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Debra: Hello.  This is Debra Ruh, and you're listening to Human Potential at Work.  

Today, I am very blessed to be interviewing Rebecca Tinsley.  She's the author of 

When the Stars Fall to Earth.  She's a humanitarian and she's doing really amazing 

work all over the world. 

  

So Rebecca, welcome to the program. 

 

Rebecca: Thank you, Debra. 

 

Debra: So Rebecca, I know that when I'm on your website, and we're going to tell our 

listeners how to get access to your book and the website and everything later, but 

your website tells me you’re an author, a journalist and a human rights activist.  

Would you mind telling us more about your work? 

 

Rebecca: Thank you very much, first of all, for giving me this chance to talk to you.  I 

really think the idea of being a human rights activist probably overpraises what I 

do.  But it all started when I was a little girl and I noticed that our neighbor in 

Toronto, where I was born, had numbers tattooed to her arm, and I asked my 

mother, why does Mrs. Szlotnich have those numbers tattooed to her arm?  And 

even though I was only six years old, my mother never sugar coated anything.  

She told me exactly what had happened to Mrs. Szlotnich's family back in Poland 

and how Mrs. Szlotnich was the only survivor of a family of about 30 Polish 

Jews, but she had, herself, been three days away from being exterminated by the 

Nazis. 

 

Debra: Wow. 

 

Rebecca: And this made me so angry at the age of six because it seemed such an irrational 

thing to persecute someone because of their religion, their faith or their race.  And 

I remember saying to my mother, these Germans must have been very, very 

stupid people to do this.  Because what I wanted was I wanted her to tell me that it 

couldn't possibly happen in our society, but instead, and I still remember this, she 

said to me that the Nazis listened -- they killed Jews all day and then they went 

home and listened to Beethoven. 
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 And this I couldn't deal with because I wanted some way of differentiating me 

from the barbaric things that were happening in the world.  I wanted her to say to 

me, oh, it couldn't possibly happen in our society, or it will never happen again.  

Unfortunately, it has happened again and again and again, that people have stirred 

up -- they've manipulated people with propaganda.  They've stirred up hatred, 

stima and dehumanization to eliminate people, and unfortunately we see it today 

in the hate speech that pollutes our political environment.  It isn't something that 

just happens in the Third World. 

 

 Now, all of this came to a head for me when I went to Rwanda 13 years ago and I 

met the most extraordinary brave, resilient, resourceful people who had survived 

the 1994 Genocide, and I realized that it wasn't really enough for me to be writing 

articles about their lives and what had happened to them.  I realized that I had to 

do something because how can you not want to help someone in a practical way 

who says to you, I am not a victim, I am a survivor?  So that really sent me on my 

course. 

 

Debra: And those are beautiful, beautiful words.  I am not a victim, I'm a survivor.  And 

you know, one thing that I do -- the audience knows that I'm very blessed to have 

two grown children and my oldest child, she's 29 years old and she was born with 

Down Syndrome, and she's just been a real catalyst in my work and I just really -- 

like you, as a child I looked around at the world and I -- there was so much I 

didn't understand, and I come from a family that a lot of the members at the time  

-- I grew up in the South in the United States and a lot of my family members 

were very prejudice against people that had a different skin color from us, people 

that were not living in the United States, and actually, just to be really ridiculous, 

people that lived in the North in the United States, which we termed Yankees 

because we -- there were a lot of my family members that couldn't seem to forget 

the war between the States. 

 

 So I remember at the time being really surprised by it and confused because it, to 

me, seemed like we were all just people.  And so work like yours, Rebecca, it 

really, really speaks to me because I have traveled -- I've had the blessing to travel 

all over the world, and often with my daughter.  I remember when my daughter 

and I went to Egypt, to Cairo.  Here's this very -- I'm her mom, so I'm going to 

say, this very beautiful, self-possessed young woman with Down Syndrome.  And 

she's just very self-possessed and walking around with her head held high, as she 

should, and the people of Egypt, they were so -- they were just really attracted to 

this and they were not seeing it as much at the time in their society. 

