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Inspiration From the Editor
It’s been a dramatic year
for us all in 2020 dealing
with the COVID-19
global pandemic. Our
lives have been turned
upside down by a
virulent and highly
contagious virus,
unknown to any of us
before the start of 2020.
Many of us have had to make major, and often
difficult, changes in our working and private
lives. We’ve been restricted in how and where
we can travel. We’ve had to deal with the pain of
not being able to see loved ones for months, or
worse, losing them without seeing them. And
some of us have been sick with it too. It’s been a
really tough year for us all and you, like me, have
probably had enough by now!
So here’s an invitation for you. I’d like to give you
the chance to put your troubles to one side, get
the kettle on and sit down for a good read that

Inspiring Women now has
a dedicated Facebook
page. We would love you
to follow us and ask your
friends too as well.
Thanks x
Inspiring Women
Magazine on Facebook
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might help you forget, at least for a few
moments, all that difficult stuff.
This issue of Inspiring Women is full of drama
to entertain you. We have stories from all over
the world of women “treading the boards”,
either for a living or for their own pleasure. We
also have stories of women using their passion
for the dramatic to help others.
As you will hopefully have noticed, we have
made some updates to the magazine in a spirit
of continuous improvement. So needless to say
we would be very grateful if you could complete
the survey for us by clicking HERE!
I would also like to draw your attention to the
ways in which you can get more involved. You
can nominate people to be profiled and you can
write articles for us. The details of how to do
this are on p. 80.

Liz x
Liz MacNiven, inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org
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Sisters Act: Women
in Drama

“A

cting is not
about being
someone
different. It’s finding
the similarity in what
is apparently
different, then finding
myself in there.”
Meryl Streep

My first experience with “The Theater” was
BIG. I was around three or four years old
and my mother and grandmother wanted
to see “The King and I”. We went to NYC
and took in an afternoon matinee. It was
grand and gorgeous. I was mesmerized.
The next day, we went to lunch in the
Empire State building. My mother lost track
of me for a moment and she and my
grandmother went into a panic. A few
seconds later, they heard the “tap-ditty-tap”
of little feet followed by loud, very off key,
nonsensical singing coming from the
behind the curtains by the window. My
mother rustled me out of the curtains and
took my chubby little arm, leading me
passed the tables of bemused diners.
End of career.
We selected the drama theme because we
were intrigued by this ability to give oneself
over to a character taken from a script and
perform it in front of others. At a minimum
it requires bravery and brazenness: where
does that come from and what happens
when you play a part when there is no
script? To bravery and brazenness, one
9

adds a bit of bungee jumping-like madness.
Or consider the performer that is allowed
only one tool, their voice, to create a
character. It would be like doing the
exercise where you describe a ladder
without the use of your hands, but for your
entire career!
There is more to acting than the accolades
from the crowds. We examine the lives of
those who are writing, performing or
singing in pieces and productions that serve
a purpose beyond applause by promoting
wellness and a sense of peace. And
importantly, the dramatic arts can give us
clearer insight and better appreciation of
other cultures and countries. In the
darkness of a theater, sometimes a new
light of understanding shines.
We salute the women profiled in this issue.
Bravo! Author! Encore!

Elsie Bose
advertising@fawco.org

The BBC, the BAFTAs
and Beyond
SUNITA SHROFF

Member: AWBS International Women’s Club
From: Irish/Indian, raised in Greece
Lives: Windsor, UK

My Life Journey
I grew up in Athens, Greece; my mum was widowed very early on
and escaped to the sunshine of Greece. She was a school nurse
and we lived a very free and bohemian life. It was actually a huge
move as a child to be uprooted from family but it was a really
wonderful country to move to. In fact Greece is still one of my alltime favourite countries. The people, the culture, the history, the
beaches and the sunshine! Fantastic!
The first thing I did when I left home was to try and get into drama
school. It wasn’t to be, though. I was officially an overseas student,
so the fees were astronomical and thus my dream of drama
school went on hold until my late 20s. I then could afford to go to
night school but it just wasn’t the same.
I moved back to the UK when I was just 16 years old. I lived in
London and worked for Harrods and Harvey Nichols in the world
of fashion before
moving to work in
real estate.
From there I was
approached to
become a property
expert on a TV
show. When not filming I was happily working for
BAFTA (British Academy of Film and Television Arts)
and fell pregnant. We needed more space which is at a
premium in London, so we moved out to the country
and that’s where I found the wonderful AWBS. I have
been a member for six glorious years!

The cover of Greek Vogue aged 14 as I
started to dabble in the world of media

On stage as Miranda in the Tempest, aged 12
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Getting Involved in TV
I think drama was always part of my life. At
school I was always involved with the
productions and drama was something that I
looked forward to and loved learning about. In
fact my role as Miranda in Shakespeare's The
Tempest really confirmed that. I really loved
doing musicals but I just wasn’t an allrounder, so
I didn’t pursue it. (But I was in a school
production of West Side Story).
At this time the biggest obstacle that I had to
overcome was really the fact that we didn’t have
the option of a grant having lived abroad for so
many years and we just couldn’t afford the fees
for the UK drama schools. It’s tough getting an
agent when you haven’t been to drama school. I
managed but it was really tough, and
persistence is key!
My drama teacher Heather Hedley helped me so
much with this. She always believed in me and
taught me to never give up. No matter what the
obstacles everyone should always try and make
their dreams come true. Her guidance and
encouragement were incredible.

On the red carpet at the BAFTA’s

However, I did get my first break with QVC, the shopping channel, eventually. What a great year I
had there. It’s a lot harder to present/sell than it looks. I still love shopping on there!
My biggest and most exciting role has to be when I was a presenter for BBC’s Get A New Life which
was helping people relocate and follow their dreams. I loved being a part of such a life-changing
event and helping them achieve it.
I have worked alongside many famous
people at BAFTA through their events
and also had the pleasure of being in
a TV series with Emma Thompson and
Ken Branagh called Fortunes of War. In
fact, that was where they met and fell
in love when they were filming in
Greece. I was just a young student
and I remember thinking, wow, this is
what I want to do always!
My time with BAFTA was, for sure, the
most interesting period of my career.
The hallowed walls of this great British
institution located in Piccadilly could
tell a tale or two. I just loved walking
through the corridors and meeting
and greeting members and guests. It
was a privilege to work there.
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I feel quite lucky that the reviews I have had
have always been quite positive. For the most
part they were reviewing the premise of the
show and the success of the show in general, so
I tended to get quite good feedback. Lord knows
how the stars cope when they get slated for
their performances. Luckily (or should I say
unluckily I am not in their league!
Whilst I have held up a few BAFTA awards (won
by others) I was privileged to receive a WAW
award (Women Appreciating Women) for my
work in fundraising and supporting women in
business and women charities.

Getting my WAW award

Today, I am heavily involved with You
Can Free US fighting human
trafficking. I would love you to watch
and share this short film in honor of
all the amazing women in your life
who live in freedom AND also for all
those millions of women kept in
slavery around the world. On
International Women's Day, be their
voice. #IWD2020 #youcanfreeus
#modernslavery #humantrafficking
#Freedom #bethevoice

Press shots for Secret Location
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A Few Final Thoughts
I think one of the benefits of my career is that
it has given me the confidence to walk into a
room and not be too afraid. So you might
think I am more confident them I am. It’s hard
to look back at old filmed footage and not be
critical of myself. I hate watching my old work
but at times you have to, to see how you can
improve things next time.
Another benefit of my career for me is to be
able to use my contacts to get interviews with
celebrity speakers for charitable purposes. I
love this and have managed to get people like
Martine McCutcheon (Love Actually), Anton Du
Beke (Strictly Come Dancing), Eddie The Eagle
(Olympic skier) to name but a few, to become
involved in causes that I care about.
At a speaking engagement with actor, Martine McCutcheon

A couple of other things I wanted to tell you about :
1. My daughter Mimi is without a shadow of a doubt,
the greatest thing that has ever happened in my life. I
put my career on hold for her, and I may not be able
to resurrect it again, but it was worth it. I have no
regrets about putting her first. I just wish the industry
would be a little more understanding of parenthood
and not so ruthless.
2. Today I am involved with the story about how a
group of us got together to get scrubs made for the
NHS during lockdown when the NHS had none. It was
a nationwide effort, and we rose to the challenge.

With my daughter Mimi

We are hoping to make it into a TV series or a film, and
while I was a huge part of the effort I have made my part
in the script very small. Who would play me? Hmmm,
they’d have to have quite big fuzzy hair and be on the
cuddly side. I am always trying to highlight charities or
people that need it.
So Scrubs Glorious Scrubs and You Can Free Us are my
next projects to get the film made and to get the YCFU
film shown internationally.
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Anitra Kitts

I want to tell you a story. A little over ten years ago I went
to my first improv class. It was informal, like many improv
classes are. Organized by a couple of members of a local
improv group in Sonoma county, it was without
curriculum or learning goals. It was about the moment; it
was about trusting that what we would need would be
ready for us when we needed it. It was also terrible
improv - at least at first. My first lesson was how to accept
the risk of failure. But that isn’t the story I want to tell you.
The secret of good improv is “Just Say Yes” to whatever
happens. There is no story when an improv moment
begins. Most improv events start when at least two
people stand up and neither one of them has an idea of
what happens next. It could be on a grand stage with
three cameras and large audience in the theater or it
could be some old rented room in a community center or
the basement of a church with just a handful of players
trying to figure out the secrets of improv or at least what
story wants to be told in the next five minutes.
Improv stories belong to the moment. Someone falls in love, or not, or falls back out of love, or gets
fired, or gets a new job, or makes dinner while trying not to walk through the walls of the invisible
kitchen. Improv can also be a word game, a fast moving intellectual yet funny sequence of
something. For example, one game could be that every sentence of the story must begin with a word
in alphabetical order which we often see on the TV show Whose Line is it Anyway. Remember when
you watch the show that there’s still a
story inside the game that no one knew
about until two people stand up and
begin to interact.
The secret to improv is that no one can
hold an idea of what a story should be
when he or she dares to stand up to
begin a scene. You want to control the
story? Go turn on your computer and
write for a few hours. You want to tell a
wild story? Then take a big step
forward, pause for a moment, face
your partner and give him or her a
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name. George or Mrs. Sanders or Professor.
You might say, “Hey George, about time you
showed up,” which now makes clear that
your partner has a name and is late. Late to
what? Where? Who are you? If you trust your
improv, you wait to find out. It is your
partner who will name you and flesh out the
situation. He or she could say, “Yeah, boss,
I’m sorry, the cat died” or “Look Fred, this
wedding thing - I can’t go through with it.”
Now maybe you were expecting a different
answer like “Sorry, Sarah, I was out with the
boys,” and instead you got “yeah, the space aliens from under the volcano jumped out, and I had to
kill them all, but one of them had a giant death ray gun so, I had to die a couple times, but I kept
coming back” which could leave you just staring at your partner. I mean, space aliens? Volcano?
That’s insane and perhaps for a moment you consider trying to force the scene back to where Sarah
leaves him for good.
But that’s bad improv. The story has now
changed. You now have two choices. You could
accept the aliens as being real world and say
something like, “Oh, that explains all the
explosions I heard while getting dinner ready.
Glad you made it,” or “Oh, I get it. You were
playing that old video game your father used to
play, ‘Space Volcano.’ He loved that game.“ The
real joy of improv story telling is trying to figure
out how to say yes to whatever comes out of the
moment you are in.
Way back those ten years ago, I also started using
improv Just Say Yes in the real world. I come from
a family that deeply valued being prepared for
anything. I can leave the house with both a
sweater and a t-shirt in case the temperature changes, yet sometimes life is better met
unprepared. Just Say Yes helped me say yes to moving to Germany. Just Say Yes has led to many
adventures around the world. Just Say Yes has made room for unexpected gifts to appear in my life.
I want to tell you a story, but I also want you to tell that story with me. Together we can discover the
story that wants to be told.
Anitra Kitts is a writer, Presbyterian minister,
weaver, and improver. Anitra was born in Oregon,
which she still considers her home base, and
moved with her husband to Munich from the Bay
area in California in 2012. Anitra is a member of
an all women improv group called Service’s Out
and has come to the conclusion that improv is not
zoom friendly. A past president of the Munich
International Women’s Club, Anitra is grateful for
all the communities that women create together.
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Cruising from Hollywood
to Hamburg
JULIA RODRIGUEZ-BUIS
Member: American Women’s Club of
Hamburg
From: San Francisco, CA
Lives: Hamburg, Germany

My Life Journey
I was born in San Francisco, CA, and moved to the Philippines when I was seven years old. My father
is from the Philippines and thought it was important for his children to learn the language and
culture first-hand.
It was at my all-girl Catholic school that I got my first chance to
perform on stage in You're A Good Man, Charlie Brown. I was so
excited to be cast as Snoopy! It was in this strict Catholic
environment that I grew academically, spiritually, morally, and
it made me the person I am today. The one thing that stands
out in my mind was the extreme poverty I witnessed every day
in the streets of our town, and I was shocked to see people,
sometimes very young or disabled children begging in the
streets. I felt helpless, and I would frequently give them
whatever pocket change I had or something from my lunchbox.
After I graduated from High School, I moved back to the US
with my dad and stepmother. I had graduated HS when I was
only 15, so I did not feel ready to go to a university as my l
father had planned. Instead, I enrolled in the local Junior
With my Dad
College where I had a
chance to mature and also discovered that I wanted to study
Theater and Acting full-time.
I left home at 19 and worked several jobs to finance my rent
and car payments. One of my first jobs was working as the
secretary for the Computer Center Department at the
University of San Francisco where I learned how to use a
desktop computer for the first time. I remember being
fascinated with it and even toyed with the idea of becoming
a computer programmer, but acting was (and is) always on
my mind. I supplemented my income by slinging cocktails on
the weekends at a Caribbean restaurant that had an indoor
waterfall, faux jungle, and an actual "downed" airplane that
served as a lounge. The downed plane was actually the
"Doobieliner" which The Doobie Brothers used to travel in
during tours.
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Me in the 1980’s

In October 1991 my father, who had since moved to LA, had a stroke and my Stepmom asked me to
move back with them to help take care of him since she was still working full-time. Once I settled in
LA, I auditioned and was accepted to the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in Pasadena, where I
studied Shakespeare, music, dance, Meisner, and Stanislavsky, I even learned how to fence!
I possessed such a driving desire to perform that everything else in life was secondary. I knew in my
heart that I wanted to make my living as an actor and share my art, give life to the words written by
the playwright, and engage compassionate human connection in ways that only I, as an actor could
do. So I poured my heart and soul into my art and worked part-time to fulfill my dreams. It was an
exciting and trying time which should have been filled with lovely memories, but unfortunately, my
father passed away in May 1992, followed by my mother six weeks later, which made it the most
awful year of my life.
After I graduated from the American
Academy of Dramatic Arts, the very first
audition I attended was for a singer/dancer
for a major cruise line company. It was a
nerve-wracking and totally exciting audition
since the producer was none other than
Anita Mann of Solid Gold fame (look it up
young ‘uns). Nevertheless, I got the gig and
ended up sailing all over the world for the
next nine years. I have traveled up to the
North Cape and down to Antarctica all in the
same year.
I refer to working on cruise ships as my
“magic time” since I loved my job as a
performer and I was traveling to new,
Dressed for the Underseas finale with Remco (now my husband)
exotic, and exciting countries. It took a
special kind of person to work on a cruise
ship since you lived where you worked and worked where you lived for periods of up to one year and
beyond. It's not as easy as it sounds, but you learn to adapt to your new environment very quickly.
On my first ship in 1994, my roommate
(who is still one of my best friends) and I
lived in an 8x10, windowless, double
occupancy, below the waterline cabin
that was plunged into complete darkness
the moment you turned off the lights.
But the pros heavily outweighed the cons,
and the rewards of working on the ship
were endless: Waking up in a different
port every day, meeting fascinating
people from all over the world, 5-star
cuisine, romance and performing awardwinning shows in the middle of the
ocean, wearing costumes designed by
Bob Mackie.

