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Beverly Johnson is the first African-American supermodel, as well as an actress, author,
activist, businesswoman and TV personality. She was the first Black model to appear on the
cover of U.S. Vogue magazine in August 1974. A year later, she became the first Black woman
to appear on the cover of the French edition of Elle magazine. Her beautiful
face has graced over 500 magazine covers. Before modeling, Johnson aspired to become a
lawyer. She was studying criminal justice at Northeastern University when she entered the
fashion industry.

  

In 2006, Johnson was honored at Oprah Winfrey's Legends Ball along with Coretta Scott King,
Rosa Parks, Tina Turner and other female African Americans in entertainment, civil rights, and
the arts. Named by one of the 20th Century's most influential people in fashion by the New York
Times, she changed the beauty ideal in modeling. As of 1975, every major American fashion
couturier began using African American models.  The National Portrait Gallery in Washington,
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D.C. has a portrait of her on display as part of its "The Black List" exhibition, featuring
photographs of 50 iconic African Americans.  

      

Johnson authored the book Beverly Johnson's Guide to a Life of Health and Beauty. In 2008,
she shared that she suffered from anorexia and bulimia during her fashion career.  Beverly
Johnson has a niece with Downs Syndrome and is a spokesperson for the Global Downs
Syndrome Foundation. 

  

Recently, Johnson launched a new beauty line — Model Logic by Beverly Johnson — which
includes hair care products and Beverly Johnson  Ponytails. It is available at Target stores
nationwide. For more information on her beauty line, of hair care, skin care, bath and body
products, visit please visit www.beverlyjohns
on.com .

  

Johnson is the mother of successful plus-size model, Anansa Sims Patterson. Her complex
relationship with Anansa is explored in the new docu-series Beverly’s Full House which debuted
on OWN (the Oprah Winfrey Network) on March 31st 2012.

  

An avid golfer, Beverly can be found unwinding on the golf course when not working on or off
camera. She lives in Rancho Mirage, California with her two collies Flame and Hollywood. 
Here, she talks about all of the above, plus her recent performance as Brenda in Tyler Perry’s G
ood Deeds
.

  

Kam Williams: Hi Beverly [Johnson] , thanks for the interview. I’m honored to have this
opportunity to speak with you. We’re the same age, so I’ve followed your entire career
right from your meteoric rise.

  

Beverly Johnson: Thanks, Kam [Williams]. Where did you grow up?

  

KW: St. Albans. Have you ever heard of it?
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BJ: Are you kidding? I lived with my aunt in St. Albans when I first moved to New York City.
Wow! We were neighbors! It’s sad that so many special communities like St. Albans and
Baldwin Hills are really disappearing.

  

KW: Tell me a little about your new TV series, “Beverly’s Full House.”

  

BJ: I went up to Oprah [Winfrey] and told her I had some shows I wanted to pitch to her. I had
no idea she was going to like the reality series. It’s a constructive show about mother and
daughter relationships. In addition, the cameras follow me around while I’m building my
company. We’re not going to have any buffoonery. You’ve got the wrong family, if that’s what
you’re looking for. Oprah [Winfrey] has a certain integrity
about herself and she knows what image she wants for her network. So, I felt very comfortable
working with her. The show has lots of laughs and a few tears, and I do know that people will
take a lot away from the show

  

KW: When I interviewed Gabrielle Union about Tyler Perry’s Good Deeds recently, she
told me how flattered she was to have you play her mother in the film.

  

