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ight years ago, if 
you had told me that I would have my own 
business, be an ambassador for the Chris-
topher & Dana Reeve Foundation, and 
somehow connect the dots from my past life 
to now, I wouldn’t have believed you. In the 
spring of 2002, I had just quit my job as a 
fashion assistant at Harper’s Bazaar to go 
work at a top PR firm. I was 24, just starting 
out. Everything in my life seemed lined up 
perfectly for the next step. I had no way 
of knowing what lay ahead. 

A week later, I went on vacation. I 
was staying at a beach house on Long 
Island with a yard and a swimming pool. 
My first night there, I decided to go for 
a dip in the pool before bed. It was dark, 
and the pool was dimly lit. Even so, the 
water looked inviting. I dove right in. 

The moment my chin hit the bottom 
of the pool, I understood what had hap-
pened. It was the shallow end. I had 
shattered two vertebrae in my spine. I 
was rushed to the hospital, where doc-
tors diagnosed me with a spinal-cord 
injury and told me I would be paralyzed 
from the neck down for the rest of my life. I 
would never move from my bed. I would never 
be able to breathe without assistance.

It felt like a life sentence. But strangely 
enough, I knew I was going to be okay. I grew 
up around doctors. I know that they don’t 
always have all of the answers. I started doing 
everything I could to regain movement. I 
worked on my body constantly. Two and a half years later, I 
began to regain feeling in my torso and arms. That was when I 
looked in the mirror for the first time. Since my injury, my skin 
had stopped reacting to hot and cold in normal ways. As a result, 
my pores had become clogged with toxins. I had acne, rosacea, 
dry, flaking skin, you name it. Anytime I caught my reflection, 

I would burst into tears. I tried everything, 
from prescriptions to cosmetics, and noth-
ing worked. Finally, I said to my father—a 
doctor trained in homeopathic healing—
“Dad, you have to help me.” We started 
experimenting with different essential oils 
and discovered the amazing benefits of 
jasmine absolute, and five years ago, 
Clark’s Botanicals was born. Friends 
started telling me my skin looked better 

and asked for samples. My dad’s 
patients started using the products. 
Former colleagues began asking for 
them. People who used Clark’s 
Botanicals saw that they worked and 
really changed their skin. The brand 
grew on its own, completely by word 
of mouth and as an organic evolution 
from my injury. Then, one day, to my 
complete shock, Madonna e-mailed 
me and asked for products! It felt like a 
movie. Suddenly Saks Fifth Avenue was 

interested in carrying the line. 
I had initially been so passive 

about my situation. But then I real-
ized that I had to be an advocate not 
only for people with disabilities but 

also for people who don’t feel empowered in 
any real way. I had to take power over my life, 
which is a lot of what beauty is. It’s about pro-
jecting how you want to feel. 

Today, I feel more settled and more comfort-
able in my body than I ever did before my 
injury. I’m still in a wheelchair. I accept my 

injury, but I’m working at getting better and finding a cure. I’m 
the same Francesco, but now I have more appreciation for my 
friends and family, for a quiet moment, for my life. 

Clark’s Walking Papers: The Accident that Changed My Life, 
and the Business that Got Me Back on My Feet is out in June. C
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Left: Clark’s 
book. Above: 
Clark’s Botanicals 
Cellular Lifting 
Serum ($355).

Clark with   
Tyra Banks  

Francesco 
Clark

See Where to Buy for details


