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a part of our series about creating a successful career in TV and Film,

I had the distinct pleasure of interviewing Benmio McCrea.

As an actor, he’s known for roles in “Bosch,” “Criminal Minds” and “This Is Us.”

But if you ask him, he’ll tell you that he’s just getting started. He’s had a

productive 2021, with a number of new movies and television projects due out

in the coming months — including an episode of Fox’s “9–1–1.” Born in the

“City of Brotherly Love,” the son of two visual artists, Mr. McCrea gravitated

towards acting at a young age and credits his hometown for providing a rich

playground to begin his artistic journey. As a proud member of the first

graduating class of Philadelphia High School for Creative and Performing Arts

his theater training took him to New York by way of Syracuse. And it was a

Syracuse Stage production of Sam Shepard’s “The Tooth of Crime” that earned

him his Actors Equity Card in an Off-Broadway run at LaMama Theatre. As a

filmmaker and producer, Mr. McCrea produced and directed two award-

winning short films “Retribution” and “Aquarium.” He was also a producer on

another award-winning short titled “Slow Pulse” directed by Marshall Tyler —

that film premiered at this year’s Tribeca Film Festival.

Thank you so much for joining us in this interview series! Can you tell
us the story of how you grew up?

m a real city kid… Born and raised in Philly. My parents met in the

’60s. My Jewish mother was a talented painter and sculptor and at the

time a student at Moore College of Art. My African-American father was a

natural on piano but earned a living as a sign painter. He had an

exceptional touch. They used to hang out in Rittenhouse Square at an artsy

coffee shop named the Gilded Cage. Of course, the Gilded Cage is now

legendary as the musical venue that sparked The Philadelphia Folk Festival.

My father did the lettering for the café including the menu… and he also

created some beautiful and amazing movie cards for the silent movie night

the Guilded Cage would host every week. So it’s a little ironic that I would

grow up and work in movies and TV. I was born in ’62. With everything

going on in the country, that was an especially turbulent time for interracial

relationships. And it wasn’t long before my parents split up. Unfortunately, I

never got to know my father as he passed in his 30’s from asthma. I have

two younger sisters from other relationships. But my mom was a struggling

single parent for our entire childhood. We had a very rocky beginning but

things began to settle once we became members at Congregation Rodeph

Shalom synagogue.

Can you share a story with us about what brought you to this specific
career path?

My first experience performing on any kind of stage was at our synagogue.

All the kids would perform in Purim plays. Rodeph Shalom would take

music from Broadway Shows and change all the lyrics to tell the story of

Purim. And, I imagine that my Bar Mitzvah at 13 also helped build my stage

confidence. Then when I was 14 years old I had a big brother from a big

brother program that took me to see my first professional play. It was a

production of Moliere’s “The Miser” at Philly’s Walnut Street Theater. That

show really inspired me to want to be an actor — it was so much fun and

full of laughs. My big brother took me to a bunch of shows growing up. I

even got to see the original Broadway production of “A Chorus Line.” It

wasn’t long after that when the City of Philadelphia opened the

Philadelphia High School for Creative and Performing Arts (CAPA). It was a

remarkable place… a melting pot of talented students. We received a

conservatory type of training that truly prepared us for our chosen

disciplines. I was a Drama major but also had an equal if not more amount

of Dance. And, I also had a ballet scholarship at Philadelphia Civic Ballet.

There was no turning back from there. I continued my studies at Syracuse

University with classmates such as Aaron Sorkin and Vanessa Williams. And

ultimately made my way to New York.

Can you tell us the most interesting story that happened to you since
you began your career?

There’s been a bunch of funny and interesting moments along the way. I

had an amazing full-circle moment not too long ago. As a young actor in the

’80s. I booked a small part on CBS’s “The Equalizer.” It was a kooky

assignment to photo double another actor in a scene where a rooftop sniper

was pulling the trigger on a rifle. The kooky part of it was that they only

wanted to film a closeup of my finger. Apparently, the original actor Paul

Calderon wasn’t able to do it. And now the funny part… how ironic and

incredible it was to come full circle 31 years later for me to share an actual

scene with Paul Calderon when we did Amazon’s “Bosch” together. You

can’t make this stuff up. The two of us had a good laugh about it. I was like,

“Yo man, I played your finger once. And, he said, “You never know where

that finger will take you.”