 

 And then I went to other countries.  I've been to Africa and Turkey, and I agree 

with you, Rebecca.  The people that I've met are so beautiful and they're so pure 

and their walks sometimes are so difficult. 

 



HUMAN POTENTIAL AT WORK 
Host - Debra Ruh 

 

Episode#: 33  www.RuhGlobal.com 3 
Episode Name: Waging Peace and Unlocking Human Potential 
 

 I know that when I was in Turkey, I was in Ankara during one of the bombings 

and it was right down the road, and I will be honest, I was really scared and I just 

wanted to run back to the U.S., but I thought, but I need to take all these people 

with me.  And as we know, because we were talking before we started the 

interview, there's a lot of problems in the U.S. too.  We are recording this episode 

a day before a very important election in the United States and I hope that the 

United States votes with their humanity, Rebecca, because you know, the story 

that you just told, the poignant story that you just told about your neighbor that 

was Jewish and what she walked, it's -- there's some similarities to this election.  

So I hope we vote with our humanity. 

 

 But Becky, tell -- excuse me, Rebecca -- and I know that some people call you 

Becky, but I want to make sure that I call you Rebecca Tinsley because that is 

what your author name is, and so I want to make sure that people know how to get 

your book.  But tell us about your book.  What were you trying to capture in the 

book?  It's a really beautiful story, and I see that Sir Richard Branson said, 

"Young people in Darfur have had their lives stolen away from them whilst the 

world has watched.  Rebecca's book takes us on their journey and lets us listen to 

their unbelievable stories, encouraging all of us to act to ensure that the people of 

Darfur can live in peace and dignity." 

 

 Now, Rebecca, I don't know if I am saying that name correctly, Darfur, but would 

you tell us a little bit more?  I'm very impressed with your work. 

 

Rebecca: Well, thank you.  I went to Darfur in 2004, at the height of the ethnic cleansing 

there.  I was the only journalist to manage to get in because the government of 

Sudan, which is responsible for doing the killing, they -- for obvious reasons, they 

didn't want witnesses to what they're doing.  They're basically ethnically cleansing 

all the black Africans out of their country, and that has involved destroying 90 

percent of the black African villages, systematically raping girls and women 

because they realized that it is a form of genocide.  It is a form of war crime and 

it's a very effective way of destroying a society.  When you rape the women in a 

very traditional culture, you have basically fractured that society because those 

women become stigmatized and are often blamed for what happened to them. 

 

 And I spent a couple of days in a refugee camp in Darfur in 2004, interviewing 

women who had endured the most extraordinarily awful experiences being 

branded like slaves, being told, while they were being gang raped, that the 

soldiers, the Sudanese soldiers who regard themselves as Arab, that they were 

diluting the African blood by raping these women, and incidentally of course, 

passing on some sexually transmitted diseases. 

  

Anyway, the women I spoke to did not have a voice, and they said to me, you 

have to be our voice.  I said to them, but I'm a privileged white woman who grew 

up in a house with running water and electricity, which makes me immensely 
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privileged in this world.  How could I possibly be your voice?  And they said, but 

you're here and nobody else is. 

  

So they burdened my heart to go back to my very comfortable existence, which is 

split between California and London, and to tell their story.  And I realized that if 

I just wrote articles as a reporter, which I do, that I would only reach certain types 

of the people who frankly are already in the choir.  They're already -- you know, 

they already are internationalist in outlook. 

 

And I realized that what I had to do was try to remove all the areas where you'd 

regard someone as different.  You were just talking about your family growing up 

in the South, and possibly the fear that they had of otherness.  And so I realized 

what I had to do is try and get rid of those layers of otherness and make these 

characters, these Sudanese characters, make them more accessible to any kind of 

Western audience. 

 

So I realized that what I had to do was to write a work of fiction, a novel, and to 

make these characters as accessible as possible, and to tell their story.  I picked 

three or four young people that I had met that I was impressed by because of their 

courage and resourcefulness and resilience, and I tried to tell their story.  And yes, 

parts of it are pretty periling, but also it is hopeful in the end because these people 

are survivors.  They are not victims and what they have is their land and that's all 

they have and they're going to fight to the death to keep that land. 