With actor Ann Miller on MS Rotterdam in 1999
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I met some of the most eccentric,
incredible, and beautiful people from all
walks of life from all over the world, and
one of them happened to become my

husband. He worked on the ship with me as a navigation
officer and anyone who knows me knows that I am a sucker
for a man in uniform, especially a foreign one with blue eyes.
There were, of course, a handful of times that we had to
cancel our shows due to the weather, but the majority of the
time, we performed with the ship rocking back and forth.
Seeing a piece of set slowly roll back and forth across the
stage always made for a great story with the passengers the
next day.
I took a small break from sailing in 2001 and worked as a
flight attendant, but was furloughed after the tragedy of 9/11
and eventually lost my employment. In 2003, my husband
and I settled permanently in LA, and I put my acting career
aside to concentrate on working a “real job” in the hospitality
industry for the next seven years. I was grateful to be able to
retire in 2011 and spent my downtime reconnecting with the
acting world and volunteering at the local dog shelter where
we found our two rescues, Hunter and Bear.
In 2016, my husband was offered a job in Hamburg that we initially turned down since we loved our
life in LA, and finally, I was getting more film and TV roles. But several months later, the offer came
again, and we took it as a sign and decided to explore the possibility of moving to Europe. My
husband is originally from Gouda in the Netherlands so moving back to Europe was always a
possibility at any given time. We purposely planned our visit to Hamburg in the dead of winter.
Despite the freezing cold, rain, and our general lack of knowledge of the German language, we found
Hamburg simply irresistible.
So, in the summer of 2017, we leased out our home, loaded up the rental car, and drove (with doggy)
2,789 miles from LA to NY to board the Queen Mary 2. Our destination: Hamburg!

Getting Involved in Acting
My mother often reminded me I
came into the world “singing and
dancing”, so it came as no
surprise to anyone that I wanted
to become an actor. In addition,
I come from a long line of
performers and musicians
including my grandfather who
played in smoky jazz clubs in SF
in the 1930s (that's where he
met my grandmother!) and my
mother who encouraged me to
pursue what made my heart
sing. I have lovely memories as a
child of making up little skits,
singing along to musical albums
(Rodgers and Hammerstein’s
Cinderella was my favorite), and
dancing while my mom played
Flight of the Bumblebee on the
19

With my Grandpa and my sister Cindy

piano. Singing, dancing, and performing acted as my nourishment, and because of that, it followed
me in whatever path I took.
Over the years, I’ve encountered many obstacles in my career, but the
biggest one I’ve faced as an actor is ageism. It's a known fact that it's
pervasive in the industry and it's definitely not a level playing field. You
don't often see women in their 60s being cast as romantic leads, and yet
you will see men in their 60s being cast opposite co-stars who are
decades younger. Unfortunately, the majority of mainstream films and
casting decisions continue to reflect the dreams and desires of the
mostly white male creatives. I truly believe that if more women occupied
executive and creative positions at the studios and behind the scenes,
we would see more roles featuring female characters of all ages.
But it’s not all bad. My most exciting role was when I got a co-star role a couple of years ago on the
new Hawaii 5-0 series. I had met and worked with the casting director of the show during an acting
workshop before. She commented on how much she liked my work, so when my agent submitted
me for the role, she remembered me and after auditioning 20 other actors, I got the part.

On set for Hawaii 5-0

It was very exciting, and it gave me the confidence to move forward, especially since the role called
for a “30-something” actor and I was in my late 40s. In addition, I was beyond thrilled that the casting
office was owned and operated by a woman and the person who would be directing my episode was
also a woman. Of course, being paid a gazillion dollars (OK, not really) and flying first class to Hawaii
for three days was an experience not to be forgotten. I still get residuals from that episode….the last
one I received was for 68 cents…. No lie!
During my career, I’ve met some notable people: Gregory Hines, Charo, Troy Donahue, Ann Miller,
and Jack Nicholson, to name a few. I met Charo and Troy Donahue in 1996 on the SS Rotterdam’s
South America Grand Voyage when they were both guest performers onboard. Troy took a liking to
me, and he recommended me to his big-time agent in LA, which represented me for a couple of
20

With actor, Gregory Hines at Anita Mann
Productions

years. Ann Miller sailed with us in 1999, and I
remember her wearing a HUGE diamond
ring, it looked like she had an ice skating rink
on her finger. Back in LA, it was a common
sight to see Cloris Leachman spontaneously
playing the piano during brunch at the Polo
lounge, Jamie Lee Curtis strolling across the
street on Rodeo Drive, Jack Nicholson at an
event, Luke Perry at Cafe Formosa, or Mario
Lopez jogging in my neighborhood. I was
never starstruck by my encounters with
them since I viewed them as normal people
like me going about their business.

Me on camera

A Few Final Thoughts
I’ve let go of trying to be perfect, seeking approval of others (typical for an actor) and existing in
my own, true, organic space. Perfection is an illusion, so I stopped trying to be perfect, I know
that “I am enough”. I embrace my mistakes as opportunities for growth, and if I fail at anything, it
doesn’t mean I’m a failure, it means that I’ve been presented with another chance to grow. I no
longer seek external validation since it's a waste of time and their opinion of me is all about them,
and what they see in me, filtered through their eyes, and it has zero to do with me.
I’ve always been fascinated with Princess Diana and personally related to her feeling of
abandonment at the age of 7 after the divorce of her parents. I admired her tireless efforts and
extensive charity work with children, AIDS patients, campaigning for animal protection, and
fighting against the use of landmines amongst others. Her desire to help the less fortunate
touched me in many ways.
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Nothing Amateur about
Acting in Spanish
BARBARA WENGER
Member: American Women’s Club of
Madrid
From: Germany
Lives: For the last 30 years in Spain

My Life Journey
I grew up in a small village near the border town to Denmark, Flensburg. My mother was actually
from the center of Germany, Düsseldorf but in 1945, she was an evacuee from Danzig (now Poland)
when the Russians approached. The train full of women and
babies just took them to a part of Germany where no bombs had
fallen. Of course I don’t remember any of this, since I was just six
weeks old.
We settled in the north of Germany, and my mother later married
again to someone who was from this area. Thus I grew up in
Schleswig-Holstein with a stepfather who was not very good to me
and did everything possible to make my life (and hers) unpleasant.
I often say I would have loved to have had a different, more loving
and less conflict-filled childhood. But would that really have
improved my life? Probably not. Having to rely on myself and
having to fight for everything,
having to look for solutions, made
me the very strong and
resourceful person I am now. I
also think that even from the bad
moments in life you can extract
something positive, something
A shy 13-year-old
useful for your next step in life. In
conclusion, I have had a very
interesting and varied life and am very grateful for all the
opportunities given to me and would not change anything.
When I left school, I knew that I had to look for a profession that
would help me to get away and did not require any money to start
with. So I became a hotel management apprentice in the local top
hotel. It was hard work for the three years, but at the end I had a
wonderful diploma and the doors to the world opened. But of
course, to work in good hotels you needed languages and so, at 18, I
packed my suitcase and set off into the world.
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Modelling in London

My first destination was Switzerland where I spent over two years learning French and working in
one of their wonderful ski hotels. This was followed by a year in Paris and then London, where I
stayed for 25 years. At first I just enjoyed discovering swinging London with its miniskirts, the Beatles
and Rolling Stones and work in a swinging Kings Road restaurant.
Later I moved into trying to be a model; then I worked as an interpreter at trade fairs, became a
multilingual tour guide and finally again in the hotel world for an amazing company of luxury hotels
called ”The Leading Hotels of the World.” Working for them in the sales, marketing and
communication sector, I traveled worldwide for 20 years; a wonderful, unique job and experience.
When I reached the ripe old age of 44, still loving my work at my London based company, I wanted a
new challenge and so convinced my company to send me to Spain to open their office there, and
here I am still.

Baby first, then wedding!

My family today

Two years after I got to Spain, aged 46, something incredible and unexpected happened to me, I
became a mother of a lovely daughter and acquired a husband! Wow.
I left the hotel world after 15 years in Spain and dedicated the next 10 years to restoring,
redesigning and decorating run-down
properties, a passion which still moves me.
Things were not always easy during this
time, as my daughter had a very difficult and
rebellious adolescence where she actually
hated me. Today, though, everything is
much better. She often tells me how much
she admires me and how she models her
young adult life on what she has learned
from her mother. This deeply moves me,
because I certainly do not consider myself
that perfect or a role model.
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Biking, another passion of mine

Getting Involved in Theater
I had always loved the theater, but it never crossed my
mind that I could be part of this fascinating world. But at
65, I was asked if I wanted to join a new amateur theater
group and always loving a new challenge, I gave it a try
and loved it at once. I felt it was my world and wished I
had tried this earlier in my life.
However, it’s not without its difficulties. We are acting in
Spanish, and as it is not the language I speak best, each
new part is a challenge - and of course, learning my part
takes me longer than it would for a native speaker. Some
words make me stumble, and often I have to look for
another word with the same meaning just because I
cannot get my tongue around it. But after years of talking
to groups of tourists and giving presentations to hotel
clients, I am not at all shy or frightened to speak in public.
My first big break was being given a wonderful part
written just for me in an Chekhov adaptation by our
teacher, who is himself an actor and playwright. Our
group is quite large: we are usually 12 to 14 people in

Performing in a Woody Allen play

Titania in Midsummer Nights Dream

Titania the Show Girl!

each play, so being able to do Love letters by A.R Gurney with just one of my acting friends was
something very special and challenging. I knew that it had gone well when after each performance
many spectators would leave the theater wiping away their tears.
Last November we celebrated the groups 10th anniversary, and in order to make the year very
special, we acted in the 200-year-old local theater here in San Lorenzo de El Escorial, near Madrid
where I have lived for the last 15 years. The Carlos III Theater is the oldest original theater in Spain,
and apart from acting in such a special environment, being able to convince the management to let
us act there and finding the funds to do so was one of my big personal achievements last year.
The play we performed was a new, very funny version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and I was
allowed to be a very sexy Titania. I had made the costume myself and felt like I was 25 all over again!
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Mary Adams

Leaning into the mirror
Checking my expression for this role
Knitting my brows for more impact
Forming a lip-smacking O … NO wait!
Hear a noise in the dressing room But it is only my own silhouette on the wall
Laughing at my refection and stealing my lines.

Standing in the kitchen
Putting on my good wife
persona
Tying the apron and
wearing the pearls
Forming a reluctant pout …
Steady! Ready! Cook!
Hear a sound from
backstage –
But it is only my own head
in the oven
Baking some dreams for
the future.
26
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Posing in the hospital gown
Smearing tears into my eyes
Drawing jagged scars across
head and breast
Forming a heavy sigh… is this
goodbye?
Hear a voice in my headBut it is only me reciting my
part for Act II
Fidgeting before I make my
entrance.
Standing in the middle of the
stage
Wearing the plumed mask
Raising my arms to start the
song
Burning the script … time to improvise?
Hear a sound in the audience –
But it is only the breath of my
own entourage of characters
Waiting for the grand finale.
Mary Adams grew up in Texas. She has lived in
Europe since 2000 and currently lives in
Rotterdam where she is a member of the
American Women’s Club of The Hague. She has
written short stories and poetry since
adolescence.
“In Character” is a reflection about different roles
she has played in her life, each bringing its own
drama before one act finished and another began.
She was honored to co-author “Hope is the Thing
with Feathers” book with Robin Goldsby in 2016 to
support the Target project: Free the Girls. Mary
originated the role of FAWCO Workshop
Coordinator and acted as VP Fundraising for the
FAWCO Foundation (2015-2017). She currently sits
on the Global Education team.
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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.

“
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Breaking Stereotypes One
At a Time
YOLLETTE THOMAS-WUNDER
Member: American Women’s Club of
Berlin, Germany
From: Born in Jamaica, grew up in
Springfield, MA
Lives: Berlin, Germany

My Life Journey
I was born and partly raised in Jamaica. I moved to Springfield, MA with my family in the 1970s. There
I quickly learned to speak American English. As children, my siblings and I only spoke Patois at home.
I remember being teased at school many times because my accent was different. The kids would
say, “Go back to Jamaica on your banana boat” and I thought, “What banana boat? We flew to
America on a plane. I’ve never even seen a banana boat.” That motivated me even more, to quickly
learn how to speak American English.
After I graduated from high school in Springfield, I
went to New York City where I attended NYU Tisch
School of the Arts, studying Acting, Theater and
Communications. In the Experimental Theater Wing,
where I studied, we did a lot of rolling on the floor,
singing and finding our voices. We studied the
Meisner Technique which focuses on getting the actor
out of his/her head, by concentrating on their scene
partner. Repetition and listening to your partner are
an important part of the technique.
After graduating from NYU, castings were going well,
but I wasn’t making enough money to pay my bills. So,
I got a job managing a restaurant named Pageant
near Cooper Union in the East Village. It was an Irish
Me aged 16

pub. Bruce Church, the other manager and I
turned it into a “place to be.” Whenever I had
acting work, the owners were always very
understanding and gave me the time off.
While I was at NYU I met film directing major,
Michael Johnson from Berlin, who told me, “I
have a script and you have to do this role.”
And I was like, “Alright, cool, give me your
script.” Two years later I saw him in the
theater district and he said, “I have to call
you tomorrow.” I said “Ok, sure, call me,
here’s my number.” He finally called, we met
29
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First day on set for Mr. Bird

the next day in a café and he gave me the script for Mister Bird. Dietmar Wunder, Michael’s best
friend, played the male lead and I was the female lead. We worked extremely well together, so well
in fact, that we eloped one year later on April 16, 1997! The beauty of eloping is that we both
remember every single moment of the ceremony, to this day. There was nothing and no one to
cloud the experience …
We moved to Berlin in June 1997 and have been here ever since.
When I arrived in Berlin, I was determined to learn to speak
German. It was similar to my experience with American
English when I moved to America. Being able to
communicate in the language of the country that you live in
is essential. When I was still at NYU I took off a semester and
worked at a children’s theater that put on plays in German. I
didn’t know a word of German, but I convinced the theater
director that I would be a great intern. I would sit at my desk,
for hours with the plays and a German-English dictionary
(this was the 90s, there was no computer), and go through
the play word for word and translate everything. Intro to
German 101. I had no German formal education whatsoever.
Then when I arrived in Berlin, I had been determined to go to
a German language school and learn to speak German. But
after three days at a language school I decided I couldn’t do
it, I was too old. I was in my mid-20s, married, and wanted to
work as an actress. The other students wanted to learn how
to order beer etc.; ordering beer wasn’t my priority.

