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Marc Ecko always had the dream. Over time-it wasn't
easy-he developed the ski l ls .  Here,  he talks aboui  how he
qot 'smart ,  why his bi l l ion-dol lar  c lothinq companv is real lv
a market ing cbmpany and what a T-shi-r t  k ing can learn
Irom gorng upscale BYARTHUR LUBoW
F': l i l  i t l0RAPN 3Y iAKE t l laSlUl ' l
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To groi{ up oD a block 'ith sucb

diversitv-that 1\ns th€ pivot for every

thing. \'lI very best friend in hkcwood
it ahla)s souDds so conv, "l!I,v bcst iricnd
was black' but it! true. The nain-
streaning of black cultute Fom hip-hop
was happening. So the cool kids of all
sorir e€re interested h hip hop. I didn't
ideDtift \'ith mI ednri.ity. I $6 i plain-
\an la gul $'ho had a ]e$dsb orienta
tion at lea$, according to my ianily I
did. To nre, it meant )'ou ate bagels aDd
lox when vou got together In this ethnic
background, I realy gnviiated toward
hip-hop. lllichrcl ]ordan was agod.

I started doingT shirts in eighth
grade.I got a book of graffrti art in sev-
enth grade, andrhatwas thcpath into it.
UheD I $'ould draw $ afiiti, it $'ould g€t
the same approbation fton ny peers
that I had got liom m)' rclatn es $'hen I
cop i€d comic book characters. I ask€d
nry pareDts for an air compressof.nd

54 rNc, MARaH 2ooe

a;brusb. By bigh school,I was rvcrLlng
m,v own'l shins. People ivould salt
.\{here 

did you get it? ' I'd sa}! "l made
itl'TheI \lould sa): Can you nrake me
one? l e"s makingmore moDq than
th€ drug dealers. Sonel'eeks,l night
have 5600 or $700 cash. I did it all the
wal tbrough high school. I became the
gu), who rvas known for that.

HE hrg. .ch6.l tltiC.t\. ,:.ti..aii]l
...ti..eC nn h. tteel.C a pr.ie::ttan
B-"i.q tre stit al. p[atxra.]tt Et::l.o
ie.iC€d he x.old att.rtl ltrc:;cira,iiti
Pre.ia.t.! Rttgt:,:i Utrr:t. ii

college showed ne how unique
Lakewood iEs. \bu shori up at Hnrdcn-
burgh Hall, and the white kids sa} "\\hy
are ,vou so black?" And the black kids sa1',
"\\hy are 1'ou so black?" The pharmaq,
students didn t $'ant to liste,r to A Tribe
Called Quest or lt. Kelly. I i{as average at
pharnaq schooL.l said,I could do this
dnd pursue a career having ro do e'ith
pham:'cyand be quite average and
dcfinit€]y not happy.

At the end ofn1y freshman )ear I
cane up with an idea with myfriend
Cde Broch, rvho lrasa reallygood
snrger. Bo1's II lvlen w:N blowing up,
aDd Nlichael BiviN [a shger who had
been a produceron thefirst Boys II
IIen albuml had creatcdhis own
imprintoD lv{otoi{n Records. BoF II
NIen $'as doing a coDc€rt in New lerse,v
I made a jacket and put a cassette trpc
byCalein the pocket along s'jth a little
note fo. Biv sa,ving that ifhe wanted
more.irbrushed stuff ro call me. TheD
I dislocatcd myshould€. so nllolder
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Wild Style A. early a rbr!sh des.qn
Notethe spe ng ofE lo

sisl€r Shari wentto the coDcertaDd
rvent up to the stage and haDded hnn
thejacket.At 3 o clock iD the morDing.
thephone r:u19.It rvas Bi\'. He asked
if\!c coLlld cone to see him before
heleft thc nexi norning.I called up
Cale, we borro\'€d fl1! n1oms ca. and
we drove dowD. C.lc sang forhim,
and Biv signed hin.