 

So I wrote When the Stars Fall to Earth.  I was very fortunate in that I found a 

publisher, and every penny that is earned on this book, When the Stars Fall to 

Earth, it goes towards a charity called Network for Africa, and we use every 

single penny to educate and train women who are survivors of genocide in Africa. 

 

Debra: Well, I will tell you, Rebecca, that I have ordered my copy and I will be 

reviewing it and I will be talking about it on my social media.  I think it's very, 

very important that we support each other with the kind of work that heals the 

Earth.  And you know, as you're telling the story about women being blamed for 

the rape and being ostracized, it sadly reminds me of many of the rapes that have 

happened in the United States on our colleges and the women, you know, not only 

are they the victims and the survivors, but they're also often blamed by society. 

 

 We still have a lot of work to do and I think often maybe we don't think this as 

much right now in the United States and even in the U.K. with Brexit, but I think 

a lot of us hoped that maybe we were further along than some of our recent 

political battles have proven that we are, but I also think an important thing that 

you said was, you showed up.  You showed up, Rebecca, and you showed up at a 

time when a lot of other people were afraid to show up. 
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I know that you are a former BBC journalist and your work is very powerful.  

You also have worked with one of the United States' -- one of my beloved 

presidents, President Jimmy Carter, and a lot of the really social impact work that 

he's done.  Can you talk a little bit about that? 

 

Rebecca: Yeah.  He's a remarkable man, but you only have half the equation there because 

his wife, Rosalynn, is -- she is an essential part of everything that the Carter 

Center does. 

 

Debra: Okay. 

 

Rebecca: And you cannot have Jimmy without Rosalynn.  This is the amazing power 

couple of all time. 

 

Debra: Yes. 

 

Rebecca: He is a completely exhausting person.  I think he probably sleeps about three 

hours a night and the rest of the time he's running his charity and writing books 

and inspiring people and giving a remarkable form of leadership.  I've been 

fortunate enough to do two stints in Africa with him, doing election monitoring in 

Mozambique and in Liberia.  He is a wonder to behold.  I mean, he's well into his 

90s now and as you know, has been fighting cancer. 

 

Debra: Right. 

 

Rebecca: And yet the man is unstoppable because he still has work to do.  And I think it's -- 

you know, whatever you may think about his politics, he is a remarkable example 

to all of us that we should never sit back and say, well, it's up to the young people 

now to sort this mess out, you know?  He never uses age as an excuse.  He 

believes that if there's something to be done, he needs to get on and do it. 

 

Debra: I agree. 

 

Rebecca: So he's a great inspiration. 

 

 Debra: And I agree.  Rosalynn Carter, First Lady Rosalynn Carter, she just -- we loved 

having her in office.  Politics is very, very confusing, probably all over the world, 

but certainly it's very, very confusing in the United States.  I personally am 

looking forward to see what our current President and First Lady, Michelle and 

Barack Obama, are going to do with the rest of their lives as well.  I have no 

doubt that they will follow what President Jimmy Carter and First Lady Rosalynn 

did, and continue to make a difference in the world, because why else are we 

here? 
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 I really like the powerful statement that you said.  We can't just sit back and say, 

well, I'm of a certain age, I'm done.  The young people can pick it up and do it.  

We all have to contribute and we all have to make sure that we are doing our part 

in whatever way, whatever part of the garden that we need to tend, that we're 

doing it.  Mine is making sure that stories like yours are heard, Rebecca, in a 

different way.  I really believe that social media can be used for great, powerful 

social good, and we can really learn more about people that do really powerful 

work like you're doing, Rebecca, by using this kind of medium.  I just think that 

we all have work to do. 

  

Do you mind telling us more about the organization that you work with in Africa?  

I know that you said that all of the proceeds of the book go to Network for 

Africa? 