Can you share a story about the funniest mistake you made when you
were first starting? Can you tell us what lesson you learned from that?

How about a not-so-funny mistake? Back in my earliest days as a young

struggling actor waiting tables and living in NYC’s Hell’s Kitchen I had an

amazing audition for “Six Degrees of Separation” on Broadway. I would

have been Courtney Vance’s understudy. Well… that same week I was

booked to do “Extra” work in a commercial for one of the casinos in Atlantic

City. I was actually at the casino when I got a phone message that they

needed me for a callback in New York that same afternoon. It was a terrible

predicament. I was only doing crowd scenes in the commercial so I didn’t

think they’d really miss me if I left for the callback. But I definitely needed

the rent money and I didn’t want to burn any bridges. And, my agent told

me he’d be able to reschedule the callback. So reluctantly, I stayed at the

casino. Needless to say, the callback wasn’t rescheduled. So… the lesson I

learned is that you have to follow your gut and go for what you really want.

There’s always going to be real or self-imagined reasons why you tell

yourself you shouldn’t or can’t do something. Bottom line is that we alone

are responsible for advocating for ourselves. Money or a paycheck should

never be a driving force in a creative decision. And, we can’t make everyone

happy. It’s inevitable that some of our actions or decisions may piss

someone off. At the end of the day we have to ask ourselves if our choices

are moving us closer to our dreams or putting them further from reach.

Matthew McConaughey says to “Look for the green lights.” I do believe that

God cracks open a number of doors for us during our earthly journey. We

have to look closely to recognize them and not let fear or circumstance

deter us from walking fully through them. It’s like a Time Travel movie…

those doors are portals to our future. That Broadway callback was the first

green light I let slip by me. I wish I could say that I only made that mistake

once in my life. There’s been a couple of other times I really wanted a do-

over.

What are some of the most interesting or exciting projects you are
working on now?

As an actor, I have roles in three upcoming projects for Amazon, Apple and

Sony Pictures respectively… Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to talk about

them before release their 2022 release. But they’re all exciting projects.

You have been blessed with success in a career path that can be
challenging. Do you have any words of advice for others who may want
to embark on this career path, but seem daunted by the prospect of
failure?

First and foremost, do the work. Train, prepare and hone your craft. Then

get after whatever it is you want. If you’re just starting out, seize every

opportunity to gain experience. If acting is your thing, then do plays,

readings, student films, shorts, web series and get comfortable in front of a

camera. Cut your teeth on these smaller opportunities to prepare yourself

so you’re ready for bigger film and television roles. Get clear on how you’d

most likely be cast — not necessarily how you want to be cast. Play to your

essence… Play to your strengths. Take an on-camera scene study class and

an on-camera audition class. Finally, for actors who have been at it for a

while and for newcomers alike, I’d say “create a clear vision of what you

want and take concrete action each day towards that goal.”

We are very interested in diversity in the entertainment industry. Can
you share three reasons with our readers about why you think it’s
important to have diversity represented in film and television? How
can that potentially affect our culture?

At the very least, is it asking too much for all of the content being created

today to actually reflect the real world we live in? It’s important to be

“seen.” And I’m not just referring to what’s on the screen. We all need to

learn how to live with each other. By having a diverse workplace, we can

come to understand that humans are humans. Diversity allows us to see,

know and understand that although our race, religion or backgrounds may

differ, that we are all living in the human condition. I say this on my

website… “People share more similarities than differences. We can

recognize and celebrate the differences that make us all unique and special.

Tolerance, peace and empathy should be the goal both here at home and

around the globe.”

What are your “5 things I wish someone told me when I first started”
and why? Please share a story or example for each.

