well, and the 

reason I have something to offer others. She patiently showed me by example how to live a 

deep life and she helped me grow up to fully own my life and choose my path. Under her 

tutelage, my brain turned on and the passion for learning was ignited. I owe the life I have to 

her first, and then to all the authors who taught me the principles I needed to live the life of my 
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GETTING TO KNOW DANIELLE 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? We live 

the life we choose, so I choose the life I live. I 

am intentional in my choices and active in my 

living. I want to live abundantly and I want my 

life to matter. I believe every person has the 

capacity to have a great life that flows over 

into the lives of others and I want my life to be 

one of those. Eleanor placed a mantle on my 

shoulders as she poured her legacy into me. I 

need to pay that forward. Even though she 

passed away 8 years ago, her voice still speaks 

to me, her wisdom continues to serve me, and 

her love lives on. 

 

If you could interview one “activist”, dead or 

alive, what question would you ask and why? I 

would interview Dr. Temple Grandin. This 

woman was born with a learning and behavior 

disorder categorized in the Autism spectrum. 

With the great gift she was given to never settle 

for less than greatness, she embraced her 

differences and used them to maximize her 

unique potential. She inspires because she 

doesn’t hide who she really is. Instead, she has 

taken her true self to the world and has made 

tremendous inroads in the fields of autism and 

animal science. 

 

What has been your greatest challenge in living 

the life of your dreams? My greatest challenge 

to living the life of my dreams is seeing myself as 

a whole and capable person. I often feel ill-

equipped and “less than” others. I remind 

myself that my greatest challenges are my 

most valuable assets, and if I tap into those 

resources, I am able to push past a perceived 

limitation. Identifying my limiting beliefs like 

“You are late to the game” has really helped 

me hold myself accountable to going after 

what I say I want. Bravery is a journey and 

courage always come before confidence. 

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? There are two 

things I would change: the first is, I would be a 

better listener able to just be with a person 

without trying to fix their problem. And second, 

to be better able to express empathy so others 

feel accepted and loved. 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? My absolute 

favorite indulgence is spending time alone with 

my husband.  

dreams. Going forward, it is no small testimony that I 

hope to have similar influence in the lives of others. 

 

I am most surprised at the fulfillment and satisfaction I 

receive in helping others. This parable explains it better 

than I can: One day, a man was walking along the 

beach, enjoying the morning sun and cool breeze from 

the ocean. Suddenly, far off in the distance, he saw 

what looked like someone dancing. But as he drew 

closer, the man noticed that it was a little girl picking up 

starfish from the shore and tossing them back into the 

ocean. As he approached the girl, he paused for a 

moment, kind of puzzled, then asked, “Young lady – why 

are you throwing starfish into the ocean?” And she 

replied...”Well, the sun is up, and the tide is going out. If I 

leave these starfish on the beach, the sun will dry them 

up and they will die.” And the man said “But there are 

thousands of starfish washed up all along this beach for 

miles! You can’t possibly make a difference!” The young 

girl thought for a moment, then slowly leaned over, and 

carefully picked up another starfish from the sand. And 

with the starfish in hand, she turned to the man and gently said “You may be right, but it’ll make 

a world of difference to this one!” And with that, she reached back and threw the starfish as far 

as she could back into the ocean.  

 

Just like the starfish, I want to make a world of difference to one person at a time. 
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We’ve had a summer 

home in the North 

Carolina mountains 

for years, but it’s so 

much more than a 

home. It’s my 

sanctuary, my retreat, 

my inspiration. It’s a 

place to imagine, to create, to connect with 

nature. I love gathering family and friends there, 

and can already imagine my unborn 

grandchildren enjoying it as well! 

PRISCILLA HEFFELFINGER It is my husband…almost 35 years of 

working together, building a family, 

getting through tough times and 

making wonderful memories. 

Couldn’t ask for a better friend and 

champion!   
DOTTIE WAGLE 

A very simple solitary diamond ring my 

father gave me when I was 16.  His father 

gave it to his mother when he was born.  

It gives me a sense 

of connection to 

“family” and to a 

very determined 

grandmother who 

weathered some 

difficult times.  
LUCY LAEDERICH 

My books. I have a small collection back in the US 

and now here in Spain. There are two books that’ve 

carried with me since my move to Europe:  The Four 

Agreements by Don Miguel Ruiz and Heal Your Body 

by Louise L. Hay. The other is a boundary setting 

book that I’ve left in the 

US. I’ve learned so much 

through books; they are 

eye openers and 

consistent teachers. I 

have transformed my 

life through books.  
LISETTE SANDOVAL 

My most treasured possession if 

anything, is family photographs.  Those 

dating way back to those of my family 

within memory. They tell a tale of what 

it was like back in time, family 

likenesses, memories of growing up 

and memories of raising a family.  My 

life really.   
AGNES MEEKER 

 

My Most Treasured Possession Is…. 

A small Buddha statue from my 

long-time meditation and 

Yoga teacher that she gave 

me from her own “collection.” 

I’ve known her since I was 

twenty years old and am 

grateful every day to have 

met her when I did.  
JENNY CIUCCI 
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I am the eldest of three children raised on 

the island of Antigua by loving family and 

friends. My family have lived and worked in 

Antigua since 1803 on my mother’s side, all 

married to Scots who have been involved 

in the sugar industry including my father 

who came out as an engineer and ended 

up manager of the Antigua Sugar Factory.  

My mother died when I was nine and my 

grandmother was always there for me. My 

grandmother was my role model as a child.   

(More recently my role model has been 

Desmond Nicholson, deceased historian.) 

 

At age 15 I was sent to attend boarding 

school at Morrison’s Academy in Perthshire, 

Scotland. After finishing my education, I went on to secretarial work in Antigua, London and 

Toronto before marrying an American. We lived in the US for 30 years between Minnesota, Illinois 

and Texas, where I raised three children. When they were old enough I returned to work as a 

travel agent, then hotel rep for a hotel in Belize. 

 

My husband retired in 1995 and as promised, we returned to Antigua. It was at this juncture that 

I wanted to give back to the land of my birth and become involved. Not one to remain idle 

and having a base of friends from early days, it was easy for me to make contacts and to be 

accepted. My husband (now 

no longer with us sadly) was 

always very supportive. I 

have no regrets and while in 

good health I see no reason 

to retire to a rocking chair. 

 

With time on my hands I saw 

several areas that I could 

assist with. I contacted an 

organization that was 

reassembling. The St. John 

(Ambulance) Association 

had “health” in their 

mandate and starting a 

hospice also gave the 

organization a boost. Once I 

set myself a goal, I tend to go 

AGNES MEEKER 
 

International Women’s Club of Antigua 

& Barbuda, West Indies 

From: Antigua 

Lives: Antigua 

Antigua: A Caribbean Hospice  
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for it, bulldog style. St. John Hospice, after six years, has become a household word and the 

assistance it has provided has been a boon to many. With a competent Board it should 

continue to provide a service to the terminally ill for many years to come. It is the only hospice 

in the Eastern Caribbean and it is my hope that other islands will follow suit. We have a thrift 

shop alongside which is what funds the hospice. 

 

Today, at the age of 78, I am fortunate to be in good health and continue to assist with the St. 