KDorLnrg Bivgale ne a lol o1icccss.
I  was goingto a lotofpart ies. I t  Dradc
myanbitioD gre.ter Seenrg a young
PufS Isean comLx]\fheD he $'ds dohs
A&R at Uptown Itecords and Q Tip lof
A Tribe Called Qtrestl and Rosie PeL€z
and Spike Lee ir nrade the phannacy
thing s€em nundane. F.\€ryone was x
busnrcsnnan. E\ er)'on€ lrad a hustle.
There had to be a mdrket.ltgale ne d
scnse that nl) insiincts$'ere right.

&lo /cii Ifri/r;: r]r itt: Linr..r irr

ODeofthe irstpcoplc I told \\'as rn-v
hiin sister,I,lrrci.I srnl,"\bu'.€ going to
Lea\e colegc, \'e re going to work
togethef nr tb is busnrcss, and ilt gojng
to be bigl'She srid,"\\h)'is it going to
be big?" 1liad Do busnlcss plan.It \\'.s
just that I $as gonrg to i i()t ofpartics.

Ibegan wriinrg abusnressplaD, but it
was \,erl'raive. lt$ouldD t Dnke it up
the elevator !r thisbuildhg.I renen$cr
rcfercncing lta\,h I.auren and Polo a ld.
I wouLd say, People are bu)-iug Ralph
Lauren ior lack of$methnrg Fonr dreif
oM gei€rationl l gotthebusiness plan
to Spike Leeand llrkc Uilins.I thought
ifyouweLc famous,rou lad a keyand
.ould turn a 'thing on. lt: not the case.



Friendly Conpelition Ecko and his parher
Selh Gerszber!. wth Sean Combs

My friend Perry the son of lrly art
teacher Mrs. Landesbers, had a ftiend
Seth ftom Teaneck, Nery Jersey, who had
been iiving in Austria, working in real
estate. They said he had some cash to
invest in a business.l telephoned him.
Seth comes to my house in this red Mus-
tang convertible, in denim shorts cut
really sho( His fingernails were dirty up
to his elbows, and h€: got a r"rrnulke
on. I thought, What a mess. t&ati
going on here? When we started to talk, I
found it somewhat intimidating that
someone my age could be so direct in
asking about the business and what I
Nanted to do. I was intimidated and
blew him ofi Rerlizing I didn't have any
better options, I caled him up six
months later He was so nice about it. He
came over, and it turned out he did have
$s,000 in cash, and he said, "How many
T-shirts can you get printed for this?"

Seth Gers2berg is still Ecka s 5A 5A panne(
We speak once or twice a day. I left the

house at 6: l0 this morning, and we
touched bare on the phone for 10 min-
utes. I can take a deal to the point where
itt conc?tually doable, and then he c.n
go in and be more lawye y about it. He s
doing what a CEO should be doin8 I'm
doing what a chid crentire o6cr should

be doing. I probably l3unt on his opinion
as the most inportant. I brought in Marci
a year later when she graduated. She now
runs Zoo York [a skateboarding-appa]el
company that was ihe tust major acquisi-
tion by Marc Ecko Enterprised.

The canpanyneeded a nane a.d a logD.
Ecka s ramily nane was Milecofsky:at
hone, hewas known as Echo. be.ause
his rnather s obstetrician hatl told her that,
despite her sense that she was bearing
twtns. she was nerely feeling an echo
inth,aflui.ls. He wanted ta build lhe
can7anY araund his nicknane. but
Echa was tftdenarked

For a shon time, we were Ecko
Unlirnited by Mark Echol'That made
sense to me b'rt not to a)one else.In
1996,I changed my name lega yto
Ecko. [It is a.lso the surname of his wife,
Alison, who was his college sweetheart,
ind then three children.l

$hile I wal in pursuit ofa logo,I
went to visit my folk. My dad had a
wooden rhino in his blue room;'the
garage that he converted into a den dd
bar. with blue shag carpet and wood
paneling floor to ceiiing.li occurred to
me that that is such a great animal. I
began thinling of Ralph iauren [with its
polo pony logol and Lacoste [rvith its
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crccodilel. I decid€d I would use the
rhino. When I told n1y buyers, they had
such €ont€mpt for that idea. Buyers
thought they knew what my brand srs.
Itt why )ou always have to stan with
your end audience. And you car t design
by committe€, even when you re saies
driven. They $id, "We don t want Tim-
berlandj we don t want rugged; we just
want graffiri-" But I think Sood design
makes yoll scratch you head. We put
out 25 T shirls. One was a rhino. That
one sold out. Our street campaign then
went on to use the rhino.