I feel like I was lucky coming from an Arts school… they really covered a lot

of the bases. But here goes…

1. The first thing I wish someone told me is to “Treat acting like an MBA

major.” Instead of calling it a Masters in Business Administration, we

could call it a Masters in the Business of Acting. Seriously though, acting

is definitely a business and you’re the product. You’re also the CEO,

CFO, Head of R&D and Director of Marketing. Of course, acting is an

art… but an equally important part of the equation is the commerce side

of things. Besides being the best artist you can be, always look for ways

to make yourself to stand out. And, be strategic in your goals and how

you market yourself. Even though I’ve taken some workshops on the

business of acting, it wasn’t until recently that I understood how to put

things together and set up some systems that have helped me gain some

traction. There could be some issues reconciling left brain/ right brain

tendencies. But to have a successful career I think you need a have a

balance of both.

2. I wish someone told my younger self that collaboration is a way to speed

up progress. Everyone tries to make it on their own. But, acting is a

collaborative art. Writers and musicians can do their craft by

themselves. But actors need other actors to practice their craft. And, in

film, we need even more people to practice our craft. When we bring

people together we can move mountains. In Los Angeles, there’s a group

called the 48hr Film Project. Basically, they have teams of actors and

filmmakers come together to create whole movies in literally 48 hours

— that’s writing it, filming it… and editing it. I’ve participated in the

past and it was truly amazing to see how good the films were. And it’s a

great way to make friends with other colleagues. Theater companies are

another great way actors can create community. I’ve recommended

people for projects and vice versa.

3. I wish someone told me that “you have to be relentlessly persistent.”

Being good is not enough. And, you can’t wait for the phone to ring.

There’s always going to be people better than you. So, where you might

not beat someone on talent, you can definitely outwork them. Jamie

Hector from “The Wire” and “Bosch” is someone I met when he was first

starting out in New York. I met him on set in 2001 — he had a few lines

as a security guard on an episode of “Third Watch.” He was great at

networking. Once you were on his mailing list he would consistently

send you his 8x10 headshot, resume and a note. And this was a time

when you would have to pay postage and do mailings at the post office

— no email. Jamie is a fine actor who was relentless in pursuit of his

goals. But he made sure you’d remember his name. Three years after

“Third Watch” he was a series regular on “The Wire.”

4. I wish someone told me to, “Always expect the unexpected.” It doesn’t

matter how you auditioned, what it looked like in the script or how you

rehearsed it at home. All bets are off when you step on set. On the page,

my appearance on Amazon’s “Bosch” seemed a simple bit of business. In

the three-part scene, the actor Paul Calderon plays Detective Jimmy

Robertson and I play Parole Officer Morgan Dotson. We are on stakeout

to pick up a parolee named Peanut who is suspected of murder (played

by actor Jeremiah Birkett). The cinematography on the show is

exceptional — they shoot it like a movie. There’s a lot of long lens work

where the scale of the frame allows you to see the world they’re in. In

any event, to make a long story short, the scene didn’t play out as I was

expecting. It really upped the stakes for my character. All this to say, stay

loose, stay flexible and know your lines cold.

5. I would tell someone starting out to “Just be yourself… and don’t look

for permission.” I don’t know that I have a specific story to share. But,

this one is meant to address issues of self-doubt or second-guessing what

you think casting is looking for — or issues of imposter syndrome. From

experience, I can say it’s taken me a while to become comfortable in my

own skin. There’s a sense of ease and confidence that comes from being

fully present and not being attached to a particular outcome. There’s no

point in worrying about something outside of our control. My main

focus is to do good work, be kind, be humble and connect well with

others. We all need to understand that whatever is unique about us is

exactly the thing that will grab people’s attention. Lastly, don’t look for

permission to do something or take action towards something you want.

That’s a surefire way to stay stuck in your current situation. Be bold,

push yourself and take the risk to go outside your comfort zone. That’s

where everything happens.

Which tips would you recommend to your colleagues in your industry
to help them to thrive and not “burn out”?