 

Rebecca: Network for Africa.  The basic idea is trying to give a helping hand to survivors 

of genocide and conflict.  We do that by training women mostly, because women 

are the ones who are most open to learning new tricks, and also they have no 

stake in society.  So they're much more likely to want to change the way things 

are.  We give them training in literacy, numeracy, health, hygiene, nutrition, first 

aid, and we help them learn an income-generating activity/skill.  So on average, 

we quadruple the income of the women we work with, within 12 months. 

  

What we also do is while we're teaching them, we take care of their children.  

And this is extremely important in an African context, because first of all the 

mothers can't concentrate on being taught something if they've got a toddler that 

constantly wants their attention.  And also, if they leave their children at home 

with an elder daughter, that daughter doesn't get to go to school.  So it was really 

important for us, right from the beginning, that while we were training the moms, 

we would be giving cognitive development games and classes to their children, as 

well as three nutritious meals a day. 

 

 One of the most exciting things that I think has every happened in my life, is to 

see the impact on little lives that just 12 months of nutritious food and cognitive 

development can make.  If you had told me a few years ago that we could literally 

transform the life chances of a child and a family with such minimal effort, I 

wouldn't have believed you.  But now I've seen it.  Year after year, these kids 

arrive malnourished, quiet, shy, completely ignorant, and after 12 months they're 

taller and stronger, happier and more confident, more articulate than their peers.  

And the minute they get to elementary school, they're way ahead of everybody 

else. 

  

I simply couldn't believe that only 12 months of attention could do this.  Early 

childhood development.  I think if there's anything that we should be focusing on, 

it is that.  Because if you can make a difference at a really young age, you provide 

these wonderful firm foundations.  Even if a child is growing up in unbelievable 
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poverty, it still can make the difference between striving and being stuck in the 

cycle of poverty. 

 

Debra: Right, right.  That's very, very powerful.  I know that we've talked a little bit 

about politics, and you actually stood for election to the U.K. Parliament twice in 

the 80s.  I think you would be an amazing Parliament member.  

 

Rebecca: That's very kind of you.  I think we should draw a veil over it, because it was 

during the times of Mrs. Thatcher, and I was a moderate in the middle.  In a two-

party system, I'm afraid it meant that I always came second.  However, the 

involvement in politics did teach me a few tricks, and I've used those tricks ever 

since, I hope to some good benefit, although I have to admit that actually when I 

was involved in politics I started becoming a person I didn't like very much.  I can 

live with myself much better now that I'm not strutting around like a cockerel, 

saying I'm wonderful, vote for me.  

 

Debra: I think that's very insightful.  That's very insightful.  

 

Rebecca: Well, no, I think that a lot of politicians actually just become a little monstrous.  I 

preferred not to go there.  

 

Debra: Yeah, yeah, and luckily we have phones and cameras and we get to catch all of 

that on video, that we can then share all over the world in two seconds.  So yeah, 

it's -- I think we have a lot of work to do and I really, really appreciate the work 

that you're doing, to make sure that women -- that they have a very powerful 

place.  I really like the point you made, that you help women work but we need to 

make sure that the children are taken care of, and simple things like their eating 

and the older daughters can go to school, because education is another way out of 

poverty. 

  

It seems like sometimes we complicate problems, when it's just a way to really 

make things -- being very deliberate about our actions.  Go ahead, Rebecca. 

 

Rebecca: Well, the extraordinary thing as well, and I hope this doesn't sound too sappy, but 

the enormous difference it makes to the women, just to know that we have come 

from thousands of miles away and we love them, and these are women who feel 

completely rejected by the world.  It is a beautiful thing, to watch their confidence 

grow, and we encourage that through getting them to work in cooperatives.  

Because in our society, we talk about individual effort and innovation and being a 

strong individual, but in the African context, that is not appropriate.  They don't 

think individually; they think collectively.  And we found that women can achieve 

an awful lot more if they work in cooperatives. 