John Hospice, the Museum of Antigua & Barbuda and anything I can do to catalogue and 

promote the history of the island. I belong to the Golf Club, Horticultural Society and enjoy 

boating and swimming. I am writing three volumes on the sugar plantations of Antigua and I 

am also hoping to see an art museum formed. The three volumes on Plantations of Antigua 

document every place name on the island for the generations to come and puts the history of 

the island in one place. 

 

I have received various awards for my work but it’s the personal thanks of people touched that 

matter the most. Over the years, it has been extremely rewarding and satisfying to know how 

many people “out there” will volunteer for a worthy cause. Fundraising has been the biggest 

challenge, but I have come 

to believe in “when the 

time is right, it will happen,” 

and fortunately, it usually 

does. 

 

The most important thing 

about activism is be true to 

yourself and others. Always 

b e  a c c o u n t a b l e , 

d e p e n d a b l e  a n d 

acknowledge those that 

help. Once you find a need 

look for someone to walk 

the journey with you and 

then just START. Nothing 

ventured, nothing gained. If 

it’s worthwhile it will happen 

and you don’t need to 

have the funds to start. 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Nonprofit-Organization/St-John-Hospice-Antigua-159630520840818/
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GETTING TO KNOW AGNES 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do?  If I have 

a motto it is to try and enjoy life to the fullest 

and to do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you. 

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? Like many I 

am sure, I want to lose 50lbs. 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Drinking 

cocktails at sunset. 

One life is all we have, 
and we live it as we 
believe in living it.  
But to sacrifice what 
you are and to live 
without belief, that is 
fate more terrible than 
dying.  

Joan of Arc 
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I was born in New York City and grew up in Kansas, 

Texas and Saskatoon, Saskatchewan (Canada), 

before heading for Berkeley (BA) and Seattle (ABD – 

PhD all but dissertation). I had an early love for 

acting, and I had several happy years on the stage 

with small parts in television and a couple of movies. 

But really I was supposed to be a French professor – 

my field was the history of French theater – but 

working on my doctoral dissertation, I met my 

French husband and stayed in France, first recycling myself as a teacher of English to French 

executives and a coach for presentations in English.  In 1989, I became a full-time freelance 

translator and retired in 2014. 

 

I have two bilingual, binational children and three grandchildren (and two cats), all living in 

France, so while I have some regrets at leaving the United States, my life has naturally been in 

France. I moved from Paris to Bordeaux in 2011 and have adopted this beautiful city with 

complete enthusiasm! 

 

In 2001 when I was FAWCO president, I was 

contacted by the office of then-Senator Chris Dodd, 

asking for FAWCO’s endorsement of an election 

reform bill. I said we couldn’t support it because it 

didn’t even mention overseas Americans. That got 

me involved in working with his office on what later 

became the Help America Vote Act and, because I 

represented a large non-partisan organization, set 

me on my first trip to Washington urging support for 

provisions in a newly crafted bill that eliminated some 

important barriers to voting from overseas. 

 

Going to Washington for my first time was exciting 

and scary. I had no experience in “lobbying” (a word 

we don’t use in FAWCO!) and was on my own, but 

former FAWCO President Pam Dahlgren was in town 

and agreed to accompany me. We had signatures 

urging adoption of the “Dodd Amendment” from 27 

organizations of overseas Americans, from Chambers 

of Commerce to political parties, and found to our 

surprise that people were very positive and open to 

our “help make it easier for us to vote” message – 

LUCY LAEDERICH 
 

Association of American Women in Europe, Paris, 
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that was all it took after the first couple 

of terrifying appointments. And of 

course, it was tremendously exciting, 

coming out of an office with the all-but

-assurance that the legislator in 

question would vote in our favor! 

 

I “caught the bug,” first learning a 

tremendous amount about how bills 

become law. But then also learning a 

lot about talking to legislators (the 

acting experience may have helped 

here!) and presenting the non-partisan 

face required of anyone who is 

representing FAWCO.    

 

I think my parents taught me that you 

“give back,” so working for an organization that was enriching my life abroad in many ways 

seemed natural. They were committed liberals whose lives as private individuals and 

professionals, in education and social work, were intimately connected – the line between the 

two worlds was never very clear. They taught me that you have to become involved in the world 

around you. Devoting some of my skills and energy to a “cause” important to me without being 

paid for it was really only following in their footsteps. It was a way for me both to continue to 

work for FAWCO and to help others to vote - in my family, voting was hugely important. 

 

My work for FAWCO has been the “civics” class I never had in high school: I’ve learned how an 

idea becomes a law; I’ve learned the power and the dangers of our political party system; I’ve 

had the privilege of working with experts in areas totally foreign to my initially chosen field 

(French literature), like the Uniform Law Commission; over the years I’ve become a better, more 

informed citizen. 

 

Over the years I have had numerous 

FAWCO roles. AAWE: First Vice President 

and President (also New Members - 

Hospitality; “Women’s Outlook” - a support 

group); FAWCO Foundation: Awards Chair; 

Vice President; Advisor); FAWCO: Vice 

President and President (1999-2001). 

 

I am most proud of achieving two related 

things:   

 

• Working (with so many others) to get 

overseas Americans included in the 

2002 Help America Vote Act and 

making the improvements that led to 

the 2010 Military and Overseas Voter 

Empowerment (MOVE) Act. 

 

• Being invited to be an official 

observer for 2 years as the Uniform 

Law Commission drafted and finally 

approved the Uniform Military and 

Overseas Voter Act. I was proud and 

challenged personally but I was also 
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GETTING TO KNOW LUCY 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? 

Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, “As life is 

action and passion, it is required of a man that 

he share in the passion and action of his time, 

lest he be judged not to have lived.” This has 

followed me since I first quoted it in my high 

school valedictory address, and I hope it has 

guided much of what I have done throughout 

my adult life…. 
 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? The history of civilization. We 

have so much to learn from each other! I 

avoided history in school, partly because of 

my awful memory, and now I realize my loss. 
 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? My terrible 

memory, which is only getting worse. 
 

What’s your favorite indulgence? A really 

good movie. 

proud that FAWCO was recognized as a valued participant in that process, alongside the 

legal and military experts doing the actual drafting.  

 

As in the case of the UN team, I think FAWCO has acquired an international dimension and 

reputation with its continued participation in Overseas Americans Week (which FAWCO helped 

start in 2002). People in Washington no longer look blank and say “What/Who?” when we 

introduce ourselves! 

 

FAWCO represents a family to me. The friends I have made in FAWCO are my closest and 

dearest and my work in FAWCO has been the most rewarding of my life. 

 

It’s not all good though. The increasing intransigence of politicians today continues to surprise 

me. It seems to me that dialogue continues to become more and more difficult, so that change 

is harder and harder to effect. There are a lot of dedicated, stubborn people in the world.  

 

I’m more “American” than one might think even after living most of my life abroad.  But that is 

not unusual at all, I think, in the overseas population. I think that because of a few of us like Mary 

Stewart Burgher and Kathy Webster (and in the beginning Phyllis Michaux), “voting” has become 

something that everyone is willing and happy to work for in FAWCO – voter registration drives, 

educating voters and, perhaps one day, should the need arise, doing what it might take to 

protect our voting rights.   