BJ: I adore Gabrielle Union. She reminds me of my daughter so much. She’s smart… she’s
articulate…she’s nice… she has a really sweet soul… she’s ambitious... I just adore her. I really
do. And Tyler Perry is another person I admire. I’m not an actress, but if he calls, you go.
Making that movie was a lot of fun.
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KW: Tell me a little about your new beauty line, Model Logic.  BJ: I decided to take a leap of faith and go into business for myself. I’m scared to death! Butthis is the hair care line of my dreams, meaning it uses the formulas that I’ve been chasing forthe last ten years. I might not make as much money, but there are no compromises on qualityhere.  KW: Even if you designed the dream hair care line, you still had to land a distributiondeal to be able to reach everybody.  BJ: Yes, that’s where Target comes in. I still have my Korean beauty supply stores, as well asthe retail outlets.  KW: Why go into business for yourself instead of just doing a licensing and royaltiesdeal where you lend your name to a product line?  BJ: I decided it’s now or never. There’s so much more purpose behind my getting up in themorning. Business is hard, really hard, but it’s worth it. So, I’m very fortunate to have managedto develop this amazing team of people for this venture.  KW: I see that the Beverly Johnson Ponytails are made of a blend of natural andsynthetic fibers.  BJ: Yes, they’ve made advances in synthetic fibers by leaps and bounds. What I use feels soreal that you wouldn’t even be able to tell that it wasn’t human hair. You can wash it, and evencurl it with a curling iron.  KW: Is it better, then, than 100% human hair?  BJ: That depends on what you want. Human hair takes much more attention, as far as holdingthe style. You have to comb it, straighten it out, and wash and dry it.  KW: What’s your target audience at Target?  BJ: The hair care line is a multicultural line. It’s for African-Americans, of course, but it’s also forLatinos and many others because the country is such a melting pot now.  KW: Do you use more East Asian or East Indian human hair?  BJ: [Chuckles] You know something about the hair business, Kam [Williams] . The majority ofthe human hair I’m using is from India.  KW: What goes into your cosmetics, extracts, emollients, etcetera?  BJ: They’re all top of the line and designed to fill a big hole in the multicultural community.Because of the nature of my background in modeling, I’m really used to using the best productsaround. And I just wanted to offer the same sort of high quality products to my customers. I thinkthey deserve it.  KW: Attorney Bernadette Beekman asks: How do you manage to your high level ofbeauty as you mature?   BJ: I get that question a lot. Oprah [Winfrey]  did this show in which these scientists shared thesecrets of the world’s oldest living people, people still functioning past 100 years-old. Theyfound that they exercised everyday, they ate in proportion, that they had a social network offamily and friends, and that they had some sort of faith. So, that’s what I’m doing now, veryconsciously. Instead of working out three times a week, I do something physical, like a one-hourwalk everyday.  KW: Bernadette [Beekman] also asks: Do you think it is easier for young women of colorto get ahead today, or are the barriers to success still there despite role models such asyourself?  BJ: That’s a very good question. When I went to Fashion Week, I was very disappointed byhow few women of color were in those shows. I do speak to the younger girls, and I hear themwhen they say they’re not getting the big contracts or into the big shows. So, to sum it up, itseems that whenever we take a couple of steps forward, we take a few more backwards.  KW: Children’s author Irene Smalls asks: When you graduated from NortheasternUniversity in Boston, did you imagine your career taking you to such heights?  BJ: I never graduated from Northeastern, but I’ll tell you what the school’s co-op program didfor me. My dean gave me permission to model during my work semester, even though I was inthe Criminal Justice Department. I don’t know whether I’d ever have become a model if hehadn’t let me do that.  KW: Irene [Small]  goes on to say: You are wearing many hats: model, actress andentrepreneur. Which one fits you best?  BJ: Business fits me best. The only reason I went into modeling originally was to help out myfamily, because I knew that money gave you freedom. I tried acting and all of the arts, I evenput out a record album, but what I like the most is business, which is where I am now.  KW: 
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  Irene [Small] was also wondering whether your daughter is working with you on oneor all of your many endeavors. I saw the two of you together in the documentary Americathe Beautiful: The Thin Commandments.  BJ: I never got a chance to see it.  KW: Have Darryl [director Darryl Roberts] send you a copy. It’s a great expose.  BJ: Good idea. I talk to him all the time. My daughter has fulfilled all of my dreams, becauseshe has a BA and MBA in business. She’s both a financial analyst and a plus-size model. Shehas the best of both worlds because, in modeling, you have to have something to fall back on.  KW: Finally, Irene [Small]  asks: What is your secret to succeeding for so long in thecompetitive world of fashion?  BJ: 95% of being a success is just showing up on time and being there. I don’t know how Iknew that when I was younger. You have to stick around for people to remember you.  KW: Harriet Pakula Teweles asks: How much responsibility must fashion models anddesigners take for the body images they present—inspiring young girls the point ofeating disorders?  BJ: There’s 100% responsibility for the images that go out, since we can know what happens atthe opposite end of the world in three seconds. I most certainly think we are influencing the waywomen think about themselves.  KW: Harriet [Teweles] wants to know how can we begin presenting more realistic andwholesome images?  BJ: By promoting more plus-size models, like my daughter, who decided to embrace andcelebrate who she was. She was a size 2 at one time, but she decided she didn’t want to behungry anymore. I think that’s how you turn it around. Today, more and more designers arerecognizing how lucrative that market is.  KW: Is it true that you were once romantically-linked to Chris Noth, the heartthrob whoplayed the infamous Mr. Big on Sex and the City?  BJ: Oh, that was many years ago. I can’t think back that far. But yes, he was an old boyfriendand a great guy.  KW: Is there any question no one ever asks you, that you wish someone would?  BJ: Yes, do you have a website? I do, it’s www.BeverlyJohnson.com . It’s my first website, andI’m having a good time with it.  KW: The Tasha Smith question: Are you ever afraid?  BJ: Yes, for a moment. But I try not to stay there, because if you’re afraid, you’re not in faith.  KW: The Columbus Short question: Are you happy?  BJ: Yes.  KW: The Teri Emerson question: When was the last time you had a good laugh?  BJ: [Giggles] This morning.  KW: What is your guiltiest pleasure?  BJ: Candy.  KW: The Kerry Washington question: If you were an animal, what animal would you be?  BJ: A beautiful collie, like my pet Flame.  KW: The bookworm Troy Johnson question: What was the last book you read?  BJ: I read a lot, especially now that I have a Kindle.   