With my husband Dietmar

30
30

So instead of going to school I went to different types of
cafes in Berlin and listened to people speak in German,
writing everything down phonetically for myself. I would go
home and talk to my husband about it and he would correct
me if something was wrong. I stopped speaking English and
asked my German friends to only speak German to me. I did

this for about six months before getting my
first theater job here in German, in Berlin
and going on tour for about two and a half
years in the German speaking world. I only
spoke English when it was absolutely
necessary, i.e. when I had to say something
that I couldn’t say in German.
The tour went all over Germany, Austria,
Switzerland- the German speaking
countries. It was amazing. Everyone on the
tour spoke German. No Americans. I had
no choice but to speak German. When I
returned from the tour, I started to do more
film work, television, TV series, made for TV
movies, for all the main TV networks in
Germany. In most of the films, I spoke
German, something that I’m very proud of.
At this point I was being offered a lot of different roles, some of which fit the horrible picture, that of
the stereotypical black woman clichés. I said to myself if I ever have kids, I don’t want my kids to
grow up with me playing the maid unless the maid develops like in The Help - there’s a development
there… but just to play the maid with nothing behind it just to support the stereotypes - that’s
something I didn’t want to do. At some point that’s all that was out there, I said to myself this isn’t
why I got into acting. It was to break those stereotypes.
So I took a conscious break and
worked part-time in Munich as a
free-lance German dubbing
supervisor for Disney. Something
completely different, but I was still
being creative. I had to travel a lot
and it became tiresome, so when
my daughter was born, I returned
to Berlin. I began to teach acting,
working as a dialogue coach, as
well as doing German- English
translations at night while the
children slept. I was brought up in
a matriarchal home where the
women always worked.
Then in 2010 I did the film
Shahada, which was later selected
in competition for the golden and
silver bear at the Berlinale. That
film got me excited about acting
Yollette with Berlin mayor, Klaus Wowereit, at a celebration for the film
again. I had to learn Arabic and the
Hollywood Drama.
role was very complex. Working with
a director like Burhan Qurbani is every actors’ dream. He listens and sees his actors and interacts
with them. It was pretty exciting to walk down the red carpet at the Berlinale.
Currently, I am acting, doing voice-overs, translating, writing English dubbing scripts and directing
them as well. My favorite film that I dub-directed was Traumfabrik.
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Getting Involved in Acting
I was always in the school plays. But it was when I turned 12 I
realized how much I loved acting. I used to act for my family and
at school all the time. One of my favorites was Bambi in 5th grade
and I was Thumper. My favorite line was: “If you can’t say
anything nice say nothing at all.” Then I realized this was a job,
you can get paid for playing? This is cool.
But all the interesting roles at that time were played by white
women and I am not white. The world that I grew up in was full
of stereotypical roles of black women.
I got my first real break here in Germany, getting a role in a stage
production for the Theater am Kurfürstendamm. Called Monsieur
Amédée, we performed for a few weeks in Berlin, then we were on
the road through Germany for about two and a half years; in
Germany, Austria, Switzerland.
We did have to deal with an incident in 1998 when we were in a
really conservative part of Germany. As soon as I walked out on stage, a fifth of the theater got up
and left. We later learned that they had complained to the management, saying “why was there an
‘N-word’ on the stage? This was not how it was advertised.” They thought they were coming to see
something French, and then all of sudden there was a black woman on the stage. This was
disturbing to them, so they left. It was a French comedy, all in German, just the title of the play was
in French.
It was a strange thing to deal with while staying in character in my first acting roll on stage in
German! At first, I was shocked. Then I was like, why are you shocked? Fortunately they didn’t disturb

32On the set of Stromberg as a cleaning lady with actor, Christoph Maria Herbst

the play as we performed and so I was grateful that they left and we still got our nightly standing
ovation. It actually brought the cast even closer together. They were the most loving, supportive
group of people who thought what had happened was disgusting. They had never experienced
anything like that before. And I was like how cool is that, we all experienced it together because I had
never experienced anything like that before either. Interesting. That was in 1998. It’s now 2020 and
unbelievably I still have to deal with Germans who use the N-word, saying it is part of their culture!
How are the stereotypes to change if they pass it on to their children? It’s a never ending cycle.
In December 2002 I was offered a role in South Africa for a made for TV film for the German network
ARD. My husband was on tour, so I had to decide whether to do this with my son who was less than
a year old at the time. The idea of going to South Africa to work on a film was pretty exciting and the
production company offered to get a nanny for my son, so I took the job.
South Africa is such a beautiful country, with an extremely diverse people and culture. I found myself
with a great role that was fascinating to develop, but at the same time it was challenging. Some of the
locations were in the townships. After working there during the day, and seeing all of the images of
poverty, depravation and people in need, I could return to my five star, luxury hotel where the cook
was preparing food just for my baby son. When I lost my voice a doctor was immediately sent to my
hotel to treat me, while people in the township had little to eat and no medical services. That was
really hard for this girl from Jamaica. My heart was breaking, while trying not to taint the image of the
role that I was playing.

A Few Final Thoughts
As well as my acting I’ve always volunteered at my children’s school, helping the children reading,
sometimes preparing for a play. The Meisner acting technique teaches you just that . . to listen to
your partner getting out of your head. It’s important to have the capability to listen to what the
children are saying, feeling and needing.
For the last four years I’ve also been a Girl Scout volunteer, for two of those a co-leader. Sometimes
the girls are tired and weary but we the leaders have something we want to do with them. I think
because of my acting training, I am better able to judge what the girls need in the moment, and then
adjust accordingly.
My family is very
important to me:
my husband
Dietmar, my son
Joshua and my
daughter Nisha.
Each one of them is
a rock in my life, but
when you put them
together, they are
an unstoppable
boulder. Whatever I
decide to do in life
they support me
unconditionally.
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Christmas with my family: daughter Nisha, son Joshua and husband Dietmar

From L.A. to Vienna with a few
drinks thrown in!
Alix Martin

I wear a lot of hats. Mostly figuratively. Sometimes literally. Most often, I make other people wear a
lot of hats. Allow me to explain.
When people ask me what I do, I say that I’m a voice actor. It’s accurate, but not entirely complete.
The majority of my time and energy is devoted to voice acting. I voice everything from commercial
and corporate films to video games and animation. And I love every minute of it. In addition, I’m a
theater actor, and a board member of a local theater company, Open House Theatre. I also have a
rather odd side job on QVC in Italy representing an American fashion brand on camera. But perhaps
more unique than these is my job as writer and producer of a show called A Drinking Game – Vienna.
Allow me to explain further.
I was born and raised in Los Angeles. Many many years ago now, some old friends of mine and
others created the live show, A Drinking Game. The premise is simple: a group of professional actors
perform a staged reading of a cult film from the 80s or 90s: movies like Ghostbusters, Back to the
Future, The Princess Bride, etc. Each actor plays at least one, but often many characters in the script,
sometimes requiring many hats. Each time a character says another character’s name, the actor
playing that character has to drink. So, for example, in Back to the Future, when Marty says “Doc”,
Doc has to drink. There are also key phrases from the script picked out. Whenever one of the
phrases is said, a bell rings and everyone drinks, audience included. The audience is under no
obligation to drink alcohol, and we always encourage responsible drinking. But the actors are
obligated to give their talents and their blood alcohol levels to the show, with one exception: the
narrator. Somebody has to keep the show on the road. And that’s me. But I’m getting ahead of
myself here.
Several years ago, I got the idea to bring A Drinking Game to the old world. I started bugging the
people in Los Angeles who now run it. Fortunately, I still have some friends involved who vouched
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for me. After a year of bugging, and an in-person meeting in Los Angeles, my theater company was
granted an official license to do the show. There are two other licensed satellite companies in New
York City and Minneapolis.
So what do I do, exactly? Well, I’m glad you asked. I take the film script and change it into something
that works without the visual cues. I write and then read aloud what the audience would be seeing
and add in my own commentary as appropriate. In the spirit of the show, I do my best to be funny
and engaging. I also pick out the key phrases, get any necessary props and costumes, ring the bell,
pick out a toast for the evening, handle the booze acquisition for the actors and generally run the live
show. The catch is, the narrator is the only person who doesn’t drink. As I said, somebody has to
keep the crazy train on the tracks. Nor does anything the narrator says trigger any drinking. I have
spent many an evening now being the only sober person in a room full of tipsy people. I take my
enabling to theatrical levels. All in a days work, I suppose.
At first, it seems like a rather childish affair. However, in reality, it’s much more for people who like
live performance, and who know the films being performed. These are all stories that we know and
love, the world over. And we tell them in very different ways. Lines that weren’t especially remarkable
in the original film are suddenly hilarious given time and distance. Back to the Future, for example, did
not age well, but was an absolutely hilarious show. And watching Doc and Marty slowly but surely
grow more inebriated, while doing their darndest to keep up the performance, is riotously funny.
The global pandemic and lockdowns did take us out of commission for a time. But at the few shows,
we’ve done since we’ve been pleasantly surprised at the hunger people have for live performance.
We’ve adjusted to do shows with smaller casts, to minimize the number of actors on stage. And on
Halloween, we will be doing our very first virtual performance. In the spirit of the holiday, we will be
performing Beetlejuice. And because it’s online, we are able to include one of the original LA cast
members in our performance as Beetlejuice himself. I’m expecting it to be an evening of muchneeded laughter in these challenging times.
Alix Martin was born and raised in Los Angeles.
After a lifetime in theater, she was on a misguided
trip through law school when she walked into the
right cafe in Vienna, Austria at the right time and
met her now-husband. She never went back to law
school, or the States for a very long time after that.
That was 13 years ago. She remains active in
theater, on stage and in production, but, now works
primarily as a voice actor.
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Achieving Wellness
through Sound Therapy
CHRISTINE M. GRIMM
Member: American Women’s Club of Zurich
From: Born in Stuttgart, Germany but raised in
USA
Lives: Walenstadt, Switzerland

My Life Journey
My German mother was just 18 when she was deserted by my father, her US Air Force boyfriend. As
a result, I spent my first five years with my grandmother in Memmingen, Germany. After I was
dragged off to the USA, I somehow began singing country music, even though it wasn’t played in our
home – my mother was a Sinatra fan. I later discovered that my father became a well-known rock and
roll and country singer after he left the military, but never admitted
that he’d left a child behind. By the time that I found out who he
was, it was too late to meet him due to his tragic suicide in 1978.
But I still thank him for the gift of music in my genes.
My glamorous mother brought me to the West Coast in 1960,
where I experienced much trauma due to a string of stepfathers.
But I was a very good student, which allowed me to leave home
early to study literature and music on scholarships at California
Lutheran University (CLU).

Munich, Germany 1989

I attended the UCLA Film School, focusing on TV production and
screenwriting, but had my first role in Al Capone with Ben Gazarra
(as one of the prostitutes carried out of the brothel). After I
received my Master of Fine Arts, my first job was adapting the book
Inside the FBI into a screenplay. Not long after this I decided to leave
the film business and started taking classes in song writing with
pros like Buddy Kaye. I also performed as part of Los Angeles
songwriter scene while working at the Lorimar television studio
(where Dallas was produced).

When I was 28, I returned to Germany and shortly afterwards got married to a German man and had
my son. During the 1980s and 1990s, I performed country rock with my Christine Smith Band in
Munich and trained in sound therapy.
I moved back to the USA in 2000, ending up in lovely Santa Barbara, CA. In addition to developing my
sound therapy practice and running a Kindermusik studio, I produced concerts and a TV program
called The Santa Barbara Songwriter Show.
In 2011, I moved to Constance, Germany, but increasingly spent time in Zurich. By the time I moved
in 2015, I had already established my Vibratuning voice and sound therapy practice, and over the last
five years, I have offered events such as sound baths, sound healing workshops, and song writing
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classes in English to the expat community, as well as in German to native speakers. I now live near a
beautiful lake to the south of Zurich. After the many moves between Germany and the US, I feel like
I’ve found my true home.
Although I have continually performed concerts as a solo or duo on smaller stages, my creative focus
has shifted to the interactive Songs for Healing concert and my Songs for Women. The latter is a benefit
concert for a Swiss nonprofit (FIZ) that helps
immigrant women and
victims of trafficking. I
present it as a one-woman
show that recently got
these responses from the
audience: “Goose-bump
songs!” and “Great songs
and gorgeous
performance.” I’m still
putting together my third
program, called Songs and
Stories of Love, Loss, and
Transformation.