 

There continue to be real threats to overseas voting. The British, for example, can only vote for 

fifteen years after moving abroad and I think many of us would be devastated to have that 

happen to us. 
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I’m the only child of Polish immigrant parents.  

I never thought of them as expats, but I guess 

that’s what they were, as were many of the 

families in our neighbourhood. I inherited my 

father’s love of travel and was lucky to see 

many places in the US, Canada, as well as 

Europe before graduating from high school.   

 

My first job after graduating with a master’s 

degree in Environmental Engineering was for 

the Occupational Health and Safety Products 

division of 3M Canada. As a tech service rep, 

I flew across Canada working with reps and 

customers. Once married with children, I 

moved into pharmaceuticals both in marketing and sales, and stayed closer to home.     

 

Our first overseas posting was to England in 1992. Although I gave up paid work, I found ways to 

keep busy in the community by volunteering at the children’s school and setting up a Moms’ 

hiking group. The next posting was to Singapore in 1999, then England again from 2002 to 2006.   

 

During our first year in Singapore I 

was looking for something to do 

with my teenage daughters for 

Spring Break. In the school 

newspaper, I'd read about 

teachers who went to Cambodia 

to build houses for families in 

communities devastated by years 

of genocide under Pol Pot and 

the Khmer Rouge. Would it be 

possible for us to go, too? Sure, 

they said. So, in March of 2000, off 

we went to Cambodia. In a single 

day, working in very hot and 

humid conditions, we built a 

house for a family who'd had 

nothing. These people were so 

incredibly thrilled and grateful, I 

will remember that moment all my 

YOLANDA HENRY  

 

FAUSA, Canada 

From: Windsor, Ontario, Canada 

Lives: Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario, 

Canada (Formerly in Singapore and Surrey, 

England) 

Canada: Building Homes In Cambodia 
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life. And the next day, it happened again. Another 

family, another home. The experience changed me. I 

knew others who would love to do this too, and so 

began my relationship with Tabitha and volunteer 

house-building.  

 

My father had been a good role model for me and 

was the one who taught me to work with my hands so 

the idea of building houses wasn’t scary for me. I 

always fixed my bike, put a new roof on our garage. I 

never felt constrained by gender roles. Also, it was the 

70s and the world was changing.  

 

Tabitha has now been a big part of my life for nearly 

20 years, and today I am the volunteer Chair of the 

Tabitha Foundation Canada. It’s like a part-time job, 

but one that I am happy to do because I know the 

results of my work can change the lives of so many for 

the better. For example, 54 families have roofs over 

their heads, and thousands of other Cambodians now 

have access to clean water. Through fundraising 

events, speaking engagements, and the sale of Tabitha’s silk products, I’ve raised awareness in 

my community, within FAUSA and also FAWCO. This year I received the Paul Harris Award from 

my local Rotary Club in recognition of my volunteer work with Tabitha. The more people know 

about what Tabitha can do, the better. 

 

I’m not shy to ask for anything when it comes to Tabitha.  Tabitha’s well program was the first 

FAWCO Target Project and received about $135,000. A few years earlier, the wells were the 

recipient of a development grant from The FAWCO Foundation. Working with a small, grass roots 

NGO, it’s a struggle to raise the kind of awareness and the funds that large, multinational NGOs 

are able to get.   

 

Tabitha has introduced me to so many wonderful like-minded people and allowed me to make 

new friends. One teenager in particular stands out, who said to his parents in the midst of a 

build, “This is the best holiday ever!” Other volunteers went on to lead their own teams. One 

woman started her own 

charity in Cambodia, 

sharing her passion for the 

written word with young 

Cambodian students.   

She’s also published two 

novels set in Cambodia. 

 

So, if you want to get 

involved in something like 

this, remember you just 

need to take the first step.  

Sometimes you don’t even 

realize it’s a first step. I’d 

have never imagined that 

a week’s holiday would 

turn into a lifetime 

commitment to helping 

the poorest in Cambodia.   

https://www.tabitha-cambodia.org/
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GETTING TO KNOW YOLANDA 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? “I can 

make a difference”. I truly feel that. I can pick 

up that phone, 

or write that 

email. I can just 

say yes, and 

hope that others 

will too. 

 

If you could 

interview one 

“activist”, dead 

or alive, what 

question would 

you ask and 

w hy?  Ra lp h 

Nader – a 

p r o m i n e n t 

activist in my 

early years, I’d 

ask him what made him think that he alone 

could make a difference. I’m curious to know 

the turning point in his campaign for better 

quality by car makers.   

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? My age. So 

much to do, so little time, and I’m not a spring 

c h i c k e n 

anymore when it 

c o m e s  t o 

w i e l d i n g  a 

h a m m e r  o r 

c l i m b i n g  a 

l a d d e r  i n 

Cambodia. 

 

What’s your 

f a v o r i t e 

i n d u l g e n c e ? 

Can golf be 

considered an 

indulgence? I 

love to play and 

I love to win. If 

not, then it 

would have to be gelato – any flavour as long 

as it has caramel in it. 

   

Maybe the adults have 
gotten used to saying, “it 
is what it is,” but if us 
students have learned 
anything, it’s that if you 
don’t study, you will fail.  
And in this case if you 
actively do nothing, people 
will continually end up 
dead, so it’s time to start 
doing something. - 
Emma Gonzalez 
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http://www.followdarrowrealestate.com/
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I was born in Bonn as the first of four children to an 

English mother and a German father. Since my 

father was in the military, I spent most of my 

childhood abroad. We moved four or five times 

before I started school, and I went to school in 

Prague, Bonn, Rome and Berlin.  

 

My first four years of school were spent in Prague, 

where my father was the first West German military 

attaché. My siblings and I attended an 

international school with an American curriculum 

in a very international, mostly English-speaking 

community. This meant that our written German, in 

particular, was a little rusty, so we all had to do 

extra practicing to get ready to go into German 

schools when we got “home.”  

 

After a few more years in Bonn and Rome, we 

moved to Berlin after the reunification of Germany. My father, who had specialized in East-

West relations, was charged with organizing the decampment of the Soviet forces from Berlin. 

This was a very interesting time in Berlin – and it also felt very international to me through my 

father’s work and the British Officers’ Club we joined, where a lot of the British, American and 

international community gathered at the time.  

 

After finishing school in Berlin, I studied law in Freiburg 

and Bonn and worked as an attorney in a law firm in 

Berlin that specialized in victim protection and social 

law. In 2004, I moved to Cologne with my husband and 

worked for an academy where I was in charge of legal 

issues as well as organizing events, conferences and 

seminars. Our children were born in 2005, 2007 and 

2008. Since then, I have been at home with them, 

enjoying this intensive time together. 

 

Now that my children are in school and I have some 

spare time in the mornings, I have taken up various 

volunteer activities in the community, my 

neighborhood and our childrens’ schools.  

 

I visit an elderly lady in my neighborhood once or twice 

a week: she has no remaining relatives and is therefore 

often lonely and needs some help. Depending on her 

needs, sometimes we just sit together and chat, or we 

go for a walk, shop for groceries or go to the doctor.  

