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By Wendy RuBicam

Photos By James PatRick, WWW.PatRickPoRtfolio.com

Miss Arizona United States talks pageants, 
reality TV, and how a near-tragedy has 

inspired her to help others

Rachelle McCray is one busy girl. The petite dynamo runs her 

own full-service production company, works in front of the cam-

era in film and television, and as of May 1, wears the Miss Arizona 

United States crown. 

McCray has been participating in pageants since age 15, 

and says that they have provided her with life skills she couldn’t 

get anywhere else, lifelong friends, and above all, the opportunity 

to raise awareness about a cause near and dear to her heart. 

“Pageant girls are just normal women who are trying to 

make a difference, and they use a crown and a banner to do it,” 

she insists. “The power of the crown is that it literally has a little 

voice of its own and when you put in on, people are willing to 

listen to what you have to say and to what’s important, and I find 

the power of that is really amazing.”

Miss Arizona has good reason to be passionate about her 

cause, having almost lost her mother, Mindy, to a hereditary kid-

ney disease in 2005. Mindy’s life was saved by her father-in-law, 

who at age 63 donated his kidney for a transplant. 

McCray was a freshman in college when her mom began 

to show signs of kidney disease, and recalls the struggles she 

faced. “When you’re 19 and you’ve just graduated from high 

school and you feel like you have your whole life ahead of you, 

and your best friend and the person who supported you more 

than anyone in the entire world might leave…I mean, what do you 

do with that?” she asks. 

The family dealt with the stress of waiting for a donor 

and the financial hardships with the help of what was then the 

Arizona Kidney Foundation, and is now the National Kidney 

Foundation of Arizona. 

“There were times when my parents needed assistance 

paying things as simple as a water bill, which I know sounds 

crazy, but when you’re that sick, insurance only covers so much. 

[The foundation] came in and actually helped my family several 

different times,” McCray says.

Using her personal experience as her guide, McCray is 

extremely motivated to make a difference in the lives of other 

families affected by kidney disease, as well as raising awareness 

about the importance of living organ donation. 
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“When I look back at my journal from the next year, I want to 

at least be able to say that I helped or saved somebody through 

the organ donation platform and through the other things that we 

do,” she says. 

McCray has started a project to raise funds for families in 

need through the National Kidney Foundation of Arizona (NKF 

AZ). Jeffrey D. Neff, CEO of NKF AZ, is enthusiastic about the col-

laboration, stating, “It is inspiring that a young woman such as Ms. 

McCray, after experiencing the disease on a personal level, would 

use her position to bring attention to kidney disease and the 

need for living donors. We are fortunate to have her as a public 

advocate for kidneys, and look forward to seeing how many lives 

will be touched by our combined efforts.” 

One of the ways McCray will support NKF AZ is through the 

development of plush Min-Min Bears (www.minminbear.com), 

named for Mindy, which will be sold in hospitals and airports, with 

the proceeds going to the Foundation. 

“It was something I actually came up with in 2005, but trying 

to find donors and sponsors was difficult, especially when the 

economy started to decline,” she shares. 

She credits the Miss Arizona crown with securing her first 

donation to begin the manufacturing process. 

Also in the works is a children’s book to help explain the 

transplant and organ donation process to youngsters going 

through the process with a parent or loved one, again based on 

her own experience of helping her young cousins through her 

mother and grandfather’s procedure.

Ever optimistic, McCray feels that the sometimes-difficult 

path she has traveled has brought her to the place she really 

wants to be. When Mindy was diagnosed, McCray was in college 

and an Arizona Cardinals cheerleader, but gave that up to move 

back home and take a full-time job in corporate sales. Her eight 

years of corporate work led her to start her own production com-

pany. She made her first demo reel to try to land a job in L.A., and 

instead, began to be hired by local companies for various jobs. 

“What’s interesting is that I really love it. I still do things in 

front of the camera, and my ultimate career goal is to host my 

own national TV show. But what’s great about having a produc-

“To be honest with you, 
it’s one of the coolest 
experiences I’ve ever had.  
It was crazy…Whatever 
people tell you about reality 
TV, it’s not real.”
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tion company is that I have the ability to create what I want,”  

she admits. 

“I’m very selective with what we do,” she continues. “When 

people come to me, there’s stuff that I’ve turned down because 

it’s just not what I would like to be associated with or a part of.” 

Currently in the works is a web series designed to promote 

tourism in Phoenix and a newly launched Academy of TV Hosting 

to help others get their foot in the door in the industry. 

McCray’s TV career received a boost after her one season 

on CW’s Crowned: The Mother of All Pageants. She initially con-

sidered doing the show with her mom to use the $100,000 prize 

money to help offset the expenses incurred during Mindy’s illness. 

She says she and Mindy were shocked to be chosen for the show, 

but decided to do it, finishing the season as first runners-up for 

the prize. 

“To be honest with you, it’s one of the coolest experiences 

I’ve ever had. It was crazy…Whatever people tell you about reality 

TV, it’s not real. Some of it is scripted, some of it isn’t true, and 

editing does wonders for people. I would tell anyone to do it. Just 

remember that you’re always being filmed, from the time you 

wake up until the time you go to sleep—they never leave, the mics 

never go away,” she says with a laugh, adding, “That show is not, 

however, the example of what pageants are really like, and I would 

like everybody to know that!” 

She sums up the experience by saying, “I wouldn’t take it 

back for anything. I love my mom and I almost lost her, and being 

able to share that with her was just priceless, whether we won 

the money or not.” 

July brings McCray to Las Vegas and the national pageant, 

where she will vie for the Miss United States crown. She is making 

time in her already busy schedule to prepare for the competition 

and stay on top of her game. 

“It’s not just about being pretty in an evening gown, you also 

have to be well-spoken, career-oriented, goal-oriented. There are 

a lot of things that go into it that people don’t see behind the 

scenes. And it is about being healthy and living a healthy lifestyle 

and being a positive role model,” she explains. 

Of course, she is excited about the possibility of winning, 

saying, “The idea is that who they select as a representative is 

someone who is going to make a difference, and if I win Miss 

United States, which is my goal, then I will have the opportunity to 

take the platform I have chosen and work nationally with it, which 

I think is pretty incredible.”

Win or lose, she is a supporter of pageants as a way for girls 

and women to build skills and learn more about themselves. “I’ve 

seen young women come in that might have low self-esteem or 

they’ve gone through a lot of hard things, and they get up on that 

stage and something happens,” she says with conviction. “You’re 

beautiful inside and out, and I know people always say that and it 

sounds corny and clichéd, but it’s completely and utterly true.” 

Wendy Rubicam can be reached at www.rubicamwriting.com.

TOP: McCray with her family just after winning. BOTTOM: McCray 
reacts to winning the Miss Arizona united States 2011 title.
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