Sound bath in Zurich

Getting Involved in The Creative World

TV recording for a Christine Smith Band CD in 1994
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As an unwanted child,
my biggest obstacle
has been finding the
self-love and selfconfidence to be who I
really am. I was terribly
shy as a child, but my
love of music pushed
me into the spotlight
and helped me to
overcome my fear of
performing. The
feeling of connecting
with others through
my songs has
motivated me as a
both a writer and a
performer. I love it
when people have a
strong emotional
reaction to my music
(tuned to the healing

frequency of A = 432 Hz) and it gives
them the power to change.
I have also had many health issues,
which has prompted me to learn about
sound as a self-healing modality. As a
result, I developed my own method that
I call Vibratuning – an approach based
on voice analysis, overtone instruments
and therapeutic yoga that helps
individuals achieve greater balance on
all levels (see www.Vibratuning.com).
Since I was raised to expect little of my
life as a woman, getting an academic and a voice scholarship for college was a huge break for me. An
entirely new world of creativity opened up when I left home at 17 for college, followed by the Master
of Fine Arts degree at UCLA. Even though there was considerable discrimination against female
students, I had the opportunity to develop my creativity as a screenwriter and video artist. One of my
professors, video pioneer Shirley Clarke, said that I could become a great film director. But I was too
sensitive for the commercial film (and music) business, so I didn’t pursue that path in the long run.
My main mentor for my work is Dr. Pamela Kaufman, who was my professor at California Lutheran
University (and who later became a renowned author of historical novels centered on women),
where I earned my BA in English. Even in the 1970s, she offered courses in Women’s Literature. She
also worked with me individually to improve my writing skills, since German had been my native
language. Pamela Kaufman had previously been a theater actress who went on to get her PhD under
difficult circumstances, so she was very supportive of me. She also sent me to a woman
psychotherapist when I was 20, so I could better deal with my past and its emotional scars.
I really enjoyed producing and hosting my Santa Barbara Songwriter TV show in 2007, so that was
exciting. And even though I performed in front of large audiences with my country rock and melodic
rock bands in Germany, my three current solo concert programs are the most fulfilling ones for me,
since they are based on the topics of women, healing and love. They also unite my music with the
sound therapy work that I have done for the past 20 years. You can see some reviews of my work
here www.ChristinaGrimmMusic.com/press
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A Few Final Thoughts
My inner child wishes that I had grown up in a loving
two-parent family with strong roots in one place. But
I realize that the hardships and many moves have
made me who I am today. They have given me the
compassion and understanding that supports my
work as a sound therapist. My complex life is also
the basis for my creativity as a songwriter and
performer, so I wouldn’t change it at all.
I initially learned about sound therapy to help myself
recover from a nervous breakdown while I was living
in Germany in the 1990s. It was very difficult for me
as a single parent to hold together a band of four
Bavarian rock musicians while trying to earn a living
as a book translator (I worked on more than 70
books from German to English). Add an
unsupportive relationship to this mix, and I got a bad
case of burnout.
In the following years, I learned about voice analysis
and Performance Wellness – a music therapy
program aimed at people with stage fright (which I
also had). So the basic lesson was that performing
adds additional stress factors to an individual’s life. This needs to be compensated with a healthy
approach that accounts for all four levels of being: physical, emotional, mental and spiritual.
I now perform as a soloist with my own guitar accompaniment, which simplifies my life as a
performer. My goal is to be a “song healer” for my audiences.
As an independent creative woman, Joni
Mitchell, had a huge influence on me as a
teenager. I believe that she’s simply the best
songwriter ever and should be acknowledged
as such while she’s still alive. In a recent
interview, she said that a songwriter’s duty is
to not only touch people’s lives but actually
change them. I have always kept this in mind –
my Perfect Beauty song even stopped a woman
from getting breast augmentation under
pressure from her boyfriend. So I wish that I
could have worked with Joni Mitchell in some
way, such as co-writing or performing on stage
with her.
A close second is Stevie Nicks for how she
transforms raw emotions into riveting rock
songs (and how she finally kicked her former
abuser out of Fleetwood Mac).
At the Vibratuning practice in Constance, Germany
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A Club Inspires: AWC London
The American Women’s Club of London, England is in
FAWCO’s Region 1. Club president Whitney Hoagland
Edwards answers our questions about the club and what
life is like living in London.
When, why, and who by was your club started? In
1898, a group of 25 American women met for tea at the
London home of Carrie Louise Griffin to discuss their
interest in forming a group that “would lead to useful
service, a center of our own, in the land of our sojourn”.
Most were what we call “Long Term London Ladies”,
married to business leaders, government officials and
often British citizens. Distinguished members included
Lady Randolph Churchill (Jennie Jerome), mother of
Winston; Lady Astor, the Duchess of Marlborough; Mrs.
Selfridge; and Mrs. Herbert Hoover.

Big Ben when it’s not under renovation

The club provided help, advice and cooperation for other organizations, individuals, movements,
charities, schools and churches. It was consulted on educational, social, philanthropic, economic,
artistic and literary subjects.
How many members do you have and what are their nationalities? We currently have 250
members who are primarily expats. We have quite a few members who are non-US born, but have
ties to America, usually from having lived there. We have a mix of “long-termers”, re-pats, ex-pats,
and temporary-pats that are here for 2–4 years. At one point in the early 1900s our club had over
1,500 members! The two World Wars took many back to the US.
How does the club run? Our club is run as a company limited by guarantee with an elected
(volunteer) board of directors. Our membership dues determine our annual budget and we put all
income after running costs back into the club. It has been some time since we have had members
running against one another for board positions. We find that many roles do well with co-directors
so that the job tasks can be leveraged to accommodate schedules. We have a nominating committee
run by the company Secretary each spring prior to our Annual General Meeting (AGM) in April. We do
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AWC London members on a day trip to a peony farm in Kent

have times where board seats remain open
and others pick up the slack. I am finding
that people want to add value and be
included, but they are afraid to “step on
toes”. They want to be asked so we are
actively always looking for leaders.
What kind of events do you have in your
club? We have a wide variety of events
throughout the year. Some are regular
weekly, bi-weekly or monthly and others
are one-offs or annual. We have an
incredible team of Activity Leaders who
take the lead on event planning for their
specific groups and they liaise with our
Director of Activities to get the activity
St. Paul’s from on top of One New Change Place
listed and promoted to members. Three
years ago, the club made the wise financial and management decision to close our office in South
Kensington and to switch all of our system management to the Wild Apricot platform. I cannot thank
that board enough for their foresight as I cannot imagine how we could have operated during 2020.
When the pandemic put London into lockdown, we quickly cancelled all in-person events and moved
to virtual activities. Our leaders were and continue to be creative and adaptive to our limitations and
restrictions. In the wake of this pandemic, we have had the opportunity to promote smaller group
meet-ups like coffees, walks in the parks and exploring of the host’s neighborhood. We have also
piloted a “Won’t you be my neighbor” program where the board links up members who live close to
each other.
Do you raise money for any particular cause? For
well over 20 years, AWC London has been
volunteering at Ronald McDonald House (Evelina
House) at least once a month by cooking for the
residents. We also volunteer at least twice a month at
the Soup Kitchen at the American International
Church. Unfortunately, we have not been able to do
either since February. We normally have our main
charity fundraiser at our annual Founders’ Day gala in
the spring. That had to be cancelled as well. We
helped get the Soup Kitchen a $2000 grant this spring
and we have contributed to their ongoing fundraising
campaign through individual donations. We are
launching a Holiday Charity Appeal soon and will be
raising much needed funds through a Just Giving
campaign culminating with a fun, interactive virtual
Club President Whitney, with Sue Bennett from the
holiday event for our members in December. This is
Ronald McDonald House
in lieu of our normal holiday charity drive and party,
which is usually a coat/clothing campaign for guests of the Soup Kitchen or a toy drive for the kids
staying at Ronald McDonald House. Understandably, we have to change tactics this year.
What was your own favorite activity/event last year? If we are talking 2019, definitely Founders’
Day. At the time, I was Director of Special Events and this was my first time planning an event of its
scale since my wedding 13 years ago. It was a huge success! In 2020, it would be our last Monthly
Meeting Mixer, which was in February at a beloved SoHo Speakeasy. It was a wonderful night and
that was one of our last in-person events until September. Over the years, I’ve loved our outings to
places like Stoke-on-Trent, Ascot, Buckingham Palace and more.
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What else would you like us to know about your club? I took over as President at the end of April
via a Zoom AGM. It’s been a bit surreal, but we are managing to cope and adapt to the changes and
challenges we face during the pandemic. My VP/Director of Membership is gifted at giving me pep
talks and our board is working really hard and doing well. We have made some positive foundational
changes that will put us in a powerful position to continue to help our club flourish. I look at our
members as custodians of this historical organization. It is our responsibility to preserve our past
and cultivate our present so that we can ensure our future.
Tell us a little about your city and country in general?
This might be a hard one for me to answer as I’ve been
here for nearly a decade and am married to an English
man. Personally, I had been living here for a year before I
found the club. I faced similar challenges, but probably
not as much as the normal expat and most certainly not
anything like our new members who moved here just
before or during 2020. They are having to settle into a
new home when everything is different, chaotic and
restricted. They don’t get to explore London by coming on
one of our London Walks or Monday Morning Coffees in
unique locations around the city.
Londoners will be familiar with these, but here is a list of
less touristy gems: St. Dunstan In The East, Little Venice,
The Painted Hall, Spitalfields & Brick Lane, Neal’s Yard, The
Silver Vaults, Waterloo Vaults, Tulip Stairs at The Queen’s
House (Greenwich), Sky Garden, Sir John Soane’s Museum,
The Churchill Arms (pub), Columbia Road Flower Market
(Sundays), The Mayor of Scaredy Cat Town (hidden bar),
Leadenhall Market, The Dickens Inn. I could keep going.

St. Dunstan In The East – a hidden gem

Christmas is a big holiday for most British people. The
season is lovely, and since Thanksgiving is not an occasion for celebration in England at all, Christmas
comes early. Nativity plays, carols and winter light festivals are traditional throughout the month of
December. Santa Claus is called Father Christmas and the traditional food left out for him includes
mince pies and sherry or brandy. Lunch or dinner is served on Christmas Day and usually consists of
roast turkey, roast potatoes, carrots, parsnip, mini sausages, Brussels sprouts and Yorkshire pudding
and more. Christmas crackers are
traditional and they contain those
paper hats you seen in movies as well
as a small trinket and a bad joke. Most
people watch the Queen’s Christmas
message, as well as all their favorite TV
holiday specials.
The following day, Boxing Day, is
generally spent with families and loved
ones. Typical traditions include
watching sports, playing games,
hunting (posh people), going for walks
and eating Christmas leftovers. People
also love to shop on Boxing Day as
traditionally the sales start that day.
AWC London members cooking at the Ronald McDonald House
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West of the City, North of the
Thames, London Theaters
Hayley Green

A simple walk through the West End reveals why over 14 million audience members flock to the
largest English-speaking theater scene in the world. When you think of London, it’s impossible not to
think of “West End Theater”. Built, rebuilt, refurbished, London’s theaters are as unique as the
various productions housed in them.

After a few stops and starts, the Palace Theatre opened in
October 1912 featuring vaudeville, cinema and dramas. Most
significantly, though, it was a acquired by Gertrude Mouillot in
1919. Gertrude was widowed by her wealthy theater
entrepreneur husband in 1911. She sold off the 15 theaters
left to her and purchased the Palace Theatre for £25,000.
Gertrude ran the theater for 20 years and instituted technical
changes in use today.

The Apollo Theatre was London’s first Edwardian
theater. Intended to be a venue for musical
entertainment, the Apollo theater was named after the
Greek god of music and poetry. Since its opening in
1901, the Theatre has hosted various stars of stage in
notable performances by Josh Hartnett, Vanessa
Redgrave and James McAvoy among others.
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The Victoria Palace Theatre occupies the site of a popular
music hall built in the 1830s. It opened in November of 1911
and hosted all the famous music-hall names of the time and
later became the location at which Elizabeth Taylor made her
theatrical debut.

Designed by well known theater architect W. G. R.
Sprague, St. Martin's Theatre is in the center of London’s
West End. The first production to take place there was the
Edwardian musical comedy Houp La! which opened in
November 1916. Following this, the Theatre staged many
premiers covering controversial issues such as A Bill of
Divorcement in 1920, which looked at divorce due to
insanity. Today it is known for being the home of the
longest running play in London’s theatrical history, The
Mousetrap by Agatha Christie.
Opened in 1900 by theater architect Frank Matcham as a
circus variety theater, the Hippodrome featured a 100,000gallon tank in which polar bears and sea lions would swim.
Changes in 1909 allowed the venue to shift to revue-style
performances hosting performers such as Harry Houdini and
the country’s first staged performance of Swan Lake. In the
1950s the theater transformed once again to become the
legendary Talk of the Town, featuring major starts such as Judy
Garland and Sammy Davis Jr.

The Cambridge Theatre is considered a rare, complete and
early example of a London theater adopting the modern,
expressionist style found in Germany during the 1920s. It was
a clear departure from the grand excess of music halls and
cinemas. The Cambridge Theatre was considered the epitome
of sophistication with simple forms, shiny steelwork and
touches of bright colors.
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The Criterion Theatre was designed by the architect Thomas
Verity and was fitted into an already existing block. The most
remarkable thing about the Criterion is that almost the entire
building is underground and even the upper Circle can't be
reached without going down stairs. The exterior of the building
is in such an original condition that it is considered to be the
best surviving example of Thomas Verity's work.

The Apollo Victoria opened in 1930 during the “supercinema” era. Uniquely placed between two major roads, the
Apollo Victoria has two frontages, causing taxi drivers to
nickname the cinema Sing-Sing. The venue has hosted
popular productions such as The Sound of Music, Fiddler on
the Roof, and Wicked.

The Lyric Theatre is one of 12 theaters built in the 1880s
during a building boom. It is also the oldest remaining theater
on Shaftsbury Avenue. The Theatre temporarily closed in 1894
owing to an influenza epidemic but reopened to great success
presenting both musical and non-musical productions.

Haley Green grew up in the south-western suburbs of Chicago. Prior to
her family’s 2016 move to the United Kingdom, Haley spent 12 years
teaching middle-school science and ruffling feathers at her kids’ PTA
meetings. Shortly after arriving in London, Haley threw herself into
her trophy-wife status by searching for the perfect latte, having long
lunches with new friends, and leisurely exploring London
neighborhoods. Haley spent four years serving on the board of the
American Women’s Club of London, first as Director of Activities and
then as President. Nowadays she can be found reminding her teenage
son to use deodorant and wondering what she has done to upset her
tweenage daughter.
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Performance:
a Kindness Cure
CAROLINE WAGNER-JACOBSON
Member: American Women’s Club of
Amsterdam
From: Phoenix, Arizona
Lives: Amsterdam, the Netherlands

My Life Journey
I grew up in Phoenix, Arizona. From a young age, I had a passion for the arts. I studied dance (ballet,
modern, jazz, tap, ballroom) and learned to play the piano. My paternal grandmother had a huge
impact on my life and my decision to pursue the arts. She was very theatrical and so was I, so we
were two peas in a pod. I have a vivid memory of her climbing into bed
with me when I was sick and singing to me to help me feel better.
I used to produce my own shows in our family room. Using the foyer as
my “stage”, I would print fake tickets, set up chairs for audience
seating, design my own costumes and, to my brother’s dismay, force
him to shine the “spotlight” on me (which was just a giant camping
flashlight). He was in big trouble if he did not keep that spotlight on me
at all times! Poor guy.
At the age of 14, I moved away to attend a performing arts boarding
school in Natick, Massachusetts. I had received a scholarship to study
ballet and did not want to turn down the opportunity. It was hard to
move 2,000 miles away from my family at such a young age. I had to
grow up really fast. My freshman year, I
injured my back. I had been dancing with
a stress fracture in my lumbar spine for 9
months before finally going to the doctor.
Early performing days!