KATRIN THÜRBACH 
 

American International Women’s Club of 

Cologne, Germany 

From: Bonn, Germany 

Lives: Cologne, Germany 

Germany: Support For Those In Need 
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At my children’s school, I have established a small string orchestra that rehearses once per week 

and enables some of the kids to have their first experiences of playing music together. We 

participate in the school’s celebrations and give one little concert every year. At Christmas time, 

we also try to bring music to different places. Last year, for example, we played in a church 

service in a nursing home as well as in a refugee camp. The latter two events included a nice 

afternoon of singing and enjoying tea and cookies with the residents. Besides leading the 

orchestra, I volunteer in the school library once a week and have a reading hour every two 

weeks. I enjoy encouraging the children to read and seeing the outcome over the years.  

 

In our church community, I serve in the presbytery and am in charge of children’s services. Twice 

a year, we also organize a “Kids’ Bible Day” with a stage play of a Bible story and lots of games, 

crafting and fun. In the summer holidays, together with our pastor, I organize and facilitate a 

three-week youth camp for up to fifty 12‒17-year olds. During the fall school holidays, we also 

hold a one-week youth camp for our confirmands (up to 50); in November, we organize a 

weekend for up to 50 younger children, with a lot of singing, crafting, games and campfire.  

 

Since 2015, when a large number of refugees came to Cologne and several refugee camps 

were established, I have also been engaged in meeting and integration work. Once a week, I 

take care of the children in a refugee camp while their mothers attend German lessons given by 

other volunteers.  

 

I have also organized game afternoons, clothing 

bazaars (we collect clothing at the children’s 

schools and distribute it for free in the camp), 

theatre afternoons and a visit to the Cologne 

Cathedral for the families of the camp.  

 

At Christmas time, I decided to organize a 

“Christmas Wish Tree” in both of my children’s 

schools. We put stars on the trees on which kids 

from the refugee camp had written down their 

names, ages and what they would like to do for 

an afternoon with a German child of the same 

age.  Each of our kids then chose a refugee child 

of their age with similar interests, with whom they 

would spend an afternoon. In order to make the 

process easier for everyone, I organized a get-

together afternoon at school for all the kids, with 

games, crafting and refreshments. The families 

used the afternoon to plan their outings together. 

Some went to the zoo; some went ice skating, 

played soccer, baked cakes or cooked together, 

had a picnic, went to the theatre, went for a walk 

or to the playground; some went to the family’s 

home and had tea and played games …. I 

suppose every afternoon was different! Some families got along so well that they have stayed in 

touch and met up again for further activities.  

 

My own family has become especially involved with two refugee families ‒ one from Syria and 

one from Afghanistan ‒ who have kids about the ages as ours. We have supported them in 

finding homes and good schools for their children and involving them in our everyday life. For 

example, one of the girls comes to swimming lessons with my girls. Another goes to and from 

school with us, and the girls have spent lots of afternoons together. We found a soccer group for 

the boy and kindergarten for the smaller kids. When the families found their own apartments, I 

helped them find furniture and all they needed for their home through our refugee help network, 

and I helped them move in.  
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Moving into their new apartments 

once they finally found them ‒ with 

hardly any belongings and very little 

money ‒ was actually a great 

challenge for many of the refugee 

families. Through the big network 

that we established, we were able 

to help a lot of families find 

everything that was urgently 

needed (beds, mattresses, covers, 

bed linens, clothes, tables and 

chairs, wardrobes, towels, dishes, 

glasses and cutlery, ovens, fridges, 

and sometimes even carpets) in a 

very short time.  

 

Sometimes people ask me why I do 

all this. Well, I grew up in a 

community where it was natural to contribute in one way or another ‒ caring for the elderly and 

the needy, helping children develop. Since having my own children, I often think about what I 

would wish for the world they will grow up into, and what role models we ought to be for them.  

 

The first contribution I made was to visit an elderly lady once or twice a week while I was 

studying in Bonn. At that time, I missed my grandmother in Berlin a lot and was sorry I couldn’t 

visit her more regularly. One day, I read in the newspaper that the Red Cross was looking for 

volunteers to spend some time with lonely elderly people, and I liked the thought of spending 

some nice hours with an elderly lady in Bonn ‒ and that some nice student might like to spend 

some time with my grandmother in Berlin. The second part didn’t quite work out, but anyway, I 

met a very nice old lady, who was confined to a wheelchair and lived on the second floor 

without an elevator, meaning she couldn’t leave the house without help. Her very kind and 

caring daughter could only come and see her on 

the weekends and was very relieved to hear that 

someone would come and see her mother once 

or twice a week. We went for walks (mostly to the 

cemetery, where she wanted to visit her 

husband’s grave) and bought the groceries she 

needed, I read the newspaper to her, and we 

had a lot of good talks.  

 

Over the years I have become more grateful for 

things we all tend to take for granted: peace, 

health, freedom, a home, a caring family, always 

enough to eat and drink and access to 

everything our children might need. Small acts 

that are easy to do can make such a difference 

and have such an impact on the lives of children, 

the elderly, refugee families ‒ and also on oneself.  

 

I am happy when I see the old lady smiling when 

she opens the door, or when I think about the 

refugee families whose kids are at our schools, 

who have found good language courses and 

apartments where they can live in peace. I 

treasure many interesting conversations I have 

had with families in the camp, and relaxed and 

carefree hours spent together. Several families 
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GETTING TO KNOW KATRIN 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? I don´t 

have a specific motto, but I do believe in the 

very simple saying that many small people in 

many small places who do many small things 

can alter the face of the world. I think every 

one of us can make a difference, and I always 

try to remember that I can have an impact on 

other people’s lives and wellbeing. I also like 

the saying “never make judgements about 

shoes you are not in” - and try to remind myself  

of this from time to time.  

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? My husband 

says: be as patient and caring towards him as I 

am towards all the other people I care for 

every day!  

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Singing, 

playing the cello and reading a good book.  

 

have told me that these times were 

the first moments that felt like they had 

“normal” everyday lives again – 

something that most of these people 

are especially longing for. 

 

I love performing music with my 

elementary school children, who are 

experiencing ensemble music for the 

first time and are so proud. I also enjoy 

the youth and children’s camps, and 

wish I had experienced that sort of 

camp when I was young. It is 

wonderful to see how this brings kids 

and youngsters together, and to 

experience over the years that 

precious and lasting friendships 

develop from these inspiring weeks. 

 

I have always been fond of kind-hearted and open-minded people. I also have a special 

admiration and respect for Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a pastor who was active in the resistance to the 

Nazi regime and publicly argued that the church had a responsibility to act against the 

persecution of the Jews.  He had so much backbone and courage and such a strong faith. 

During this time, he also wrote extensively on subjects of theological interest, and continued to 

do so when he was arrested and imprisoned by the Nazis. In his Letters and Papers from Prison, he 

writes: “There remains an experience of incomparable value. We have for once learned to see 

the great events of world history from below, from the perspective of the outcasts, the suspects, 

the maltreated ‒ in short, from the perspective of those who suffer. Mere waiting and looking on 

is not Christian behavior. Christians are called to compassion and to action.” He also wrote 

beautiful poems while he was in prison that were meant to comfort his parents in case he was 

sentenced to death ‒ which he eventually was.  