 

 And so one of the sort of key things we do, having trained these women, is then 

get them to work in cooperatives.  And not only do they work together but they 
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save money together.  And this can be very effective, because they then create a 

savings and loan structure.  But also, they are able to say to the men in their lives, 

look, I can't give you the money that I earned this week because it goes into the 

savings and loans scheme.  Otherwise -- I hate to say it -- but otherwise, too often 

the men in their lives would demand that they hand over the money, and the 

money would be spent on alcohol or something equally damaging. 

  

Which brings me on to another thing that's equally important and I should have 

mentioned this, that it isn't just women that we're training.  We realized some time 

ago that if you ignore the men in their lives, you actually get nowhere.  Because 

you can convince a women that she should use family planning, but if she gets 

home and tries to explain this to the man in her life and he beats her up, you've 

achieved nothing apart from getting her a black eye. 

  

So we've started doing something called positive masculinity training.  We bring 

in male mentors who give lessons to men, in how it is possible to be loving and 

supportive and still be a man.  And this is a lesson I think that isn't exclusively 

useful in the Third World.  It may also be relevant in our own society, and we 

have role models.  Men who are not afraid of showing affection to their children, 

helping their wives, being involved and talking to their children and their wives, 

much as that goes against some of the culture.  Once the men feel involved and 

they have access to the knowledge, they are much more receptive to everything 

else, and our women report that it just transforms their relationships, and that is 

when you really begin to make a difference, is when both people in the parenting 

are working together rather than against each other.  

 

Debra: Very well said, and I agree.  I think a lot of times we just do focus on ourselves 

instead of looking at it as a cooperative, and really looking at the community.  I 

work a lot with brands and I try to really help them think about not only staying 

on brand but making sure that the work that hopefully they are doing to make our 

communities safer and better for everyone all over the world, that they're talking 

about that so that we as consumers or citizens, in whatever way it is, that we 

understand the work that is being done, to make sure that we all can participate. 

  

And I agree.  If we leave the men out of this equation, that is also a failure.  Just 

like for so long, for so long, women had been left out and victimized and not 

really taken seriously.  I think we can't make the mistake and now do that to men, 

any more than we can with anyone else. 

 

 I would like to ask you about Waging Peace.  I know that you created Waging 

Peace, and I was wondering if you could just tell us a little bit about that 

organization. 

 

Rebecca: Thank you, yes.  That is a human rights group rather than humanitarian, which is 

Network for Africa.  The human rights work of Waging Peace is focused solely 
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on Sudan, on Darfur, where I'm afraid to say the killing continues to this day, 

although of course it's not reported at all because the government of Sudan stops 

all journalists and all human rights workers from getting in there. 

  

When I was there in 2004, I'd been there a couple of days before my colleague 

and I were arrested and thrown out of the country, and I'm now an enemy of the 

Sudanese state.  So I'm not able to get back again. 

  

And the trouble with having a media vacuum on a subject like Sudan is that the 

killing continues, the government uses chemical weapons against people.  They're 

killing thousands and thousands of people all the time, and yet because the 

Sudanese don't have anything we want and we don't sell them anything, none of 

this is reported.  So my job really is to keep the decision makers in Britain and the 

European community, European Union, and to some extent the United States, the 

State Department, just to keep them aware of what is happening so they don't 

reduce sanctions against the Sudanese government. 

 

 On a more practical level, we help Sudanese refugees and dissidents, who manage 

to get to the United Kingdom.  We help them with practical things like finding 

lawyers and English lessons, children's' clothing.  Just moral support as well, and 

giving them confidence. 

 

 Debra: Yeah, your work is very beautiful, and you're really -- I know, Rebecca, that you 

don't do this all by yourself.  I know that you're doing it with a lot of other people, 

but it really is beautiful work. 

  

Do you mind telling the listeners how they can find out more about your work, 

how they can order a copy of your book?  How can they support the work that 

you're doing?  

 

Rebecca: Well, thank you.  I should add, I'm a volunteer.  I don't make money out of this.  

I'm fortunate enough that I don't have to do this for a living, but I do it seven days 

a week as a volunteer, and I have a couple members of staff who are paid, but 

otherwise we're trying to keep our overheads extremely low.  We never employ a 

white person to do something that an African can do at local level, because we 

think that's just self-defeating.  