The idea was to “dance through the pain”
and there was a stigma around being an injured dancer. As a ballerina,
once your back goes, everything else starts to go, too. I was getting
more and more injuries, and I realized that ballet was not making me
happy anymore.
Once I graduated, I moved back home to Phoenix and signed up for an
acting class. I always wanted to try acting, but I never had the time to try
it. Let’s just say, I got bit by the acting bug! I fell in love with theater and
went on to get my bachelor’s degree in theater from Arizona State
University, graduating summa cum laude.
Since graduation, I have worked as a professional actor, director,
choreographer, teacher (for both adults and children) and theater-forsocial-change advocate. I have worked on national tours, both as an
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actor and as a choreographer. Favorite acting credits: Ruth
(Tribes), Maggie (Brigadoon – national tour), Loretta (White
Christmas), Ghost of Christmas Future (A Christmas Carol),
ensemble (The Grumpiest Boy in the World), Hunyak (Chicago),
Gertie (Failure: A Love Story), Sister Berthe (The Sound
of Music), ensemble (Curtains) and Flora (Sleeping Beauty).
My husband and I moved to the Netherlands in July 2019.
We moved for his job and plan to stay in Amsterdam for the
next few years. We live with our three-year old
Goldendoodle who loves long walks in Vondelpark. We
actually just celebrated our first wedding anniversary. I think
we should get bonus points because we survived an
international move and a global pandemic in our first year
of marriage.
Currently, I am teaching a beginning acting course for a
theater company here in Amsterdam. I am facilitating virtual
On our wedding day with Maisy the Goldendoodle
theater visits to cheer up children who are in the hospital.
Lastly, I am in grad school studying the positive effects of the arts in a healthcare setting.

Getting Involved in Acting
My very first acting role was playing the lead in a
community college’s production of The Philanderer by
George Bernard Shaw. I was nervous about memorizing
my lines but, once I learned how to step into the
character, I was completely confident. Once I had my
character’s walk, voice, gestures, posture, mannerisms,
habits, essence and objectives, I became the character:
My character and I were one. When I was performing in a
play or a musical, all of my other worries just melted
away. Theater can be used as an escape, providing us
with an opportunity to explore another world, another
way of being, where the possibilities are endless. This can
be very therapeutic. After the end of my first production I
knew I had to keep pursuing theater so I could feel the
same high that I felt while onstage as a character.
When I was 19 years old, I was accepted into the
American Academy of Dramatic Arts summer program in
Me acting In The Philanderer
New York City. I was so excited for the opportunity to
train with some of the best! I had been to the doctor a
few days before leaving, because I had felt a lump in my breast. Because of my age, I did not think
anything of it. However, the doctor was concerned and decided to do a biopsy. My mom and I flew to
New York City the next day. The moment we landed, I received a voicemail from the doctor telling me
that I needed to fly home and have surgery. The biopsy results were abnormal and there was a
possibility that we were dealing with a malignant tumor. I was absolutely devastated. My mom and I
flew back to Phoenix and I had a lumpectomy. The tumor was the size of an orange! After a few days,
I got the results that it was a rare form of tumor but thankfully, it was benign. This experience
pushed me to be even more motivated and dedicated to pursue my dreams.
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I have met some famous people during my career. I
was in a movie with Topher Grace and Anna Faris. I
was just an extra but I talked to them a few times and
they were super nice. I also met Kevin Kline at a
fundraising event for a Shakespeare company and he
and I joked around for a bit. I kept quizzing him to see
if he remembered his lines from the movie Dave, one
of my family’s favorites. I made him laugh, so I would
call that a win. My favorite experience with a famous
person was taking a workshop with Anne Bogart and
SITI Company. Anne is famous for her VIEWPOINTS
technique and her work is just fascinating. I learned
so much in just one workshop. It was an incredible
experience! Highly recommend. Meeting people has
been fun but I would give my left leg to work with
Meryl Streep. She is such a chameleon, completely
embodying her character to the point where her body
of work is so varied you can barely recognize her from
role to role. I just think she is a fabulous talent and I
would be so honored and inspired to work with her.
Me with actor Kevin Kline

My work performing in schools has been the most
challenging yet rewarding experience for me. While touring with a children’s theater company, we
would arrive at a new school at 6:00 a.m. every day and strategize about how to make that particular
cafeteria work for our show. Every space is different, so we had to adapt quite a lot to make it work
with our set pieces, blocking, etc. We really had to trust each other and communicate effectively. At
the end of the day, the schoolchildren loved it, so it made the struggle worth it. Did I mention that we
did not have a crew? It was just me and two other actors who did the load-in, set-up, load-out,
monitored sound, washed costumes, etc. All of us traveled around in just one van. Just amazing. We
were like a well-oiled machine.
But my favorite artistic medium is to use theater in healthcare settings. For the last 11 years, I have
been a proud member of the Phoenix Theatre Company’s “Partners That Heal” program. We are an
acting ensemble that uses improvisation, music and storytelling to perform for sick kids at children's
hospitals. The goal is to humanize the healthcare experience and enhance overall wellbeing. This
type of work is incredibly rewarding and
I absolutely love it.
When I moved to the Netherlands, I
could no longer do “Partners That Heal”
and I missed it immensely. One of the
silver linings of the global pandemic is
that I was able to re-join the program
(from Amsterdam)! The time difference
between Arizona and the
Netherlands has made it interesting, but
I don’t mind it one bit. We have
been doing virtual visits with the
kids and it’s been going really well. The
kids need it now more than ever, since
many of them do not have access to
visitors or the freedom to leave their
rooms with all of the COVID restrictions.
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Our equipment ready to set up for a performance in a school

We have been able to visit many children virtually and it
helped us realize we don’t have to limit our visits to just Arizona
hospitals. We could do these visits anywhere! It has been
fascinating (and sometimes challenging) to shift to an online
format. But I am very impressed with the Phoenix Theatre
Company and my amazing colleagues. Watching them
effortlessly pivot and adapt to the new normal is incredibly
inspiring.
I am currently pursuing a graduate certificate in arts in
medicine from the University of Florida and hope to have my
own program one day.

On a zoom call for “Partners That Heal” with the Phoenix Theatre Company
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“They Say a Cat Has
Nine Lives!”
ILYA PARENTEAU
Member: American International Women’s
Club of Düsseldorf
From: Chicago, Illinois
Lives: Düsseldorf, Germany

My Life Journey
They say a cat has nine lives. If I were a cat, I’m not sure which life I find myself in currently. I do like
to say that, in my first life, I was a dancer.
At six, I had a friend who enjoyed flaunting what she’d learned in her ballet classes. That was the
beginning. I begged her to teach me her routines. We created performances together for much of the
neighborhood in my backyard. It took two years before my parents gave in to my persistent
imploring, finally allowing me to start lessons. It was my Nana Banana who took me to class. She
cheered me on through the open studio window, year after year.
One day, there was a buzz in the school about an audition for Ruth Page’s version of The Nutcracker
Suite at Arie Crown Theater at McCormick Place in Chicago. I was eleven years old and beyond
excited. I had to go to that audition! And I had to get in! With great joy and incredible will and
passion, I landed my first job. The enormity of the experience becomes clear to me as I write this. The
theater sat 5000 people. This experience of working closely with professional ballet dancers set the
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Images from my early days in the business

mark and fuelled my desire to work as a
professional performer.
The role of Herr Drosselmeyer was played by
Richard Ellis, a former soloist with the Sadler’s Wells
Ballet (UK). We children worked closely with him,
and experienced first hand the discipline, focus and
seriousness of true artistic expression. It was
glorious, and I flourished. Richard and his wife,
Christine, had their own school of ballet in Chicago
and I studied on scholarship with them for the next
six years. After high school graduation, it was time
to pursue my dream to become a professional
ballet dancer.
I accepted a scholarship and attended the official
school of the Joffrey Ballet. Scholarship students
were potentially fed into the Joffrey ll Young
1987 Backstage with Doug at Drury Lane South in Woman of the
Company, or contracted to join the main company.
Year
My initial wish was to be asked to join the company,
but the city itself afforded new experiences that became surprisingly more enticing than the ballet
studio. Competition was fierce. Many of the dancers had eating disorders, myself included, and my
toes were a bloody mess from my point shoes. I found myself ditching dance classes, and setting off
on wonderful new adventures. After a year at the Joffrey School, I was sure that the life of a ballet
dancer was not for me. It was time for a change and I had to find a new dream.
My greatest joy had always come from the experiences I shared performing with other professionals
on stage. Into that same passionate place where I had found my love for dance, I focused new
determination and energy into my desire to become an actress. I started by attending the University
of Utah and received my BFA in Theater with an acting emphasis. This was a wonderful choice,
because the ballet department at the university was the official school of Ballet West which enabled
me to get a satisfying “ballet fix” whenever necessary. Then I continued my acting training at the MFA
program for Theater at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and got my
Actor’s Equity card, performing in plays,
operas and, of course, musicals. For me,
musicals were the perfect blend of singing,
acting AND dancing.
My most literal “cat life” began when I was
cast in a production of Cats with the Really
Useful Group. Auditions were in my
hometown, Chicago. Three of us were flown
to Zürich, Switzerland to perform with an
international team of over 200 artists in a
venue for 2000 people. I was hired to cover
seven different roles and when not on stage,
I sang backup vocals in the “pit“ with the
orchestra under the stage.
My plan was to save enough with this job to
go back to NYC and begin the next chapter of
my career as a Broadway star. That didn’t
happen. Instead, I met my future husband, a
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Memorabilia from my work on Cats

lighting designer who was in charge of the lights for the show. I followed him to Berlin, and another
cat life began.
Suddenly I was a mom. I had a husband and two children and didn’t speak a word of German. These
were most challenging times. I had to get my “Alltag” (daily life) figured out before I could even think
of finding work again. In the beginning, there were enough offers from people who knew my work
that I could have easily made a resume including all the work I’d turned down.

Rehearsals for Cinderella (Marije Maliepaard) with her prince (Devon
Nickel)

As the children became more
independent, it was hard to find
opportunities in English to audition for.
But I did find one and for the following
seven years, I worked for Platypus
Theatre, a company which specialized in
children’s theater in English for German
school children. It was here that I
started teaching drama workshops to
German high school students. This is
something that I still do, when I’m not
producing, directing or performing.
Years of freelancing jobs followed. Then
my husband was offered a full time job
as the in-house lighting designer at the
Düsseldorfer Schauspielhaus. This is
one of Germany’s largest government
theaters. And so, we decided to move
the whole family to Düsseldorf.

By now my children were ready to fly the nest, so I began to investigate ways to re-enter the world of
performance. Sometimes the most amazing things happen. Rosie Thorpe, an actress from the UK,
had moved to Germany to be with her partner, but she soon learned there was little work for
English speaking actors. She systematically searched out English speaking expats in her area who
had anything to do with theater. She found me, and over coffee one day, she suggested: “Come on,
Ilya. Let’s start a theater company!” That was six years ago. In January 2021, our English Theatre
Düsseldorf GbR will be three years old. In these three years, we have produced 14 shows and have
developed and conducted education classes, workshops and projects for children and adults in
various locations and schools throughout the region. https://www.english-theatre-duesseldorf.de
Due to the corona
virus, all theaters
closed in Düsseldorf
at the beginning of
March. When
summer arrived, we
were incredibly lucky
to be able to
rehearse and
perform Cinderella a
Musical Fairy Tale by
Marc Robin and Curt
Dale Clark, with
seven performers at
the Düsseldorfer
Theater Museum.
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Publicity for our English Theatre in Düsseldorf performance of Cinderella

We performed in the park in front of the museum.
This fall we hope to be moving the piece indoors to
the Komödie, a theater which normally seats 365
people but due to the corona regulations may only
seat a maximum of 120 people.

Getting Involved in Acting
My decision to study acting after dance seemed most
natural to me. As a child, my mother initiated costume
parades, and theme parties for me and my siblings and
block party activities and plays with the whole
neighborhood. Mom studied Costume Design at the
Art Institute in Chicago. Needless to say, my Halloween
costumes were outstanding. It was mom who brought
me to my first acting audition at a community theater.
I remember it vividly. The director sat me in a chair and
asked me to close my eyes, and to relax into the chair,
and to relax more into the chair, and even more, until I
slid to the edge and flopped to the floor like a rag doll.
Bebe in A Chorus Line, Chicago 1989
They were impressed, though I couldn’t fathom at all
why. I was cast as Karen in The Red Shoes. With my dance training, it probably made for a fair
performance to start.
By nature I am a very shy person. Dancing was a safe place to be hugely expressive physically. I was
free as a dancer. My spirit could fly and I was unafraid. But acting exposed my thoughts. I had to
speak and expose my inner voice, and that was extremely difficult for me. I suffered greatly in my
first year of acting school. But I hated being shy. I was determined to break free of my fear. I struggle
with it still today. I fight against it now as I write these words, knowing someone will read them. By
the way, thank you for reading this far;).
There are moments in life, when one stands at a clear crossroad. For example, If I had accepted an
apprenticeship at the Boston Ballet Company, instead of going to the Joffrey, perhaps my ballet
dream may have come true.
Another crossroad: While at University, I was cast as Rosalind, the
lead in Shakespeare’s As You Like It. Just as rehearsals were about to
begin, “Hollywood called“. A few of us dancers who had been
featured in the film Footloose, which had been filmed on location in
Utah, were called to fly to Paramount Pictures in LA to do some
extra filming. My director allowed me to go if I promised to be back
after two days. The two days were extended to four. I kept my
promise and went back to university. If I had stayed in LA, my
journey, for better or worse, would have continued down a different
path. If I had gone to NYC again instead of following my future
husband to Berlin, I would have missed having my children!
One of the fun parts of the Footloose role was I got to go to the “high
school dance” with Kevin Bacon, Sarah Jessica Parker and Chris
Penn. I’ve also danced with some other well known people over the
years: I also danced in Bye Bye Birdie with Tommy Tune and Ann
Reinking at the Muny Opera, played Tessie Cat to Elke Sommer’s
With my co-founder, Rosie Thorpe
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Woman of the Year, and was a dance coach and manager for
the pop singer, Joana Zimmer. I also performed in Nunsense
with Georgia Engel, who played Georgette Baxter in the Mary
Tyler Moore Show.
As for mentors, my first one was my Nana, who skipped me
down the street singing “Hippity hop to the barber shop”, and
who kicked up a good Charleston well into her 90s, who made
me feel as if I were the most important person in the world.
She was a terrible flirt and a successful businesswoman. She
lived to be 100 and accompanied me throughout most of my
life. She was an amazing role model.
Nana’s daughter, my mother, showers me and all around her,
with her artistic sunshine. Now well into her 80s, she continues
teaching talented young art students to paint and draw. She
loves her students and is happier than ever.
Nana a.k.a Mildred Benson

My ballet teacher, Christine Ellis-DuBoulay was
my “ballet mother”. She didn’t have children.
One of her students asked, “Do you and Mr. E
have children?” And she responded, “Darling,
you are ALL my children!” Her expectations
were extremely high. Receiving her
appreciation and approval was a magical gift
that spurred her students to greatness.