 

I talk to a lot of people, mostly about refugee work and spending time with elderly people, who 

say they would really like to get involved, but don’t know how. I can only encourage everyone 

to just take the first step. I simply went to our closest refugee camp, talked to the management 

and asked what was needed most. I started off by looking after the children … everything else 

developed from there. I got to know the families and their needs, and over time I developed a 

sense for what would help the most. The same applies for nursing homes, church communities 

and schools ‒ just go and ask. Help is needed everywhere, and you will find out what fits you 

once you get there. The first step is not as difficult as it seems.  
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By the time I arrived in New York on March 11th, 

2018, I was just happy I had arrived safely, found 

my Airbnb host and checked out the metro for 

the next day to get to Manhattan on time to pick 

up my CSW 62 pass. I can’t tell you HOW excited 

and overwhelmed I was just by the thought of 

attending this huge women’s conference in a 

gigantic city which I had never been to on my 

own… Once I got my pass, I found my way to the 

UN building without problem as there were so 

many women who were obviously going to the 

same place. I felt so privileged to be part of 

something extremely important, something that was bigger than each of us when I went inside. 

 

But how did I come to participate in CSW62 in NYC? 

 

I need to take you back to July 2014 in Mumbai, 

where my FAWCO experience began when I met a 

smiling Meenakshi Advani, who welcomed new 

members of AWC (now ACIW) to Mumbai. I had just 

arrived in the city and was looking for people with 

whom I could share what was an overwhelming 

experience. This was especially true for me as I had 

moved there from a little village with a population of 

260 (no that is not a typo, there really are only two 

hundred and sixty residents!) in the north of Germany. I 

had two amazing and unforgettable years until we 

had to move again, this time to Sweden. Mumbai, 

with its unique beat, will have a special place in our 

(my husband’s and mine) hearts forever. 

 

Anyway, while I was in India, in 2017, AWC Mumbai 

hosted FAWCO’s Biennial Conference. So, I was able 

to attend my first ever FAWCO conference in a city 

that had captured my heart and the short version is 

FAWCO Fever caught me… At the conference I went 

to a session called “FAWCO and the UN – Laurie 

KAREN BOEKER 
 

American Women’s Club of Denmark 

From: Lübeck, Germany 

Lives: Helsingborg, Sweden 

FAWCO members have new experiences through their membership all the time.  We thought it 

would be interesting to hear about these in Inspiring Women. These stories are about or from 

women, often new to expat life, who have something to tell us. Karen Boeker attended the 62nd 

Commission on the Status of Women meetings (CSW62) with the FAWCO delegation. She tells us 

about the experience: 

First Take: CSW 62 In New York 

http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw62-2018
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Richardson” and it was SOOOO interesting… I 

had visited the UN building in NYC before and 

now I was able to listen to someone who 

actually worked with the UN. I simply couldn’t 

get enough information. 

 

So, here I was, March 2018, standing in front of 

the UN building among thousands of women 

from all over the world to report and to get 

information about “Rural women and girls” or, 

to give you the official conference blurb: The 

62nd session of the United Nations Commission 

on the Status of Women (CSW62), the UN’s 

largest gathering on gender equality, took 

place at the United Nations Headquarters in 

New York from 12 – 23 March 2018 and focused 

on the theme “Challenges and opportunities in 

achieving gender equality and the 

empowerment of rural women and girls”. 

 

On this first Monday the FAWCO ladies met up 

in a café inside the UN headquarters. There was 

time enough to have a quick lunch and 

exchange some tips on how to make the most 

of CSW62. Laurie Richardson, FAWCO’s UN 

Liaison, provided some valuable information for us “greenhorns”, recommending that we start 

every day by attending the morning briefing at UN Headquarters. This one-hour briefing gave an 

overview about what was about to happen throughout the day and updates on the official 

sessions of UN representatives. In addition to that every attendee was free to speak up for a 

cause she or he believed was valid to mention in this forum. 

 

After those morning briefings, you started your day by attending sessions, workshops, advocacy 

trainings, little exhibitions and, and, and… With two apps (NGO CSW62 Forum handbook and UN 

women CSW62 side events) you were able to find your way around the over 600 different events. 

 

As a first-time attendee, I was deeply impressed by the spirit of the conference. So many women 

(and a quite fair amount of interested men) came together to find out how it would be possible 

to improve the lives of hundreds of thousands of rural girls and women: prepared, passionate 

and peaceful – interested, inspired and inspiring. As you can imagine, I could use a lot more 

adjectives to describe the special atmosphere of this conference… Women and men of all ages 

were so engaged: there were teenagers accompanying their mothers, aunts, teachers, and 

seniors using their valuable time to spread the word and share their life experience to energize all 

– this is really sending out a sense of hope (in my opinion). 

 

There isn’t space to describe every single session I attended. Therefore, I will just share some 

experiences that impressed me deeply: 

 

 SIENNA MILLER: I’d like to encourage you to use 10 minutes of your time to watch the 

speech of Sienna Miller who was invited there by UN Women and The Guardian 

newspaper. She shared her thoughts on “Challenges faced by women in the media” on 

March 16th, 2018 at the UN headquarters. https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=YUJnoxxmr18 

 

 TOWNHALL MEETING: A highlight in itself: This is a meeting with UN Secretary-General António 

Guterres, with members of civil society. If you’d like to review the whole session, here are 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUJnoxxmr18
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUJnoxxmr18
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two links to do so. https://www.facebook.com/UNWebTV/videos/1880830805262461/  or  

https://twitter.com/UNWebTV/status/973611526627106816 

 

António Guterres was introduced by Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, the current Executive 

Director of UN Women, who was very impressive. When asked why we still don’t have a 

woman in the position of the UN Secretary-General, Ms. Mlambo-Ngcuka answered 

something to the effect: Well, at least we have a feminist in this position now.  

 

The answers SG Guterres gave to questions put to him at the Townhall Meeting were 

fantastic. If you don’t find the time to watch the whole session, I recommend watching his 

answer to this question: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZFSOE2wUx6k 

 

 WIDOWHOOD: Another challenge I was made aware of for the first time in my life was 

widowhood. I had never really given this issue much thought before, other than seeing it as 

a personal tragedy for the woman. I learned that there is so much more related to it for so 

many women all over the world. You can hear more here: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=vUM5C2f_b5M. In another session I heard a young woman, Sephiny Smart, speak 

up for widows, giving a passionate three-minute impromptu speech on this topic. It was 

quite impressive to see how eloquently she delivered her thoughts and encouraged the 

audience to recognize widowhood as something we need to keep an eye on – way 

beyond the personal grief involved. 

 

 ROLE OF MEDIA IN GENDER EQUALITY: The Baha'i International Community hosted a side 

event entitled “The Role of Media in Advancing Gender Equality.” It was a mostly, but not 

entirely, happy and funny event where three panellists spoke about the media and gender 

equality, referring to their own field of the media.  

First, Mary Darling, CEO and co-owner of WestWind Pictures, spoke about the Canadian 

television comedy Little Mosque on the 

Prairie. The series focuses on the Muslim 

community in the fictional prairie town 

of Mercy, Saskatchewan. The main 

locations are the local mosque, 

presided over by imam Amaar Rashid 

and located in the rented parish hall of 

the town's Anglican church, and 

Fatima's Café, a downtown diner run 

by Fatima Dinssa. 