 

Debra: Right, I agree.  

 

Rebecca: It may feel good to us, but it completely feeds our ego but I don't think it achieves 

anything.  So we try to be as efficient as possible with any donations.  I've learned 

that you should be humble about these things, and we do ask Africans what they 

think the solution is, before we try and impose some white Western solution.  

You'd be surprised the number of times that the big charities, the big NGOs come 

in with all guns blazing and certain that they can impose a solution on people.  
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What I've learned is just because people are illiterate, it doesn't mean they're 

stupid.  It just means they didn't get a chance to go to school, so we should listen 

to them. 

 

 So I would be hugely grateful if people would go to Amazon and order my book, 

When the Stars Fall to Earth, by Rebecca Tinsley.  I would be very grateful.  As I 

say, every penny goes to Network for Africa.  The other thing people could do is 

go to the website of Network for Africa, which is Network4Africa.org.  We are a 

U.S.-registered charity, a 501(c)(3), and we are grateful for every penny.  And I 

promise you that it is used sensitively and as efficiently as possible, and we are 

grateful for any help.  No help is too small, believe me.  

 

Debra: Well, and I know you are also on social media.  You have a Facebook page, you 

have Twitter, you're on YouTube, and you also have a blog or a column on 

Huffington Post. 

 

Rebecca: Yes, I do.  Please like me on Facebook, Becky Tinsley.  Yes, and my website is 

RebeccaTinsley.com.  And I would love to hear from people as well.  

 

Debra: Yeah, I really thank you for the work that you're doing to change peoples' lives.  I 

know you're humble about it, Rebecca, I know you are, but we're very grateful.  

 

Rebecca: Well, here's the thing, Debra.  I am a very, very privileged person.  Like I say, I 

grew up in a house with running water and electricity, living near doctors and 

hospitals and with loving parents.  And I've never known a day's hunger or a day's 

fear.  And that makes me among the most privileged people in the world.  

 

Debra: Right, and I'm with you there.  I think often I listen to what people are depressed 

about, and people often tell me, "How could you go to those countries?"  I could 

even say that more to you, Rebecca, than what I've done.  I've been very focused 

on making sure that persons with disabilities have a voice, and of course you can't 

have this kind of atrocity and think that people aren't being killed, aren't being 

brutalized and aren't being made disabled at the same time.  So to me, this all goes 

together.  It's about raising the level of our humanity and caring about every 

single individual in the world. 

  

I know often, I think about the wars and the crimes and everything that's 

happening, and I think the only way to change it is doing the work like you're 

doing and like the Carter's are doing and like I'm doing and Doug Foresta's doing, 

that introduced us.  But thank you, Rebecca, for your work, and for your 

husband's work and for all of the people that surround you and the work that 

they're doing.  We really are grateful.  

 

Rebecca: Well, thank you for what you do, but I have to say in finishing that I really do get 

more out of it every day than I put in, and that makes me extremely fortunate.  

http://www.network4africa.org/
http://www.rebeccatinsley.com/
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Debra: I understand that, too.  I really do.  Thank you so much, Rebecca.  Please, please, 

visit her website at RebeccaTinsley.com.  You can find out how to order her 

book.  As she noted, it's on Amazon and other mediums.  It's When the Stars Fall 

to Earth, and it's a beautiful book.  Thank you, Rebecca, we appreciate you being 

on the program today.  

 

Rebecca: Thank you, bless you.  

 

Debra: Hello, thank you for listening to Human Potential at Work.  If you're interested in 

exploring a conversation about my work, I would love for you to visit me on my 

website at www.RuhGlobal.com, or you can follow me on most social media 

platforms at Debra Ruh.  I'm available to speak, to provide strategic consulting, 

and certainly to talk to any brand about the social impact you're having as a brand 

influencer.  Thank you so much for your time and for helping me make a 

difference in the world.   

http://www.ruhglobal.com/