With Christine Ellis-DuBoulay in 2019

After my diagnosis with MS I realized that all the ballet
classes, the voice and movement classes, the acting
classes, the singing and relaxation exercises, have helped
me, so far, to live gracefully with my illness. I try to act as
healthy as I possibly can every day. And I take care of
myself and my health as best I can. I feel healthy when I
am happy. And there’s a lot to be said about acting happy
when you’re down. A good laugh does wonders for the
nerves. And I am most happy when I am surrounded with
passionate, positive people. Life is good.

Painting
54 with my Mom in 2019

Producing Theater for Social Change
Molly Moylan Brown

“When you bring consciousness to anything,
things begin to shift.” Eve Ensler
Sometimes, when the stars align, magic happens. Theater, as one of my teachers, Augusto Boal,
said, can mobilize communities to participate collectively and actively, not merely as spectators, to
motivate real social change in the pursuit of a just and equitable society.
I thought I’d experienced the pinnacle of theater’s transformative power while living in Ireland. In
1998, soon after the Good Friday Agreement was signed, a handful of intrepid Protestants and
Catholics in Belfast conceived a joint community theater project. These two working-class
communities had lived as virulent enemies for decades through the Troubles. But this small group
of citizens took it upon themselves to find people from both sides of the sectarian divide to get
involved in a theater project. Participants put themselves and their families at risk because it was
seen by many as a betrayal of their respective communities. I documented this first-ever Protestant
– Catholic community theater project. It was extraordinary to witness the participants’ bravery and
commitment to the project over many months to motivate a real confrontation with their past, to
transform their relationships and find a deeper understanding and peace.
My involvement with theater
— writing, directing,
performing — began at an
early age, in another divided
place: West Berlin. I
delighted in staging shows,
creating games and writing
skits as a middle child in my
large, rather chaotic
American family, where
everyone jockeyed for
position to be seen, heard
and valued.
As a young adult, I entered
professional theater,
working as an actress,
writer, director and
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Molly Brown, with members of the cast, speaking in 2017

university adjunct professor. I founded a production
company in New York City to develop and deliver
customized entertainment and educational workshops to a
wide variety of audiences across the US from corporations
to underserved communities.
I found my work with, and in service to, marginalized
communities the most rewarding. Whether working with
civilians or professionals, I’m a creative arts practitioner who
finds creative performance and writing work most
meaningful when it amplifies the voices of all participants
and resonates with issues and ideas that are personal,
communal, and universal.
After a long and varied
career in the arts,
something magical and
surprising occurred for
me personally and for
my Berlin community
when I staged and
directed productions
of Eve Ensler’s The
Vagina Monologues in
both 2017 and 2018.
The American
Women’s Club of Berlin
(AWCB) had recently
relaunched in 2015. I’d
never been in an
The AWC Berlin cast of The Vagina Monologues
organization of women
and actively avoided them. Suddenly, despite my aversion, I found myself in the middle of a growing
community of women for the first time. When women come together, I discovered, they can be quite
powerful — inclined, as I began to see, to tend and befriend — this was evident in the outpouring of
support for the initiatives I had created to support the refugee women and children who’d poured
into the city.
I wanted to create a
project by and for the
AWCB membership
that would also serve
the greater good for
women and girls. What
better project, I
thought, than TVM to
make this ideal and
intention manifest?
So, we, the AWCB
membership and local
volunteers, including
some of our teens,
presented TVM in 2017
and 2018 as part of VBack stage with the TVM cast
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Day, the global activist
movement that has raised
over $120 million to fund
initiatives in nearly 150
countries to end violence
against women and girls.
As the feedback from the
audience, the performers and
all the volunteers made clear,
there is a special sense of
belonging, recognition, and
connection that this
Presenting our takings to a local charity
production makes possible —
especially for women’s groups!
It comes from getting proximate to urgent and difficult issues with courage, candour, and humor.
These productions have brought together and continue to hold so many women within a collective
supporting one another’s personal journeys while also presenting opportunities to serve AWCB and
our larger community. Dare I call it a sisterhood? It is a remarkable and generative gift to come to
know and experience this work while living outside of our home cultures, to build a strong, dynamic
international community of women through a shared process of presenting a work that, by
challenging our personal narratives, opens us to new possibilities.
For me personally, the spirit of the TVM productions and V-Day itself abides, fueling my calling to
work with women and girls, now most particularly through my holistic creative writing classes,
readings and retreats.
Surprisingly, we’re the first FAWCO club to stage TVM. I certainly hope we’re not the last. V-Day is a
gift to the membership and the community at large that keeps on giving. I would encourage every
FAWCO club to participate in V-Day.
OTHER LINKS
For a report on the 2017 TVM production see: AWC Berlin Special Bulletin - V-Day 2017.
For a report on the 2018 TVM production see: V-Day 2018 – 20th Anniversary Special Bulletin American Women's Club of Berlin eV. .
For V-Day info see: https://www.vday.org/take-action/organize-voices-one-billion-rising-city-of-joy/.
Molly Moylan Brown is a writer, creative writing teacher
and developmental editor, theater director, community
activist and mother of two. She splits her time between
New York City and Europe; currently living in Berlin. As
one of the original five members to relaunch AWCB in
2015, she became its Director of Community Outreach,
leading numerous community initiatives for which she
was awarded the Order of Malta. Molly delivers
customized instruction in collaborative storytelling and
creative writing to a variety of communities, institutions
and organizations. She is a popular creative writing
teacher offering online and live workshops, festival
forums, customized classes, readings and off-site
retreats. An anthology of her students’ original works
will be published later this year. For more information re
classes and guest bookings go
to: www.mollymoylanbrown.com.
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Singing from Mexico to
Germany
ANDREA BÁSEF
Member: Heidelberg International
Women’s Club
From: Mexico City
Lives: Heidelberg, Germany

My Life Journey
I was born and raised in Mexico City. I lived with my mum and sister in a
beautiful house; two weekends a month, my sister and I would visit my dad at
his house with his new family and we had a lot of fun. I had a happy childhood
and a rebellious adolescence. I like to remember that stage of my life because
I was very happy. I never had good grades, and although I'm not proud of it, I
don't regret it either; it just the way was. The teachers would take me out of
the classroom as punishment for singing, and then I would come out happy
and continue singing. More than once they made me sing in front of the
whole class thinking that it was a punishment, but for me it wasn't – I loved it!

Me aged about five

Music was part of my daily life. For example, I would to sing in front of the
mirror with a karaoke machine that my father gave me. My poor sister and
mother had to put up with me singing all the time. Then when I was 13 years
old, I started piano lessons. At a recital where I was playing a piece by
Beethoven, I made a mistake and I was left forever traumatized and unable to
play an instrument in public. Strange as it may seem, I can do anything in
front of people, but not play an instrument.

When I left home and
started living alone, I
worked as a real estate
saleswoman. At the same
time, I studied acting and
opera and worked in an
independent theater
company where, by the way,
I met some of the people
who are still my best friends
to this day.
Some time later I met the
jazz pianist Alejandro
Mercado, with whom I took
some lessons. I also started
work on my first album. This
was possible partly due to
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In concert in the Gothic Chapel, Mexico City

that job that I’d had as a real estate saleswoman! I
had bought a flat that I was able to sell soon after,
and I used the profit from the sale to produce my
first album in 2014. From then on, my whole life
changed completely.
As you know, life takes you down paths you cannot
imagine. Today I am a Mexican singer living in
Heidelberg, and that is something I could never
have imagined growing up. But how did it happen?
Well a few years ago I went to a jazz concert in
Mexico City. My friend, the trumpeter Marc Osterer,
who recorded both my albums with me and now
plays in the band Parov Stelar, was performing his
new album. During the last song, some couples got
on stage and started dancing. I loved the style of
their dancing, and the following week my friend
invited me to a place where that style was danced. I
Performing
signed up for classes straight away and started to
dance Lindy Hop. A year later I met my husband
there, who lived in Germany. We were friends for several years until we fell in love and got married
and now I live with him in the beautiful city of Heidelberg!
These are difficult times for everyone because
of COVID-19, and I arrived in this new country
in February 2020 (just when the global health
crisis was beginning). Unfortunately, singing
and dancing are activities that are classified as
risky, so there is not much movement. While
things are developing I have been planning a
third album. I enjoy my new life, which
surprises me at every step. I’m learning
German and have built a professional audio
booth in my house, from which I have just
recorded new songs to release soon. I can
also use the booth for work as a narrator or
voice-over artist. What more can I ask for?

Getting Involved in the Arts
I don't remember ever wanting to be anything other than an actor or singer, to tell you the truth.
Since I was a child, I have always been excited about playing different characters, and "embodying
different lives", and all the time I have sung. I have always loved music, theater, cinema, opera,
painting, dance – in short, the arts in general.
I learned to act, to analyze texts in order to interpret them, to discover the characters that live
wrapped in the words, from my mentor and teacher, the late Mexican theater director and
playwright Héctor Mendoza. Thanks to him, I learned to observe without judging. I learned that just
one word can have dozens of meanings and reveal to us the whole life of someone and the
relationship they have with their interlocutor. For me, singing is the same as acting: each song is a
different character and can tell more than one story (depending on how it is sung and with what kind
of music it is played).
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Performing at the Lunario

The most exciting thing that has happened to me in my career was the whole process of my first
album Deseo del Tiempo. It was like an episode of the movie The Secret. It all seemed to just unfold
before me. The album got to second place in the iTunes Mexico chart in its first months after release.
I had to do a concert to promote it. Of course this was not my first time on stage; I had been in many
plays and recorded TV shows as an actress, but this was my first ever concert as a solo singer with
my own project. It was wonderful – there were hundreds of people and they were all very
complimentary. Thanks to the concert, my album was noticed by various TV and radio media, all of
which gave my career a fabulous initial boost.
Before I got to that point I had been completely absorbed in what I wanted to do as a singer in
relation to performance. I had, of course, imagined I would sell my album or give live concerts, but
these things had not been my priority. They were all consequences. The only thing on my mind was
the artistic expression. When I think about those months, I really remember them as the best and
most authentic of my life.
I have had the opportunity to perform in some
amazing venues. Two favorites are in Mexico
City. First, the Gothic Chapel of the Hellenic
Cultural Institute: This place is magical since it is
the only Gothic chapel in Latin America that was
brought to the continent stone by stone from
Spain and remained in storage in New York for
many years until being taken to San Angel,
Mexico City. The first time I sang there was for a
benefit concert for the people who had been
affected by the 2017 Mexican earthquake. All the
money raised at this event went towards
rebuilding homes in Morelos.
The other venue that I consider probably even
more iconic in my career is Lunario. Lunario is
one of the most important performance centers
in Mexico. It was a very important concert, as I
My first album, Deseo del Tiempo
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was showcasing my second album, Acércate Más. At the end
of the concert I was able to mix with the audience and sign
autographs, which I always do when I have the opportunity.
Can I tell the story of what for me was the best review I
ever received? One day after a concert, a young man came
up to me and told me that he loved my work and my voice.
He told me he had come to the concert because while he
had been very ill in hospital, a relative had given him my
album as a present. He told me that my music had helped
him to heal and that he wanted to give me something in
return. He is a painter, and he gave me a small painting
that he had done of the archangel Michael, so that he
would always take care of me. Of course I keep that piece
as a very precious treasure.
Another highlight of my work for me came in 2018, when I
had the opportunity to work as music supervisor for the
The painting from my admirer
Mexican film Cuando los hijos regresan by Invicta films. For
this film, I did a cover of the song Creo estar soñando by Neil
Sedaka and it was nominated in the category of best cover for the CANACINE awards (Chamber of
the Film Industry).
I love that my job enables me to mix acting with singing. I can't conceive of any other way of singing.
If it were just about hitting the right notes without intention or story and characters in my
imagination while I'm singing, it wouldn't make sense to me. For my two albums, I have chosen iconic
songs from the history of Latin American music and I have transformed them completely with the
collaboration of talented musicians. I love doing that, and I hope to be able to continue singing,
acting, and composing and to be able to use my talent and creativity in all possible ways.
I am also a composer. For example, on my album Acércate más, there is a song written by me called
Imagino (I imagine). You can hear my two albums, Deseo del tiempo and Acércate más, as well as the
single Creo estar soñando from the film Cuando los hijos regresan, on all streaming platforms. Between
now and mid 2021, when I record my next album, I plan to release five more singles. Wish me luck!

My second album, Acércate más
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“Cabin crew, prepare for take-off.”
Interviewing Hollywood Stars for German TV
Aniko Brauner