The second speaker made a deep 

impression on me by speaking about 

her personal journey. I think it is worth 

quoting here what she said: “When we 

speak about gender, women and 

media, we are speaking about stories, 

we are speaking about language and 

we are speaking about the great 

responsibility of reflecting truth through 

the medium of media. We become 

who we are in part through and 

because of the stories we are told 

about ourselves, as girls, as women 

and as human beings… At this 62nd 

Commission on the Status of Women, it 

is timely to look at the role media plays 

https://www.facebook.com/UNWebTV/videos/1880830805262461/
https://twitter.com/UNWebTV/status/973611526627106816
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZFSOE2wUx6k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vUM5C2f_b5M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vUM5C2f_b5M
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WestWind_Pictures
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Mosque_on_the_Prairie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Mosque_on_the_Prairie
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in the empowerment of women and girls. We can ask questions about the processes that 

lead to damaging portrayals of women in film and television, about the nature of the 

content created and the need for greater representation of women in roles of production, 

and how these are all connected.” 

The third speaker was Masih Alinejad, who is well known due to her hashtag “My stealthy 

freedom” (campaign against compulsory hijab).  

 

Apart from these sessions that I have described briefly, there so was much more happening. I 

could tell you about the other FAWCO ladies who attended CSW, the pleasant evening we 

spent at a member’s home in Manhattan, the conversations we had, the fact that one FAWCO 

delegate brought both her son and teenage daughter along. But I will end with this: At my very 

first Morning Briefing on the Tuesday, I sat next to a lady and while waiting we started to talk. 

Guess what: She was a delegate from the Swedish UN Association and lives in Gothenburg just 

230 km north of our place in Sweden, where I now live. We talked several times during this 

extraordinary week, spent the Saturday together discovering NYC and will visit each other soon 

because we managed to stay in touch. It’s a small world.  

 

But – of course – the amazing experience of attending 

CSW contradicts the small world concept too. Our world 

is huge, with thousands of conflicts big and small, with 

inconsistent opinions and different beliefs. And despite 

the fact that we can communicate with people in every 

corner of the globe with a click of a button, the United 

Nations organization shows every day again and again 

that there is no easy way to negotiate and live with each 

other in friendship and peace. But I really felt that this 

CSW conference showed that it is worth trying. 

Don’t compromise yourself.  You’re all 
you’ve got. – Janis Joplin 
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I come from a long line of family members who were 

ACTIVISTS WITHOUT LABELS. “In the Old Days” people 

helped people, because it was the proper thing to do.  

As a child I observed my family helping their own 

family members, neighbors and the outer communities 

as well. I learned that I was to be considerate and to 

participate. Caring for others was just a given in my 

family’s life. 

 

In 1977, I married a wonderful Colombian man and left 

for a life of adventure in Bogotá, Colombia. I soon 

discovered many situations that just cried out for 

attention. Shortly afterwards, I found the American 

Women’s Club of Bogotá, AWC, and another world opened up. I discovered the wonderful 

world of Volunteerism!  

 

I never knew there were SO MANY different areas of need. Coming from the United States of 

America and coming from the family I did, it was very easy for me to begin the adventure. I also 

discovered that while helping others, I was distracted from my own discomforts and longings.  

Volunteering was great therapy! 

 

In 1989, a small group of AWC Volunteers, led by Mary McCormick took a Christmas Party and 

lunch to the Asociación De Parapléjicos No Pensionados (APNOP.) It was such a pleasure to 

work with them and at the end of the party, they applauded us with their atrophied hands and 

that became the arrow through my heart! I was voted President of the American Women’s Club 

of Bogotá for the first time in 1992. The AWC approved helping APNOP with a donation to 

enable them to print hand-painted Christmas cards and sell them in the community and that 

was the beginning of my adventure 

with APNOP. 

 

I had a vision of a ranch style rehab 

center for paraplegic and 

quadriplegic patients. In my vision it  

would be an ecological park that 

would have housing, training, food  

and animals all on the same 

grounds. Each of those sections 

would help to make this project 

able to sustain itself. 

 

• The housing enables the 

patient and a companion to 

CINDY PEREIRA 

 
American Women’s Club of Bogotá, 

Columbia 
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Lives: Bogotá, Colombia 

Colombia: Helping Para/Quadriplegics 
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share a room. 

• The companion, if able, can pay the determined fees for both OR work on the ranch in 

exchange.  

• Training is for the patient AND the companion, if the companion is the spouse or parent. 

• Food (vertical gardens, elevated organic & hydroponic planting, etc.) would be produced 

by the patient and companion. 

• Animals (verified to have calming affects on patients) would serve as mascots and/or food.  

Patients and companions would also work this area. 

 

After organizing this idea on paper, it was so easy to go 

after it! The hard part was that society was already stuck 

in their staunch prejudices. Over the years I have spoken 

with 3 different Presidential administrations, mayors, 

governors and other politicians just to be graciously 

turned down time after time. However, things have been 

changing and I still maintain hope and continue to work. 

 

Today I am the Coordinator of a group of men and 

women who have different conditions of paraplegia and 

quadriplegia. I have worked with APNOP, for close to 30 

years now. They are incredibly talented patient, and 

grateful people who have basically been thrown to 

destiny’s whim. Being that they are very complicated 

patients in a Third World country and neither their families nor their country can supply all the 

needs they have, it was my decision to volunteer and advocate on their behalf. I sincerely 

believe that with education and guidance for patients and family members in these situations, 

we can indeed provide a definite, respectable and fulfilling life that allows them to support 

themselves and their families and remove themselves from the precarious situations with 

government housing, if they should be that fortunate… 

 

My Mother was my role model when I was growing up. Even though she did not know how to 

sew, when I needed something for my school club, she would whip it up and when I needed to 

be taken someplace and we’d get lost, she would say, “we’re not lost, we’re sight-seeing!” and 

when Dad wasn’t around and I needed something fixed, Mom would fix it and say, “Your Mom 

can do ANYTHING!” I believed her, because she always did… 

 

Today my role models are all the strong and courageous men and women who go on day after 

day, struggling to keep families together in this world that seems to have no logic, and people 

working to get projects together for situations they cannot even relate to, and single mothers or 

fathers doing it all on their own and 

government officials with strong family 

values that are not able to make a 

stand for their beliefs.  I see heroes 

and role models everywhere I look. 

 

I tried to raise my children to be 

considerate and conscientious of 

people who had special needs no 

matter what. I tried to help them 

understand that we are so privileged, 

living in two countries and having so 

many blessings in our lives. I tried to 

teach them to help when they could, 

whenever they could and not to wait 

to be asked. 
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I must say, that it is truly surprising to see how society talks about inclusion but does not live it. I 

seek help because the needs of these people are not met. Our vital help can and will change 

their lives and relieve pressure from governmental responsibilities as well.  Self-sufficient spinal 

cord injury patients would not be cast away from their families and they would not need to seek 

government housing if they were trained and could have micro-businesses in their homes. 
 

I have discovered that activism, volunteering, advocating requires an inexplicable passion from 

within. It is birthed from a dream and dreams are great but not everyone shares your dream. This 

passion is the fuel you need to keep on going when you are tired or feel defeated or you feel 

alone in your struggle. I have also discovered that others consider me a leader, when I would call 

myself a worker bee. I have discovered that I was so much more capable than I ever thought I 

was. I have discovered the joy in serving others mysteriously elevates you. 

