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“You have to be able   

to separate fantasy 

from reality. It’s why 

fashion is brilliant: 

you can dream.”

or the past eleven years, Alek Wek 
has  wowed the fashion industry, 
so when esteemed fashion photog-

rapher Ron Eshel offered to shoot her ex-
clusively for our latest issue, we naturally 
said ‘yes.’  Then, we invited one of Alek’s 
friends, peers, and fellow icons, Pat Cleve-
land, to sit down with her and give us a 
glimpse into the personality of a woman 
who, against so many odds, has excelled 
in this rarefied, white-dominated industry. 
Here’s what the two had to say over crème 
brûlée and coconut sorbet.

Pat Cleveland:  So, let’s talk about your 
photo shoot with Ron Eshel. 

Alek Wek: [Before this shoot] I’d never 
worked with him. The whole shoot was in-
credible. We did it in L.A. He’s English—

Pat: Which must have made you feel at 
home as a Londoner.

Alek: Yeah! There were quite a few English 
people [in the crew]; I didn’t know there 
were a lot of English people out in Hol-
lywood. Everyone contributed. [From] the 
stylist to the makeup artist: amazing . . . It 
was really cool. To be honest, it didn’t feel 
like modeling, like “posing-modeling.”

Pat: That jacket on the cover is very remi-
niscent of The Beatles. Very regal. Speaking 
of music, what do you listen to?

Alek: I like different kinds of music. I go 
from classical to African. Music is every-
where. [It] has always been in my life and 
it’s very therapeutic. Even if you don’t want 
to dance, you tap your feet. When I’m in 
Paris, I love to go to the Virgin music store, 
that big one on les Champs-Élysées, when 
I’m doing a fitting at Dior, and when we 
have some downtime . . . You can try out 
some sounds that you never would have 
heard before.

Pat: Do you have an iPod? Are you one of 
those who run around with an iPod on?

Alek: I just got it for a present not too long 
ago, and it was sitting on my shelf forev-
er—until I started running in the park. It’s 
amazing. I don’t need a DJ. Now, I can have 
a barbeque and put it in.

Pat: You barbeque? What do you cook? 
What are some of your favorite home 
cooked meals?

Alek: I like to cook a lot of stews, like okra. 
I love okra. You steam it with tomatoes and 
onions, then put some black pepper in it. 
You eat it with steamed rice. Simmer the 
onions and tomatoes, so you have some 
kind of broth, and then you let it simmer 
down.

Pat: Sounds delicious! I’m curious, which 
photographers do you like to work with?

Alek: You know what it is? I really value all 
of the photographers I’ve worked with be-
cause they’re so different. Steven Meisel is 
so different from Steven Klein, Steven Klein 
is so different than Gilles Bensimon, who I 
absolutely adore. 

Pat: I love that famous photo you did with 
Herb Ritts.

Alek: [That shoot] was really easy. Herb was 
respectful, and a gentleman. I didn’t think 
the shot was going to be such a big deal. 
Originally, I was going to wear a black la-
tex body suit, but Herb gave it a ‘no.’ He 
thought it would be better just to use my 
natural skin and oils. So that’s how the shot 
came about . . . Having an opportunity with 
all these incredible photographers, it’s so 
different. I mean you cannot compare. They 
all have a different way of working, and they 
all contributed toward the most amazing 
times that I had with them. I was just ap-
preciating being who I was, and I thought, 
if I can be who I am and still do my job, I’m 
not going nowhere.

Pat: So after all these photo shoots, you 
must end up with hundreds of clothes, cou-
ture gowns, and designer shoes. What do 
you do with them all?

Alek: I give it away to Salvation Army, 
friends, and backyard sample sales.

Pat: Whoa, you must have some lucky 
friends! They must live in your fantasies.

Alek: You have to be able to separate fan-
tasy from reality. It’s why fashion is bril-
liant: you can dream. That’s why we should 
celebrate different cultures because that’s 
what makes it worth it, you know? We all 
paint the world, we all do, and without that, 
it just becomes very selfish and very . . . 
boring—that’s the word. Very boring.

Pat: Okay, desert island time. What two
things would you take?

Alek: Well, when I’m not working, I try to 
keep it really simple. I guess I would bring 
Vaseline for my skin, and I love those 
Lancôme lip tubes.

Pat: Well, you’ve done everything: back-up 
dancer for Tina Turner, published memoir-
ist, film actor, model, activist, and I love 
your line of Wek 1933 handbags and acces-
sories! 

Alek: Thanks! They’re very durable. I love 
durability. But [designing] has been great. 
It’s keeping me on my toes, and I have to 
work with a team of people. You have re-
sponsibilities, and that’s important to a top 
model. There’s deadlines, there’s peoples’ 
lives; it really got me to be more respon-
sible.

Pat: What’s your role like as an activist? 
What is it exactly that you put your hands 
on?

Alek: I feel that we should speak out for 
others that don’t have a voice. And for me, 
my first-hand experience was being a refu-
gee, fleeing [Sudan for London], losing my 
father in that process . . . all that gave me 
an incentive to want to speak out to other 
people who are going through such hard-
ship. Once my agents realized that, they 
embraced it, and I’ve joined forces with 
U.S.C.R.I. [the United States Committee 
for Refugees and Immigrants]. I always say, 
‘Alek can do the little bit that she can do.’ 
Together, if we could all do something, we 
could really make such change. It’s another 
human being’s life, that’s what I really try 
to do with U.S.C.R.I. and Doctors Without 
Borders.

Pat: You have a great voice. You are a great 
voice. These words are very important.

Alek: My mother always says, ‘Never stop 
learning. You never know it all. Leave your-
self open to learning from others, and edu-
cate yourself.’  That’s all I kept hearing, and 
it’s so true

Photographer Ron Eshel began his career 
in London in the early ‘80s. He currently 
resides in L.A., but shoots international-
ly, working in both film and digital media 
for such clients as Nokia, Sprint, Mas-
tercard, and Johnson & Johnson. Ron’s 
proudest achievement, however, was the 
birth of his twins in 2004. Represented by  
Daniele Forsythe,www.danieleforsythe.com
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Photographed by Ron Eshel   Interviewed by Pat Cleveland   Edited by Kyra Shapurji
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