John Travolta, Hugh Jackman, Halle Berry – big names, big stars. And me? 26, blond and blue-eyed,
just finished university, starting my first job as a journalist for German television. Do you remember
Password: Swordfish, an action thriller, starring John Travolta, Hugh Jackman and Halle Berry? There
was great interest from the press because Halle Berry had her first topless scene in it! She must
have gotten a pay rise – she was one of the highest-paid Hollywood stars at that time. Hugh Jackman
was a womanizer who had just risen to fame, and John Travolta was well known as a brilliant actor,
singer and dancer.
I was digging my way through archives and old articles to find out as much as possible about
Travolta and his co-stars, because I was going to meet and interview them. Did you know that John
Travolta is a passionate pilot? That he speaks fluent German? Have you heard that Hugh Jackman’s
wife is 13 years older than he is, and that they have been married for 24 years?
Picture the scene: a waiting room in a hotel in London in 2001. Me and a group of journalists from all
over the world. We were each only going to get 10 minutes. I was nervous. What if they didn’t like
what I was planning to ask? Had I done enough research? Was my English good enough? I was going
through my script again and again, and then it was my turn.
I walked in. John Travolta was sitting on a comfy armchair in a hotel suite, surrounded by bright
lights, white umbrellas, massive cameras, microphones and people, lots of people - the cameraman,
the sound assistant, the security guys, the stylists, the designer, the manager. “You have 10
minutes,” someone said. So I fired out my first question: “Hello, Mr Travolta. I know you are a
passionate pilot; you own four aircrafts, right? Could you do me a favor and welcome our viewers
like a pilot would?“
Travolta straightened up, grabbed the microphone, and with the most charming voice he warbled:
“Hello this is your captain speaking. My name is John Travolta. We are happy to have you on board
today. Cabin crew, please prepare for take-off.“ Everybody was laughing, the ice was broken; I had
nailed it.
When Guy Ritchie released his movie Snatch, a British crime comedy movie, written and directed by
himself, I was meeting him at a lovely hotel in London in 2000. At that time Ritchie was only known
as Mister Madonna in the news, because she was his girlfriend. Everybody knew her – but nobody
knew him.
It didn’t take me long to find out that he hated to be called Mister Madonna. Ritchie wanted people
62

to know, what a great filmmaker he was, so for the whole ten minutes of my interview we chatted
about horses and whiskey, the English countryside and his beloved hobby, hunting. I did not once
drop Madonna’s name into the conversation. It worked. When the official time ended, Ritchie asked
his manager to prolong our conversation because he was having so much fun. I ended up having 13
minutes instead of 10! A great win. More footage – more airtime. Perfect.
I can assure you I have not always been so confident, and I still vividly remember my very first
exclusive interview with Jodie Foster in 1999. It was a disaster. She was flying into Munich to
promote Anna and the King, a biographical drama about an English school teacher in Siam in the late
19th century. Jodie Foster looked wonderful in her role as a teacher with all the old costumes – but
she was even more beautiful in real life. I was the only journalist allowed to be on the red carpet
with her. The idea was that I would chat to her while she was walking forwards on the red carpet,
with me walking backwards in front of her.
When I arrived at the cinema, there were hundreds of fans, as well as journalists from radio and
television, magazines and newspapers. It was already dark outside, but bright lights were shining
onto the carpet, and I was very excited. I had bought myself a brand new pair of silver sneakers and
we all know, what new shoes can do with your confidence, right?
All of a sudden there was a flurry of flashing lights, the sound of photo cameras clicking, the crowd
screaming. Jodie Foster, the Hollywood diva, was striding over the carpet towards me. And me? I
was totally lost for words. Absolutely nothing would come out my lips. Silence. Not even my new
sneakers were working.
Jodie waved and smiled, and the journalists shouted
“Look here, Jodie. Give us a smile, Jodie. You are
beautiful, Jodie. Look over here.“
Then it got even worse. With all the screaming and
shouting of the crowd, I suddenly understood that I
was in the way. As the yelling got louder, I decided I
just had to disappear. There would be no interview,
no lasting impression. I simply ran away.
I do have one memory, though, of this very special
moment. The stars might be famous and get their
names up in lights. But I have a big photo! In all the
coverage
from that
night you see
me up front,
even a little
bit bigger
than Jodie
Foster.
Aniko Brauner, Co-President of AWBS International Women’s
Club of Berkshire and Surrey is currently living in Surrey,
United Kingdom. She grew up in the southern Germany, near
Munich. In 2005 she moved to Dubai, United Arab Emirates,
where she wrote a children’s book, Cherry Loving Leila,
published by Jerboa Books. From 2006 to 2010 she lived in
Moscow, Russia, where she exhibited photo art. Before
moving to the UK in 2018, Aniko lived in Berlin, Germany.
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I’m a Little Duckling Not
an Ugly One!
JOAN M. BENTSEN
Member: American Women’s Club of
Copenhagen
From: Westport, CT
Lives: Copenhagen, Denmark

My Life Journey
I grew up in Westport, CT, a suburb of New York City, in the 1950s
and 60s. My Mom took me to see every play and every musical on
Broadway. I was transported by the magic and power of the theater.
She also sent me to modern dance lessons from the age of nine, so I
grew up with a physical discipline that has influenced me greatly
throughout my life.
In high school, I sang in the choir and was in the theater group, where
I learned through hard work how to create something with others,
that was bigger than ourselves. The Vietnam War was also a huge
influence since all the males in our families and all the boys in our
class were eligibile to be drafted, while all we girls could do back then
was worry and protest. The
feminist in me was born
during those years. We were
all against the war, and that
often meant being against
our parents, teachers and the
government. It was a choice
to try and do the right thing.
We channelled our passion
into creating theater that reflected the world we wanted to
live in.
I left home when I went to Wellesley College in 1971. While
there, I took a semester exchange program in Waterford,
CT, at the National Theater Institute, where NTD (the
National Theater of the Deaf) was in residence. There, I met
many backstage Broadway theater people: David Hayes,
dancer Daniel Nagrin, director Larry Arrick. I also met two
amazing Deaf actors, Ed Waterstreet and Linda Bove (who
was later on Sesame Street for many years) and learned
some ASL (American Sign Language).
After graduating from Wellesley in 1975, I joined a three
year acting program in Stamford, CT at the renovated
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Playing Jumping Mouse at the Hartman Theater in
1977

Hartman Theater. My teachers were theater
and film actors such as Alan Arkin, Bob
Balaban, Austin Pendleton, Suzanne
Shepherd, Linda Lavin and James Naugton
(Ally McBeal’s father). We were extras on the
main stage, but also started our own theater,
creating story theater performances for kids
that were a great success. There were many
strong female parts and I played the lead in
Jumping Mouse, using ASL and transforming
from a mouse into an eagle by getting
hoisted up on a rope like in the circus,
circling high above the kids.
The main stage felt so threatened by our
glowing reviews in the NY Times that they
shut us down, so I moved into NYC in 1978. I
did a couple of seasons at the NH
Shakespeare Festival, worked as an actoracrobat at the Force 13 theater in
Working as a sign language interpreter
Manhattan, then I found the Circus Arts
Center in Hoboken, NJ, where I met my Danish ex-husband, Jakob Bentsen. We wanted to combine
theater and circus and trained for three years. But it was hard at our age (30!), so when I broke my
foot we stopped circus school and moved full-time to Denmark. I missed performing, so it was a joy
to be offered acting work at a theater in Copenhagen.
At age 32 I learned Danish and was fortunate to find full-time acting work with a wonderful theater
in Copenhagen, the Jytte Abildstroms Theatre. My first role was inside a life-size kangeroo costume,
which was perfect for me as a physical actor! I later toured Denmark puppeteering and doing
children’s theater.
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In costume as Little Duck for Danish TV

During that period, I was head-hunted to
audition for the part of Little Duckling, which
I got and performed on Danish national
television for seven years. I have always
loved that the Duckling is famous, but I was
anonymous - thousands of Danish children
love the character I breathed life into for so
many years.
Then as I hit my mid-forties, acting work
became (typical for women) hard to find, so I
went back to school for 3.5 years, learned
Danish sign language and got certified as a
sign language interpreter for the deaf. I
interpreted professionally for fifteen years
until my retirement two years ago, and was
the only hearing member of a sign poetry
group on the side for many years, touring to deaf Rosalind in As You Like It, Shakespeare Festival 1979
festivals all over Europe.
I never re-married, nor did I ever have children, but I have had a ”new” Danish partner for the past 30
years! Since retiring, I have returned to drama and have had a tiny part in my first film, The Kindness
of Strangers directed by Lone Scherfig, and have worked with the international theater group HIT
(House of International Theater) here.

Getting Involved in Theater
I knew at age 15 that I wanted to be an actor and I’ve never looked back. The 1970s were turbulent
times and theater gave me a way to keep fighting for my vision of a better world. But I had to
convince my parents that this was a ”real” career and a ”real” job. I never made my career choices
based on earning money, and they didn’t understand that. When I moved to Denmark, I found that
my values were much more in harmony with the way people prioritize what is most important in life.
I would say my first big break came at the
Hartman Theater, with the part of Jumping
Mouse and I had other big breaks in
Denmark, when I joined Jytte Abildstrøms
theater in Copenhagen, and also when I
was cast as Little Duckling on national
Danish television.
My mentor was Jytte (although I had had
others in the States). She encouraged me
to learn Danish and her love of the Danish
language led me to read Hans Christian
Andersen, Karen Blixen, Soren Kierkegaard
and others in the original language. She
also taught me how important a
contribution it was to create rich
performances for children and to respect
their ability to follow a complex story. She
taught me that ”play” can be a very serious
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Me as the Court Jester in The Wise Queen (I’m holding the crown!)

business! I also learned the art of puppeteering at her
theater – one can connect on a very deep level with puppets,
since they are ”alive” but not as threatening to children and
some adults as people can be.
I have been lucky to have had many exciting roles. It’s hard
to say which was the best one. Little Duckling? Jumping
Mouse? My solo character in Wild Flowers? I have also had
incredibly exciting opportunities as a Sign Language
interpreter, standing on stage with the actors interpreting
Shakespeare into sign, or interpreting a musical, where you
are assigned perhaps four or five different actors and have
to capture each actor’s character and voice, using only your
own body language and facial expressions. I really feel that
my dance training , circus skills and puppeteering
experience all come into play when I interpret theater, music
and performance happenings.
Xmas Cabaret at the House of International Theatre

I’ve also had the chance to meet and work with a number of
famous people. In the States, I met Tom Jones, who wrote The
Fantasticks and I Do, I Do, and all my teachers. I also met Linda Bove of Sesame Street fame. Then in
Denmark, I have also met many: Jytte Abildstrom, Daimi (a famous Danish singer), Lars Mikkelsen,
Peter Mygind, David Owe and Marie Askehave, Soren Pilmark and director Lone Scherfig. Now if I
could work with one other famous person I would have to choose Susan Sarandon. She’s my role
model, playing strong, loud, smart women who are true to themselves. Even growing older, she has
continued to be herself, as she is.
I have had so many wonderful experiences here in Denmark with theater, but also with sign
language. Some stand out: Touring with Wild Flowers, a solo puppet show. Filming a Christmas
calendar for Danish TV as the Duckling (”Bamse Julerejse”). And interpreting a Shakespeare
performance by two remarkable Danish actors into Danish sign language for a deaf audience.

I have had wonderful reviews: in the NY Times for
Jumping Mouse (in Stamford, CT), for As You Like
It, my two solo puppet shows (in Denmark), and
for the Duckling (also in Denmark). I haven’t
directly had any bad reviews, just reviews where I
wasn’t even mentioned. But that’s part of life as
an actor!
Working in the world of drama gives you the
ability to communicate with many different
people, the desire to join in and create something
together with others. I still passionately believe in
the performing arts as a way to comfort us, shake
us up, guide us and create visions of a better
future, especially for our children. I use singing
and the breath work I learned at drama school to
de-stress and stay grounded.
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With my partner Eric Olsen

Theatre in the Park
Alison Rolle

Outdoor theatre is inclusive, it draws people in. There’s something open and inviting about setting
up in a public space, in full view of passers-by, with just a tarpaulin backdrop for entrances and
exits, a representative stage set and a tent for costume changes. It says “Stop and look, join in,
everyone welcome”. They decide to sit down, and very quickly they are drawn in to the story.
I studied Drama at university and taught in schools in the UK until my husband’s job moved us to
Munich in March 2014. I’m happiest when meeting people and going to the theatre, so I was
delighted to find Entity, an English-speaking amateur theatre company, which was seeking
volunteers to work on their first ever outdoor summer show. The director and inspiration for the
project was Conny Loder, that rare and wonderful thing - a Bavarian Shakespeare scholar. I was
struck by her enthusiasm and commitment to what would be her directorial debut, and signed up
to get involved immediately.
In August 2014 we staged ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’
in the Amphitheater, a magical setting in the heart of
the Englischer Garten, with an international Englishspeaking cast from all walks of life. Rehearsals were
held outdoors in all weathers, which led to much
resourcefulness in finding central locations with any
kind of cover from the rain. It was an adventure for all of
us, where friendships were made and challenges met.
Some of the actors were experienced, some beginners; I
believe that anyone who’s willing to try, and committed
to succeeding, can be directed to play their part well,
and I relished my role as acting and movement coach
that first year. I went on to work with Conny for the next
three summer seasons as assistant director, moving to
the Teatron in Munich’s Westpark, now Entity’s summer
home.
Staging a play outdoors in a public space requires a very
different approach to directing and acting. Indoor
theatre, with its technology, intimacy and controlled
environment can’t prepare you for the unpredictable
weather, wildlife, natural lighting and challenging
acoustics of the great outdoors! So you have to adapt,
expand, be louder and clearer in voice and movement,
draw the audience in and keep them with you through
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Waiting to go on stage! ©Thomas Hafner

the quieter and subtler
moments of the play. The
‘fourth wall’ is broken,
characters may often speak
directly to the audience and
occasionally involve them
in the action. It’s great fun.
An outdoor space can
adapt to any setting, but an
outdoor company has to
carry and store all its own
props and costumes. For
each of our productions,
Conny’s partner Ken Lawler
masterminded an
ingenious collapsible set
Fun with fairies, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 2014 ©Thomas Hafner
that could be stowed in a
trailer attached to the back
of his car, driven into the park before each performance, and quickly assembled by the entire
company, with everyone performing their allotted task. After the show, when the light was fading
fast, the whole thing was done in reverse in double quick time before darkness fell completely.
Beautiful team work!
Costumes and music stimulate the senses and emotions of actors and audience, and are a ‘magic’
ingredient, evoking glamour and romance. Again and again our costume designer Claire Middleton
transformed flea market finds into beautiful costumes, and the musical talents of the cast were
always sought out and set to work. These two elements were often the magnet for passers-by to
linger, then sit and stay.
Being a Shakespeare scholar,
Conny is firmly committed to the
language and poetry of the plays,
and although we abridged each
play to 1.5 hours by carefully
removing some of the text, we
never altered or simplified the
language. We didn’t need to. To
illustrate, here’s one of my
favourite memories:
During one of our performances
of ‘Twelfth Night’ at the Teatron in
Munich’s Westpark, a large family
group of children aged about six
to thirteen, who were playing
nearby, heard the action and
came to investigate. They crept as
close to the stage as they could,
and sat through to the end of the
performance. The next day, the
older children returned early to
bag the best seats right at the
front, and watched the entire play
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A rapt audience during a performance of Romeo & Juliet © Dora Lutz

– clearly enjoying themselves
greatly. None of those children
spoke English, but the
environment and the action
drew them in, and Shakespeare
in the park became theirs.
Since returning to London
there has been a silver lining in
my COVID-19 cloud: the everresourceful and undaunted
Conny directed an online
version of The Tempest,
recorded via Zoom in summer
2020. This time I auditioned for
an acting role, and with our
spare room fitted up as my
‘studio’, I relished my role as
the villainous Antonia! Once
again, camaraderie and team
work ensured it was a
successful project.

Oh brave new world! The Tempest, a digital project 2020 ©Thomas Hafner

Alison Rolle grew up in the English
countryside, and moved to London
in search of excitement! She has
loved spending time with her
husband on his assignments in
Japan, Detroit and Germany, while
continuing her own work in London,
in publishing then teaching, and
keeping an eye on their three
children – now grown up. Alison
remains a member of the wonderful
Munich International Women’s Club,
and looks forward to returning
there to see friends as soon as
possible, COVID-19 willing!
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Let’s hope that in 2021 and
beyond we’ll be able to come
together once more outdoors,
bring a picnic, and enjoy
theatre in the park.