I'm in dre nidst of trying to find
another logo for another division. The
thing that lines up is that noth;.g lines
up. It s the nonlinear bit, the bit thatl
not logical. If you understand vhat the
Iabelt about, you re in on the code.

ln 1997, Ecko Enterpises was an the bnnk
al ca apse, stasse.tng beneath $6 5 nitian
in debtwith sales at$l,t nitlian Ecko couhl
not get a line af credit. There seened to
be noatherchoice butlosel lhe canpany,
bul lhere werc na buyers

As a result, we started getting realy
craft)a Sedr caled Alan rinkelman, whose
hmily oMs Scope Imports [a clothing
whole$lerl in Houston. Seth managed to
convince Alan that they were somehow
related. Alan said, "You know, these kids
are yougj there are things we can learn
ftom them." He was intrigued by what we
reilly are, which is a rnarketing compantr
He took 80 p€rcent of the compmy and
said he would negotiate down our debt,
getting a milion and a hafpaid otrrisht
away. He said, "l' give )ou the option of
buying drc company ba& in ta'o yearsl'
We had to cover the whole nut, the debt '
plus a buck. He hooked us up with his
vendors and had Marci ome to Hous,

"The Barry Bonds ballwas such a
loaded obiect. lt was so rich in content.

i How could you not engage?"
MARCF 2009 rNc, 55



ton. We didn't know what we were doing.
Bar code machine? What's that? we used
Abn\ know-how and got to look under
his hood. we looked at how he nanaged
his margins, and Marci tried to do even
better. Before r,ren, I dought my core
competency was to be creati\€ with zero
restraint. But if the market uants only
one boodie ,nd not five, don t get all
upsetthatlou canl design the others.
Instead of focusing on seling the con
pany, we focused on running the com-
pany. We bought it ba& in 18 months.

As Finkelnan astutely realizetJ, Ecko
vr'asn t selling T shirts as much as it was
selling a brand. Linitetl resaurces forced
the conpany ta narket its wares creativer.

Being in need created a despente
market approach. You donl compete
withdo als, How do you get people to
fe€l something emotionally? we couldn't
afford to go to the 1997 MAGIC show
lfor ine merr$€ar industryl in Las Vegas,
but we had already paid for the booth. So
we pnnted 25,000 bumper stickers,
"Wherei Ecko?" and sent out a sireet
team with them. Music marketing at that
time was doing a lot of dnt. we ended up
doing more sales at that narket, com-
mando-style twic€ the volume we did
$eyearbdore by not being there.

E\€qone in rry space would do fash-
ion shows. I 10!€ dlem. but rney re very
indulgent. They cost on the cheap
$ 150,000, and you can spend moie tMn a
mi ion on 15 minuter. Your buyers
appreciate il but they wonl buy moie.
The editorial conrmunity isnl going to
dEnge irs mind. If I w€re g€tting then
approbation, I might stil be doing shows.
It was one of the best ihings tbat hap-
pened that I u'asnt getting that. Do€s nry
buying comnunity r€aly care? The gate
keepers arcn't d€ goalkeepers.

h20A6. Ecka rented a 717 aidiner, had it
repainted on one side taresenble Air
Farce Ane, and brcught in a tilm crew ta
caplure hirrtagging it with the slagan
'StillFtee Ihen he pasted i!an Yaufube.
For a tirr,e. a signticant nunberaf people
thaught Ecko had reallybreached securily
at Andrews Ar Farce Baseand gralfitied

This was YouTube pr€ Google. The
c),nicism wasn t as deep as to, Is that real
or false? Everlth'ng being put up dEre
was do if)burself and had to be. You
couldn't puli that ofi today. That was a
unique window The consumer with
bardwidd at the time was young and
sawy.lt was post 9/r l. Talk about a
loaded object.