 

I still have not accomplished what I had in my head and heart to do, and for that I am very sorry.  

But I have been told that I have given them so much over the years. I know that since 1992 our 

small volunteer group has given the people of APNOP companionship, training in work and 

financial skills, supplied materials for them to work with and they have indeed mastered many 

artisan crafts and sold them. We have provided Godly words of encouragement, and taken 

them to TV shows using the school buses from local schools, taken them on long walks to parks 

and shopping malls, we have taken them to resorts and even taken them swimming with the 

help of one of our strong male volunteers.  We have taken them on outings that they never 

dreamed of. 

 

The bottom line was to encourage them to feel important and valuable both individually and as 

a group. I wanted to teach them not to be afraid of opening up to others and to never lose 

hope. Confidence, excellence and 

persistence:  we have that in us but we 

must learn to live it. 

 

I would like to invite all who are reading 

this article to stop and reflect for a 

moment on how blessed you are, how 

much you have and in reality, all the 

excess you have. Now stop and think 

about sincerely sharing what you have 

with strangers… If you think about 

sharing with your best friend, you would 

not think twice. But it is so rewarding 

when you do something for someone 

you don’t even know and who truly 

needs the support. If you have a 

dream, great, I encourage you to 

chase it. If you do not have a dream, I 

invite you to come and join us in fulfilling our dream. Can you see it? Picture an eco-rehab ranch, 

out in the open, with life changing experiences for spinal cord injury patients who need so much 

and appreciate every little thing. We have what they need, so let us work together and create 

something beautiful. 

GETTING TO KNOW CINDY 

If you could interview one “activist”, dead or 

alive, what question would you and why? I 

would love to interview Craig H. Neilsen of the 

Craig H. Neilsen Foundation, who himself 

became a quadriplegic and whose 

foundation is a huge supporter in the areas of 

spinal  cord  injury research on the translational 

 

spectrum as well as scientific research projects 

in behavioral, social and psychological factors 

affecting people with spinal cord Injuries. They 

also have medicine fellowships, and then 

close to my heart is a program which is called 

Creating Opportunity and Independence. 
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I would ask him how to go about changing the 

attitudes of people who are resistant to helping 

support a project that they feel negative 

towards or feel they cannot relate to. Even 

though everyone congratulates me on my 

work, I have come upon many impasses when 

it actually comes to receiving the help. 
 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? If I could 

magically change one thing about myself it 

would be to be more focused on the major 

things and not care so much about the 

peripherals. I seem to care too much about too 

much! I like to spread the love! 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? My favorite 

indulgence is having a picnic on the rocks at 

the Yaak River in Montana. Being in the 

mountains, sitting on the rocks with the water 

splashing, feeling the warm sun on my body, 

seeing a beautiful blue sky with white fluffy 

clouds…that is my interpretation of medicine! 
 

Want to be sure you see the 

next issue of Inspiring Women 

as soon as it comes out?  Click 

here to have it sent directly to 

your mailbox!  Or scan the QR 

code. 

As a 7-year-old child, I saw the wall being erected. No one - although it 
was a stark violation of international law - believed at the time that one 
ought to intervene militarily in order to protect citizens of the GDR, and 
the consequence of that-namely, to live in the lack of freedom for many, 
many years.  Angela Merkel 

https://www.fawco.org/about/publications/inspiring-women
https://www.fawco.org/about/publications/inspiring-women
https://www.fawco.org/about/publications/inspiring-women
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I grew up in Hungary in the capital city of Budapest. I 

always loved reading history books and biographies 

of famous people. My parents were museum-lovers, 

so we visited all of the museums in Budapest during 

our school years. I enjoyed spending my summers in 

the countryside at my grandparents’ house with my 

sister.  I went on to study Economics and Foreign 

Languages (Russian, German, English, Latin) at 

Kulkereskedelmi Főiskola’s Evening College while 

working almost 8 years at the advertising agency JV 

MAHÍR/ Young and Rubicam.  

 

Then in 1981 I got married and moved to the 

Netherlands with my Dutch husband. I set up my 

own advertising agency in 1982, IM Media and 

Publicity, and worked with Eastern European markets promoting the products of Dutch 

multinationals. My husband worked at GE and we became expats living in the US, India and 

South Korea, together with our children, for almost 10 years. 

 

It was during these years that my activist life started. First, I was a volunteer at the American 

Embassy School in New Delhi and was the chairperson of the annual International Food Festival, 

whose proceeds went towards supporting local charities. I was also president of the GLOW for 1 

year (Global League of Women). Our aim at GLOW was to create cultural awareness between 

different nationalities and build bridges while learning about different religions in India. I was also 

involved in a number of other projects during this time. 

 

When we moved to Seoul I 

continued with my volunteer 

work via the school, the 

American Women’s Club 

(organizing charity balls) and 

at the Seoul International 

Women‘s Association. SIWA 

s u p p o r t e d  4 0  l o c a l 

orphanages financially with 

the income from the SIWA 

Bazar, contributing to the 

wellbeing of the orphanages. 

 

When we returned to Holland I 

continued, alongside my job, 

to support things like Stichting 

Jaipur, set up by Gon Uppal. 

MAGDA HONFFY 

 
American Women’s Club of Antwerp, Belgium 

From: Budapest, Hungary 

Lives: near Antwerp, Belgium 

Belgium: Raising Money To Help Others 
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The foundation financed school fees in public schools for girls and helped finance a shelter for 

homeless children in Jaipur, 

Rajasthan, India. 

 

My husband left GE and we were 

posted to Belgium with his Swiss 

employer; again, I continued my 

volunteer work. This time I took on 

the role of Chairperson of the 

Sponsorship Committee for the 

biannual International Day events 

(I’ve been doing that for 10 years 

now). The income from the 

International Day events supports 

six different local charities. 

 

In 2007 I started working at the 

Antwerp International School but 

still kept up with my charitable 

work within the school. For 

example, I collected Sinterklaas gifts for refugee children and I organized two charity balls 

(Spring Banquet, Diwali Gala). 

 

In 2011 I was nominated as a member of the AIS Board of Directors and served on the Board for 

6 years. During this time, I organized a charity gala in 2016 supporting cancer research at UZA 

(University Hospital Antwerp). The Art Auction raised 43,000 Euros for their revolutionary dendritic 

cell treatment. This year our General Auction in March, which supports AIS’s STEM project, 

managed to create an 110,000 Euro fund for this academic project. Currently I am helping the 

University Hospital of Antwerp fundraising team to find new sponsors for their recent brain tumor 

research, which is focused on children. Our first sponsorship dinner is coming up soon. 

  

It was our stay in India that triggered me to get involved; I saw the need for change and 

decided to do something about it. Charitable activities became number 1 priorities for many 

international organizations in the 90s. The expat community in India was very much aware of the 

needs and wanted to create positive changes. I just rolled into it. Positive activism will always be 

needed, not only in less developed countries, that’s why I am still involved in it today. 