    BJ: I just read the biography of Steve Jobs http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1451648537/ref%3dnosim/thslfofire-20  and The BlueZones. http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1426207557/ref%3dnosim/thslfofire-20  KW: The music maven Heather Covington question: What are you listening to on youriPod?  BJ: Whitney Houston’s Greatest Hits:    http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00004R84V/ref%3dnosim/thslfofire-20  KW: What is your favorite dish to cook?  BJ: I don’t like to cook, but I like to eat popcorn with butter and salt.  KW: The Uduak Oduok question: Who is your favorite clothes designer?  BJ: I love Tracy Reese, Nicole Miller and Gucci, but I think my favorite is Tom Ford.  KW: When you look in the mirror, what do you see?  BJ: I see little, 7 year-old Beverly.  KW: The Ling-Ju Yen question: What is your earliest childhood memory?  BJ: Sitting on the front porch of my home in Buffalo in the summer with my mom, my dad, andmy brothers and sisters when I was 5.  KW: If you could have one wish instantly granted, what would that be for?  BJ: That my mom and family remain healthy and happy.  KW: The Judyth Piazza question: What key quality do you believe all successful peopleshare?  BJ: Passion!  KW: Dante Lee, author of "Black Business Secrets,” asks: What was the best businessdecision you ever made, and what was the worst?  BJ: My best business decision was going into business for myself and owning the box my prettyface was on instead of just being the pretty face on the box. And my worst was letting otherpeople run my business.  KW: Attorney Bernadette Beekman asks: What is your favorite charity?  BJ: The Global Downs Syndrome Foundation.  KW: The Melissa Harris-Perry question: How did your first big heartbreak impact whoyou are as a person?  BJ: It taught me that you can rise from the ashes and get over anything.  KW: What advice do you have for anyone who wants to follow in your footsteps?  BJ: Come on! It was great for me. Just have a Plan B and a Plan C ready.  KW: The Tavis Smiley question: How do you want to be remembered?  BJ: I want to have schools and libraries and other institutions named after me. I tell mydaughter that all the time.  KW: Thanks again for the time, Beverly [Johnson], and best of luck with both the TVshow and with your new line of hair care products.  BJ: Well, thank you very much, Kam [Williams].         Filmography  1976 Deadly Hero           Emergency! 1977 The Baron1978 Crisis in Sun Valley1979 Ashanti 1980 The Sky Is Gray 1990 Hunter 1992–1993 Law & Order 1993 Martin            Loaded Weapon            The Meteor Man            The Cover Girl Murders           A Perry Mason Mystery: The Case of the Wicked Wives           A Brilliant Disguise  1994 Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman           The Wayans Bros. 1995 Ray Alexander: A Menu for Murder           Red Shoe Diaries 1996 Crossworlds            The Parent 'Hood           True Vengeance 1997 Sabrina, the Teenage Witch           Def Jam's How to Be a Player           3rd Rock from the Sun 1998 54  2000 Down 'n Dirty           Crossroads  2002 Red Shoe Diaries 2010 Tyler Perry's Meet The Browns2012 Beverly's Full House     About the author of this article:  Kam Williams is a syndicated film and book critic whowrites for 100+ publicaitons around the U.S., Europe, Asia, Africa, Canada and the Caribbean. He is a member of the New York Film Critics Online, the NAACP Image Awards NominatingCommitte and Rotten Tomatoes.  He is a contributor to TheLoop21.com.  He is also acolumnist for www.afrotoronto.com  and www.megadiversities.com.  In 2008, he was Voted Most Outstanding Journalist of the Decade by the Disilgold Soul Literary Review.  Williams is anerudite Attorney who holds a BA in Black Studies from Cornell University, an MA in English fromBrown University, an MBA from The Wharton School, and a J.D. from Boston University.  KamWilliams is a member of the Bar in NJ, NY, CT, PA, MA & US Supreme Court bars.  He lives inPrinceton (New Jersey) with his wife and son.  Kam Williams can be reached at kwilliams@megadiversities.com.
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