Definitely some sort of self-care is needed. Whatever brings you joy. It could

be enjoying time with family or being out in nature. Visiting a museum and

taking in some art can feed the soul. Meditation or journaling can also be

great. I’m currently using a journaling app called Stoic that I really love. It’s

a super-easy way to check in with yourself, how you’re feeling and what’s

important to you. It’s much better than a blank piece of paper staring back

at you.

You are a person of enormous influence. If you could inspire a
movement that would bring the most amount of good to the most
amount of people, what would that be? You never know what your idea
can trigger. :-)

Homelessness is something I think about quite a bit. My heart breaks

everyday driving around LA. The number of homeless here is staggering.

And I know it’s bad in other cities around the country as well. Food, water

and sanitary shelter are basic needs. The pandemic has only made things

worse. There are many minds working on issues of homelessness and

mental health. If I were able to inspire some sort of cosmic size shift or

movement of any kind, I can think of no other better thing than to get

everyone in our country into homes so they can address their wellbeing and

rebuild their lives.

None of us are able to achieve success without some help along the
way. Is there a particular person who you are grateful towards who
helped get you to where you are? Can you share a story about that?

One of the very first people who helped me was Meshach Taylor. I was his

stunt double and stand-in on both “Mannequin” movies. They shot those

films in Philadelphia. Besides an amazing talent, Meshach was a hilarious

and generous human being. He became a great life-long friend. Back in

1990, when I went out to Los Angeles the first time, I stayed with him and

his family. He showed me the ropes and also helped me get my very first

speaking role on “Designing Women.” Sadly, my lines ended up on the

cutting room floor. But you can still see me in the episode titled “Miss Trial.”

I had a lot more hair then.

Can you please give us your favorite “Life Lesson Quote”? Can you
share how that was relevant to you in your life?

I don’t necessarily have a favorite. But one quote that really resonates is,

“We are products of our past, but we don’t have to be prisoners of it.” At the

beginning of this interview, I briefly mentioned that my early childhood

was particularly rocky. There was a great deal of trauma that my family

endured. Looking back, it’s a real blessing that I was able to come out in

such a positive place. It’s required a long process of learning and self-

discovery. We all go through things — that’s life. But the important thing is

how we respond to adversity. It doesn’t have to define us. I’ve always been

an optimistic person and believed that anything is possible — it just

requires some consistent work.

We are very blessed that some very prominent names in Business, VC
funding, Sports, and Entertainment read this column. Is there a person
in the world, or in the US with whom you would love to have a private
breakfast or lunch with, and why? He or she might just see this if we
tag them.

I really admire how Ava DuVernay stepped out of her comfort zone and

transformed her life path from publicist to film director. Beyond being a

great filmmaker, she just seems to be a good caring person. I think it’s her

empathy that allows her to connect so well to people and stories. It would

be great to break bread with her.

How can our readers follow you online?

Readers can follow me through my website at Benmio.com

This was very meaningful, thank you so much! We wish you continued
success!

bout The Interviewer: Growing up in Canada, Edward Sylvan was an

unlikely candidate to make a mark on the high-powered film industry

based in Hollywood. But as CEO of Sycamore Entertainment Group Inc, (SEGI)

Sylvan is among a select group of less than ten Black executives who have

founded, own and control a publicly traded company. Now, deeply involved in

the movie business, he is providing opportunities for people of color. In 2020,

he was appointed president of the Monaco International Film Festival, and was

encouraged to take the festival in a new digital direction. Raised in Toronto, he

attended York University where he studied Economics and Political Science,

then went to work in finance on Bay Street, (the city’s equivalent of Wall

Street). After years of handling equities trading, film tax credits, options

trading and mergers and acquisitions for the film, mining and technology

industries, in 2008 he decided to reorient his career fully towards the

entertainment business. With the aim of helping Los Angeles filmmakers of

color who were struggling to understand how to raise capital, Sylvan wanted to

provide them with ways to finance their creative endeavors.
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