 

I was always strongly 

motivated to connect with 

others especially in need. I 

believe my empathy is what 

drove me to become a 

member of AWCA in 1984. I 

heard about AWCA’s 

philanthropic activities from a 

Chinese friend, Mary Kwok. I 

decided I wanted to be part 

of a club that was offering 

m e m b e r s  m e a n i n g f u l 

volunteer opportunities in 

Belgium. Then when I moved 

to Delhi I joined AWCA right 

away. I also became 

m e m b e r  o f  o t h e r 
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GETTING TO KNOW MAGDA 

What personal motto do you live by and how 

does it affect what you do/don’t do? My 

personal motto is that the knowledge of each 

other’s or other’s culture leads to friendships 

and understanding. My second motto is: 

Carpe Diem. 

 

If you were stranded on a desert island, which 

would you rather have with you: The Bible, the 

complete works of Shakespeare or the history 

of civilization? The history of civilization, to 

learn how we evolved during thousands of 

years, how dominant civilizations shaped other 

societies. Those systems of ideas persist and 

transform world civilizations now. I believe that 

to understand geopolitical issues of today you 

need to be aware of the history of the past.  

 

Reading about the Roman or Greek Empire, 

we realize how civilizations can rise and fall. 

 

What one thing would you change about 

yourself if you magically could? I would like to 

be more influential to attract a much a larger 

crowd in order to make our world a better 

place. I am an idealist. When I was a child I 

had many dreams; one of them was not to 

have any poor people on the planet. I know it 

is a utopia. 

 

What’s your favorite indulgence? Spending 

time with my children and with their partners, 

maybe with a dinner in Amsterdam together 

or a week’s holiday somewhere and I would 

be over the moon. 

organizations as I felt the responsibility when I witnessed problems to do something about it. I 

have donated my time to support my passion: helping people in need. 

 

My grandmothers and my mother were my role models. Later Mother Theresa and Princess Di 

both inspired me very much. I had the privilege to meet them in person in India. My favorite 

musician, Michael Jackson, also inspired me big time. There are many role models in the world 

(in Yemen, in Afghanistan, in South America and so on) and many are still active in India.  

 

Over the years, the most important thing I have discovered is that activism can play a major role 

socially but also in politics. It has changed slavery, it can influence government decisions, it can 

overthrow dictatorships, it can promote equality between genders or sexual preferences. It can 

remind us to save nature, to take care of the environment etc.  

 

For myself I discovered that I like to campaign 

for positive change. I like to work within a team 

and that’s where I function best; I need the 

enthusiasm of the participants, the joy and good 

spirit created by all involved. Then we are united 

in passion! 

 

Change takes time. Gandhi said: Be the change 

you want to see in the world. But it can happen. 

The mobile creche project of the American 

Women’s Association in Delhi which I was 

involved with literally saved children’s lives at the 

construction sites. Activists pushed the 

construction companies to build fences around 

their building projects in order to protect the 

children of the workers from falling in holes or 

into water wells etc. 

 

If you want to get involved follow your heart.  

Find something that interests you and then it will 

be easy to dedicate time to it or take action. 
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Founded in 1931, FAWCO is a global women’s NGO (Non-Governmental Organization), an 

international network of independent volunteer clubs and associations comprising 62 

member clubs in 31 countries worldwide, with a total membership of around 10,000. FAWCO 

serves as a resource and a voice for its members; seeks to improve the lives of women and 

girls worldwide, especially in the areas of human rights, health, education and the 

environment; advocates for the rights of US citizens overseas; and contributes to the global 

community through its Global Issues Teams and The FAWCO Foundation, which provides 

development grants and education awards. Since 1997, FAWCO has held special 

consultative status with the UN Economic and Social Council. 

OUR MISSION STATEMENT 

FAWCO is an international federation of independent organizations whose mission is  

• to build strong support networks for its American and international membership;  

• to improve the lives of women and girls worldwide;  

• to advocate for the rights of US citizens overseas; and  

• to mobilize the skills of its membership in support of global initiatives for education, the 

environment, health and human rights.  

Inspiring You 

ADVERTISING DISCLAIMER 

FAWCO receives financial remuneration for page space from advertisers. Views expressed or 

benefits described in any display advertisement, advertorial or in any webpage visited online 

directly from these adverts, are not endorsed by FAWCO.  

MAGAZINE FEEDBACK 

We want this magazine to be interesting for all FAWCO members. In an 

effort to provide articles of interest to all of our readers, we have created 

an online feedback questionnaire. It should only take a few minutes of your 

time to complete and will be a great help to us! 

Please click on the link or paste it into your browser  

to complete the survey. 

https://s.surveyplanet.com/MSnG4uJrT 

Thanks very much indeed! 

http://www.fawcofoundation.org/
https://s.surveyplanet.com/SkkS5k49Z
https://s.surveyplanet.com/MSnG4uJrT
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More About This Issue 

Copyright 2018 FAWCO 

Inspiring Women© Magazine is owned and published electronically by FAWCO. 

All rights reserved.  All bylined articles are copyright of their respective authors as indicated herein and 

are reproduced with their permission. The magazine or portions of it may not be reproduced in any form, 

stored in any retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means-electronic, mechanical, 

photocopy or otherwise without written consent of the publisher.   

For more information about this magazine, please contact Inspiring Women Editor in 

Chief Liz MacNiven at  inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org 

 

For more information on how to advertise in this magazine, please contact FAWCO 

Advertising and Sponsorship Manager Elsie Bose at advertising@fawco.org 
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Coming This Winter in Inspiring 

Women! 
 

Women in Music 
 

Music does a lot of things for a lot of people. 

It's transporting, for sure. It can take you right 

back, years back, to the very moment 

certain things happened in your life. It's 

uplifting, it's encouraging, it's strengthening.  

Aretha Franklin 

 

Music has its own language of symbols and numbers. A piece of music achieves 

greatness when it disrupts time. Who are those that dare to create the language, the 

sound, the movement that enters the most private parts of an individual’s soul? Is music 

their passion or salvation? They say those with musical talent have a gift-how did they 

receive it? 
 

This issue will be a great collection of profiles and will be the perfect end to the year.  So 
now it’s over to you! The process is simple... We need : 

 

1. Candidates: Send the name of the candidate, her club affiliation, her email address 

and a BRIEF description of why she would be an interesting person to profile, to Liz 

MacNiven: inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org  no later than October 16, 2018. 
 

2. Cover Page Image: This is a call to all our members who make or love music in this 

world. Perhaps you are involved in making music yourself? Perhaps you get pleasure 

from listening to the music of others? Whichever it is, I bet you took pictures of the place 

or the people you are involved with. By November 1, 2018, please send these images to 

me, Marie-Bénédicte Luxem,  inspiringwomen.cover@fawco.org. They must be PORTRAIT 

orientation (landscape photos cannot be accepted), digital and color, 150-300 dpi 

quality and 5-10 MB max. and taken by a FAWCO member with details of where and 

when the photo was taken. (N.B. Accreditation will be given for photos used but no 

payment is possible.) 
 

REMEMBER ALSO: The winter issue is also a great opportunity to advertise your business in 

time for the holidays!  We offer great rates for FAWCO club members.  Contact Elsie Bose: 

advertising@fawco.org  
 
 

 

Thanks to the Official Premier Sponsor of  

Inspiring Women: 
   

mailto:inspiringwomen.editor@gmail.com
http://www.esquiregroup.com/