It cost $ r million to make, but it had
a hard-news element we didnl expect.
It became a part of the cultffe of the
brand. I can't outdo Nike; I can't out-
fashion Ralph; I €an t outsex Calvin- I'd
nuch rather have a brand point ofview
that may make you scratch your head
but is brand defining.

The nextyear, Ecko spent$752.467 to buy
at auctian the ballthat Barry Bandshttar
his record-breakng 75lth hane tun. Ecko
.et up a website allawing peopte ta vate an
what he should do with the ball: give it to
the Ha af Fane in Caaperstown ) send it
la the Hallwth an astensk cut inta tt ta
ac kn owle d ge t he cantraver sy su rta und t ng
Bands:arblast ntnto space llhe asterisk
wan.l Dantnating the blagosphere and
landing an newspaper frDnt pages every
vkerc. thecampatgn garnered nl ions af
dallars worth af publicity and reinfarced
Lhe edgy, yaulhful inage at the brand.

The common thread beflveen the
Barry Bonds bal and Air Force One is
they are both ridiculous ideas, so people
would say,"w1rywould you do that? I

D24o-b

was prepared to pay whateve. it cost. I
thought it would go for more. The
Bonds ball was such a loaded obrect. It
was so rich in content. Baseball is the
national game. Yet ther€ is the hl.?ocrisy
in th€ basebal culture that h€lped build
it to this level. Ald we needed to put a
face on the nisales, with Bonds and
Mark M€Gwire and lose Canseco. It
was being debated or th€ Internet. I
thought, ?&e this hard news and rnal(e
1t go Anerican 1.lol. ltw,.s 

^ 
soci^l

er?eriment. lt was a litde PT. Barnun.
You had that moment to bid on it. How
could )ou nor engage?

It was also a tittle of a liability. Some
people weE put off by it. But what doe,
)our brand stand for? E onomicaly and
culturalbr wdve been on steroids. Every
thing bas a perfornance-enhancing sub-
stanc€ built into the natri)c This wasn t
about Barry as much as it was about the
st$tem. ts also getting people to s€e the
way I tbink From a marketing point of
view, ids something I need to do more of

]n 2001 , l\4arc Ecko Enterp ses acquiretl
Zoo Yark. Eckowas grossing about
$8A nillion at the tine:Zoa York. fran
$2 niltion ta $4 nillian.

we had no business buying it at the
time. It was a tunclion of Seth and me
believing in the skate and street ideas.
We oiginaly thought of a license, but
then we thought we couid double tie
volume internationally and let it grow
organi€ally. It was affordable and with
guys we kns- As much as I was into
graffiti and hip-hop,I was also into
skateboarding and video games and
BMX loff{oad bike raciryl . Your
eyes donl lie. If sornething is cool and
interesting, you shouldn't look down

)our nose at it because it makes you

re
gPle

"You can trv to be indie. but vou
cuttinq offvour nose. othef pe
come in an'rl dilute your brarid.
56 tNc. MARCH 2oo9
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standpoint is it will sharp€n our blades
for the international commercialization
ofthe Marc Ecko brand. Right now, we
donl import denim Fom Turkey or
krit(rar ftom ltaly.I can learn liom that
er?erience. I don't have product that is
Italian made, and Rr is entirely Italian
made. Brazil, Russia, India, China-a
those narkets are getting bener As these
markets converge, can I take th€ lessons
here and apply then over there?

Ecka b-.l)ercs that a iarge conpany.an
retain its edginess h2AA2, he began
p0b shing the bnnonlhtyaal.lplex. a
nerchandtse ariented nagazlne amed
atvaLng men. a. parl at hisst.ategy

Asbigaswe are andas much press
as we get. weie stiil not a tenth the size
of Nike. Nike sells white sneakers to
Sears aDd Bob s Shoes-how do drer
get the young hipsterc to still love the
brand? Theret a vortex that surrounds
you. You can try to be indie,butyou're
cutting off youf nose. Other peoplewi
come in and dilute your brand. lf you're
going to bebig,be big butdon'tbeon
the sidelin€s. We created Corrpler, the
biggest men\ str€etwear magazine in
America, and rve're showcasing other
people's brands in it.