A Thoroughly Modern
Woman
CAITLYN OENBRINK
Member: American Women’s Club of
London
From: Charleston, SC
Lives: South London, England

My Life Journey
I grew up in Charleston, South Carolina. I have one sister who is
11 years younger than me and two extremely supportive
parents. As clichéd as it sounds, I guess I always had a flair for
the dramatic.
When I was a child I loved performing fireplace song & dance
shows or directing friends in plays/movies in the backyard. As I
got older, I became involved in dance lessons, school and church
choirs, and eventually attended a public fine arts middle school.
At that point I discovered my love for musical theater and began
taking voice lessons and auditioning for local theaters,
performing with my high school show choir and in as many
school productions as possible.
My parents both consider themselves non-musical and the
running joke around our house was “If Caitlyn shot in the 70’s on
the golf course, we’d know she was pretty good…but when it
comes to singing or acting, we have no clue, but she sounds
pretty good to us”. Looking back, the artist life was certainly a
learning curve for them both, but they have always been
Age 5, always the drama queen!

supportive and worked hard to find
the right people to help me achieve
my dreams every step of the way.
I attended the University of South
Carolina on a music scholarship to
study voice and opera/musical
theater while minoring in public
relations. At USC, I became heavily
involved in the opera productions
working both on stage and behind
the scenes to grow and develop a
student-run artistic admin team. We
helped with fundraising, marketing,
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With my husband and family on vacation on the Amalfi Coast, Italy

and community outreach for
Opera at USC. Throughout my
training I had the opportunity to
perform in several musicals and
opera productions as well as
intern at Spoleto Festival USA and
The Metropolitan Opera Guild in
New York.
I began auditioning for musical
theater work before graduation
and booked my first summer
stock gig in Boothbay Harbor,
Maine, starting five days after
graduation. I packed my car and
drove to Maine to spend the next
six months singing multiple
cabarets at one of the oldest
summer stock theaters in the
whole country.

Miss Dorothy in Thoroughly Modern Mille at Reagle Music Theater, Boston ©Herb
Philpott

Afterwards, I moved to Manhattan and began the life of a working actor. Over the years, I worked
professionally in productions including Thoroughly Modern Millie (Miss Dorothy), The Light in the Piazza
(Clara), Carousel (Julie Jordan), The Cherry Orchard (Anya), As You Like It (Rosalind), Metamorphoses
(Aphrodite/Baucis), and Sound of Music (Maria) to name a few. I made my New York concert debut
with the Brooklyn Philharmonic performing the world premiere of Liebovar at the Cathedral of St.
John the Divine in Manhattan.
I’ve lived in London for almost four years now! We originally moved abroad in 2016 when my
husband J.D. had a work opportunity that brought us overseas.. We had always wanted to live abroad
and when the chance arose we jumped on it!
Being an “American creative”
in the UK has allowed me to
work in a variety of
mediums. Most days you can
find me in a sound studio
recording voice-overs for
global commercial and
corporate clients. I’ve
started my own production
company, Charleston
Productions, where I work
directly with clients to
authentically tell brands’
stories through audio or
visuals, as required.

On set as presenter for the Discovery Education Series
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As I continue to expand the
company, I look forward to
creating, producing, and
executing projects with
teams globally, creating
everything from audio and

visuals to in-person gatherings and productions. I started directing over the last two years and now
have experience in multiple mediums (stage and now Zoom thanks to the pandemic!) and have
taught as an adjunct professor on the university level. Moving countries has opened so many new
doors in the creative space. We love living in London and have no immediate plans to leave. My
husband, J.D. is the Founder of Finmo, a fintech startup based in London and I’m enjoying growing
my career. On our wedding day J.D. gave me a silver box engraved “Make great art and be better
than you ever thought possible”. I strive to live by that motto everyday.

Getting Involved in
Theater
At age 13, while attending the school of the arts, I
had the opportunity to audition for Meredith
Monk’s world revival of Quarry running at Spoleto
Festival USA. I was the youngest cast member by
at least 15 years and learned what working on a
high calibre professional production meant. My
other castmates were hired from LA / NYC,
meanwhile I was learning how to be in school all
day and maintain a full-time professional rehearsal
schedule. It was the opportunity of a lifetime to
work and perform with world-renowned artists like
Meredith Monk and her ensemble.
I’ve been very fortunate to form close relationships
with several mentors over the years, many of
Julie Jordan in Carousel at Carrier Theatre, NY ©Genevieve
whom are incredible women. My first voice
Fridley
teacher, Nancy Eaton Stedman, sweetly known as
my “Music Mama”, taught me how to sing
everything from Mozart to Sondheim. I will never forget standing around her piano holding the
Sondheim Song Books signed and marked up with interpretations by Mr. Sondheim himself. Ms.
Ellen Schlaefer, my university opera director, taught me everything I needed to know to be a working
professional. Know your material before day one, an “Equity 10” is precisely ten minutes, and always
be the hardest working person in the room. I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention two fabulous men, Neil
Semer and Stephen Svoboda, who took (and still take!) chances on me. And Ms. Mary Hammond, my
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current voice teacher in London who has taught me more about coloring and interpreting text than I
ever could have imagined.
The role that will always hold a special place in my heart is
Marian Paroo from Meredith Wilson’s The Music Man. She
was the first lead role I ever played in a school production
and years later she was my first leading role
professionally. A couple of years ago The Music Man
became the first production I assistant directed. Oddly,
The Music Man has become somewhat of a marker
throughout every chapter of my artistic journey. I hope
Marian or The Music Man continue to appear again in
future chapters...who knows!
I performed in a production of Mary Zimmerman’s
Metamorphoses with a theater in NY. The entire piece took
place in a pool of water that was purpose built on the
stage. Each actor played various characters from Greek
myths and we all entered every scene from beneath the
water. A secret passageway allowed us to enter the pool
backstage, swim under water and appear in various areas
of the pool/deck without the audience seeing us. A
magical experience and definitely not your typical casting/
rehearsal period. We spent time choreographing our
swimming entrances and exits and perfecting quick
changes in soaking wet costumes. Oh-did I mention it was
dead of winter in upstate New York? Fortunately the pool
was heated.
Aphrodite in Metamorphoses at Redhouse Arts
Centre, NY. ©Genevieve Fridley

These days my acting has taken a decidedly different
turn. As a voice-over actor, I play a plethora of roles. The
knowledgeable medical professional teaching people
through medical narration or the hip twenty-something
talking about the next best thing in hair care. And most
recently, I animated a kitchen utensil in an upcoming
national commercial. Through Charleston Productions,
my production company, I help my clients put together
that great video for online advertising or that new helpful
HR directive or even the year-end financial report video.
The actors life is full of rejection and hard work. A
mentor once said to me it’s “70% hustle. 20% talent. 10%
luck” and I pass that on to every artist I work with who is
just starting out. Being able to bounce back quickly, be
yourself, gain skills to be a “multi-hyphenated” creative in
this industry and trusting in the process has been an
invaluable life lesson.
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With my husband J.D. in Ghent, Belgium

“We are Such Stuff as Dreams Are
Made On”
Verónica Isola
During the 15 years I lived in Paris, I mostly worked in theater companies with many actors.
However, I was longing to write, produce and perform a monologue. I had to start from scratch. I
only knew the story and the character, which I had decided on twenty years ago when I first read
“Romeo and Juliet.” In my monologue, Juliet’s nurse would talk about her filial relationship with the
teenager and how she would overcome her absence. The nurse’s partner: her dog, Gulliver.
Then my husband received a job offer in Barcelona. Three months later, there we were: my
husband, myself and our little girl. I took it as an opportunity to work on my project. I could write
and rehearse when I was not working in my role as mom. However, the unprecedented COVID-19
crisis, followed by the recession and 100-day lockdown changed almost everything.
I fancied the idea of a monologue, but now not of being all alone, so I invited a cellist to accompany
me on stage. Projections were added: videos, paintings and pictures. Shakespeare, the Nurse and Her
Dog was ready for its premiere thanks to wonderful teamwork!
As theaters closed due to the crisis, theater had to go to their audience. Playing in someone’s house
seemed to me to be the perfect idea. We experienced magical performances. Nearness, and the
private atmosphere at people’s homes, was the perfect stage for the nurse’s storytelling. Then I said
to myself, art is more powerful when gathered rather than apart. We started performing at art
galleries and met a new audience. Our work grew. How
emotional it was to act surrounded by pieces of art, each of
them telling a story itself.
I kept affectionate memories from an exhibition by the New
York photographer, Ryan Weideman, and his pictures of New
York in the 1980s in a taxi by night. Shakespeare would have
been happy to see one of his plays in such a setting!
After this amazing adventure and all the twists and turns, I
understood I could create my own company. That is how Argos
Theatre Company was born. Yes, Argos, another dog – but this
is another story.
When full lockdown was declared in Spain, the measures
applied were extremely strict, and I realized I could no longer
enjoy my daily walks that helped me so much balance my
body, heart and soul. I considered possible options. I had been
working for months on a performance about four remarkable
female composers. I complained of lack of time and of long
hours ahead to devote to research and writing, but suddenly a
pandemic, as negative as it is, was providing this to me. How
paradoxical life can be at times.
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“My composers” were born at the end
of nineteenth century and outlived two
world wars. At war, human beings are
against one another and in pandemic
times, we were all together facing it. (A
huge difference, I reminded myself
often those days). Every evening, we
were all at our windows at 8:00 pm
sharp to grant an applause to those
who worked taking care of their fellow
citizens. Many of us longed for that
moment, to smile at each other and
exchange looks, that we might not see
again but we would not forget.
Lockdown and its isolation refreshed my view on the life and work of “my composers.” How does one
live in creative – and at times, social – isolation in a purely masculine, even macho, environment?
Which contradictions did this trigger in my characters and in their work? How much it tastes like
victory - the recognition and gratitude from the audience, and of a few male peers able to detach
themselves from their own narcissism to admit a woman’s talent. Meeting my composers on a daily
basis while working on the play gave me strength. I finished “Female Voices” during lockdown, and it
is now waiting to let its voice be heard.
COVID-19’s effects brought consequences in my projects. Performances, as well as the filming of a
movie, were cancelled. So were all the opera performances I would have attended as a theater coach
for classical singers. Another change came, and in June, as soon as borders opened again in Europe,
my family left Barcelona to move to Berlin.
As I write this lockdown is behind us, and we all had to learn a new way of interacting: wearing
masks, keeping at a distance, being in small groups. Countries restarted economic activities, but with
consequences. But what about the performing arts that keep waiting?
“We are such stuff as dreams are made on.” Art has the noble task of raising the soul. Thanks to it we
have access to the unique dimension in which only the soul vibrates. And from this we cannot
confine ourselves.
(N.B. This article was written prior to Germany's new COVID restrictions put in place on November 2, 2020)

Verónica Isola was born and raised in Buenos
Aires, Argentina to a family with European roots.
After receiving her degree in Drama from the
University of Arts, she moved to first to Rome,
then Paris – her home for 15 years - and then
Barcelona. At present, she is living in Berlin
where she is happy to have joined the American
Women’s Club. She is an actress, director and a
theater coach for classical singers. She has
experience in cinema, theater, commercials, TV,
dubbing and voice-overs. Her company, Argos
Theater, creates dramaturgy inspired by both
classical and contemporary pieces. The plays are
presented in theaters and festivals as well as
more unconventional places: art galleries,
museums, and private residences.
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Inspiring You
Founded in 1931, FAWCO is a global women’s NGO (non-governmental organization), an
international network of independent volunteer clubs and associations comprising 60 member
clubs in 30 countries worldwide, with a total membership of around 10,000 women and men.
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.

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 our short five question survey.

SURVEY
THANK 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.
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More About This Issue
For more information about this magazine, please contact a member of the Inspiring Women
team:
Editor in Chief, Liz MacNiven, inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org.
Advertising and Sponsorship Manager, Elsie Bose, advertising@fawco.org.
Distribution Manager, Karen Boeker, iwdistribution@fawco.org
Social Media Manager, Berit Torkildsen, iwsocialmedia@fawco.org
Features Coordinator, Michele Hendrikse Du Bois, inspiringwomenfeatures@fawco.org
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The Cover Photo
“The Red Dress” (2019)
by Lainezworks
The cover photo is of Verónica Isola (AWC
Berlin) in an Argos Theatre Company
production of Shakespeare, The Wet Nurse and
Her Dog. In this scene, the wet nurse “talks” with
her departed husband. She tells him that Juliet
has asked her for a red dress. The young girl
never liked red.
“The very strangest thing is how this girl has
changed since the ball last night. She has a sparkle
in her eyes, a burst of joy. Something must have
happened. Why did she ask me, today, if men like
red? (She looks at the red cloth)”
Verónica is the founder of Argos Theatre
Company, which produces its own plays and
performances: a crossing of text, live music and
visual arts. You can read more about Verónica’s
story and the creation of this and ongoing
productions in the feature “We Are Such Stuff
As Dreams Are Made On” on p. 75.
www.veronicaisola.com www.argostheatrecompany.com

The Back Page Photo
“Behind the Scenes Glimpse” (2013)
by Deborah Hoehner
(AWO Moscow)
“My friend, Marina, has been singing in the
choir for the opera at the Bolshoi Theater in
Moscow for over 20 years. On the night of the
premiere for the opera "Don Carlos',
December 21, 2013, Marina also decided to
celebrate her birthday in the dressing room
with fellow singers. She invited me to come
and I brought along a salad and my camera.
It's always been interesting for me to see what
goes on behind the scenes and it was such a
privilege to spend time with these talented
artists. This picture was taken while these
artists, in their exquisite costumes, were
waiting to go on stage.”
www.deborahhoehner.com
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Coming in February
2021: Inspiring
Women examines
FAWCO’s
“Tech Savvy Women”.
For our next issue, the Inspiring Women team will take a
“swipe” at Technology. What was once something that
only “geeks” cared about is now part of our everyday
life. We are looking for women to profile who have moved
along with the technology wave: coders, website
designers, those who are creating the “internet of things”,
those who are redefining reality, virtual or augmented.
Design, marketing, logistics all have been revolutionized.
Has a member of your club been involved in that
revolution? We are also interested in those creating
content for digital platforms. Do you know any of the
influencers who dominate the popular platforms? Finally, where are women who have climbed high
enough in these industries to break the glass ceiling? Find them and let’s hear their stories!
In addition to our insightful profiles, we
hope to include articles and features
about the interaction with us, the
humans, and technology. Everything
from how GPS has changed our travels,
to digitizing our photos or using the
cloud. What role is social media playing
in our lives, our family’s lives? We think
our readers would also be intrigued by
articles describing activities like gaming,
virtual meeting experiences or how your
smartwatch runs your life.

To nominate candidates for profiles, please send the candidate’s name, candidate’s
email address and a brief description (50-100 words) of why you think they are inspiring and fit the
theme for the issue. Send the information to: inspiringwomen.editor@fawco.org

To contribute an article or feature, either on the suggested topics or one that you think
fits with the theme “Tech Savvy Women”, contact: inspiringwomenfeatures@fawco.org

“Alexa, when should we respond?”
The deadline for both is December 15, 2020.
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