My story now is bigger. The story can t
just be about the countercultural thing
when I i{as 19 years old. That's not what
i'ou want }!ur legacy to be. I employ a lot
ofpeople, a lot ofyoung people who are
rcaly ralented and are leaming things that
drey can later apply elsewheE. would I
appeal to a 16 yeaFold hard-core blog
ger? No, and thatt not the idre I w?nt to
be in. Itt anazing how snall the world is
and what my brand means when I'm in
Beiing or Shanghai. E!€qahing is real
time. I see whot posting on my blog, and
a lot of it is corning fiom overseas. As you
get older, you leam to be less emotional
and let younger people around you do
more I hf not to overthink it. No one s
thai clairvo)"nt- O

Up Frcn the street The Ecko slore n the SoFo .eighborhood n
NEwYorkCryThecompanyhas9Sel: i  shopsandplansmoe.

Ecka t iast growth has bee. ted bl acqotsr
tonsin 2AA4 n btqht lhe oute.wea.
r.ake. Avi exl and ltcen.inq. Ihraogh
lcenst..j. the.:onpanl has expanded ntc
faat\|ear lwth Skechersl, wanens apparel
lE.:ka ReCl, and child.Enstnes lunderihe
Ecko Red a)l €cka unlttl labelsl

With licensing, itk all about cleady
communicating your expectations.
Do they understaid your ambition
and your brand? You caD't guide then
by saying, "No, don't do that." The nore
vigilant you are, the I'orse licenser you
are. There are certain competencies
in one industry that don\ carry over
In foot$€ar. the philosophy in m€r
chandisnrg is so different.I weni
through three different licensing part
Ders. MI6rst footwear licensee, I kept
arguing because I didnl understand
the differences.

As good as $e nerchddise is, you
need to have a kiler at the liceDs€e driving
it, someone who refuses to fail. I had good
designers nt the h{o footlvEar licensees
before Skechers. Iti more about the fact
that Robert Greenberg. dre owner of
Skechers, gn'es a danD about the brand.

Eveh n ths dep.esseC e.anany. Mat.
Fcka Ente.prises cDntrnues lat a.educed
pa.e)la apen tt' owt .e{atl sh.ps

It\ a way to control your own des
tinv lD a typical Nholesale nodel, you
have to go vertbroad.With )ouro$'n

shops,,vou can test things- You don t
have to fight for shelf space. And I think
jt makes lou i better wholesalea more
empathetic to the retailer's needs. We
also make a better marketing case and
create a more romantic conte{t for the
brand thaD you can in abig-box
depa.tneDt store. You have to do nore
narrative based dings with the prod
uct. ln the stores, we could have the Stal
Wars line, which did much more thar a
billboard could have done. And it's
product. You have to operate the brand

IhE.pritq, Rutgers Unive,sity will grant
E.:ko an hanarary d -.gre-" A few nonths
latet, EckaAtil inaugurate tus net^1est line,
ltlarc Ecka R,. an ltatian nade nens
apparel calle.tan that will be his nast
upscateyel. cantirutng a path he staried
in2AA4 th l\larc EckaCut & Setr.Anang
ils.listnctive details: btttan. th.! laak hk-"

It s how I launched Cut & Sew Yes,
theret a business plan for it. But itt not
like in this market ,vou want to lamch
sontthing that s $50 million out of the
gate. I want it to get to a critical mass
and see where there is a sweet spot that
I can take it and monetize it into other
areas. You can test thnrgs in )our own
stores or launch thnrgs ther€ with less
liability. What Rx will do fton tle real
unse\y, business, blocking and tackling

Arthrr Ltuo|| ir d NN yo*-b6al MiteL Fat the
I$' 2ao8 issue, he*nE"The Do-Ott ob.ut
Rotulall Ctohtn dnd Rarn/ DNn vinet rd.
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