Founded as a T-shirt company in
New Brunswick, Ecko Unlimited hit
rock bottom before rising to become a
major player in the fashion world.

| By Bill Glovin
Phatugraph by Dehorah Femgold.
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‘ ‘ We went through the schmucky phase, when
we threw money at the business because we had
made some headway, to the business-plan phase,
where we had to prove on paper that we had some-
thing unique to offer the market. , "
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Known for its hold hip-hop design, Mare Ecko
l'lnler‘[}l‘isrs (www.ccko.com), has become one ol the
fastest growing labels in American fashion, a brand
instantly recognized by young people from Newark to
Newport Beach, Calilornia, The $800 million enter-
prise promotes itsell” as a “lifestyle company,” but
men’s, women's, and Kids” clothes drive revenues, It
promotes everything from watches, gloves, and head-
bands to video games, cvewear, and art supplies
through its rhino logo, the name ECKO in oversized
letters, and in a sell-published, bimonthly street-
culture magazine called Complex. The company
received a much-publicized shot in the arm last vear
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when it signed a licensing agreement with 50 Cen,
one of the hottest rappers in the music business.

The founders initially launched the company in
1993 from an off-campus apartment at 72 Lewis Street
in New Brunswick. Mare, then a Rutgers pharmacy
student, and Scth Gerszberg of Teaneck, a student at
Yeshivak University in Manhattan, met through a
mutual friend, Gerszberg, a young entrepreneur, was
so taken with his friend’s artistic talent that he gam-
bled $5,000 of his own money on it.

The duo began by hawking T-shirts to stores such
as Planet X and Sound Express in New Brunswick.
Fcko had already attracted a following when Spike Lee
and Chuck D began wearing his graffiti-inspired T-
shirts. Gradually Ecko and Gerszberg expanded, [irst
into warchouse space on Jersey Avenue in New
Brunswick and then to offices and warehouse space in
South River,

Today, the large, white South River building,
named The Mindlabs, houses 65 designers and almost
every rhinoceros artifact under the sun, including an
cnormous brass rhino sculpture. While Fcko and
Tapper both maintain spacious offices there, most
days are spent commuting from their Middlesex and
Monmouth County homes to Manhattan,

cko and Tapper were raised in Lakewood,
an especially diverse community, even by
New Jersev standards. Blacks, Latinos,
and Hasidic Jews make up such a signifi-
cant portion of the population that the
white siblings were in @ minority in the
town's public schools. Lcko was [ascinated by the
town’s vibrant hip-hop culture. “T was the fat kid who
couldn’t break dance or rap or dunk a basketball,” he
savs, “In school, grallit was my Layup. Tt was some-
thing I was good at, and other kids related o it”

When the twins were six months old, Grandma
Ann moved in with the family to help out. Shari
Marcus (RC'SS), an older sister who works part time in
Ecko's purchasing department, credits her grand-
mother with supplving Marc with his first cravons and
paper. While Lcko loved to draw, Tapper was more
likely 1o be organizing her Barbies, roles analogous
to the ones they've taken in their company. Says
their Tather, Norton (PHARMG1): “You could see
from Marc's drawings [rom elementary school that he
was a natural; the Kid was doing remarkable stuff,
Marci was bright and a hard worker. When she said
something was going to get done, you could bank
onit.”

After Mare got an airbrush as a Bar Mitzvah gift,
the garage became his sanctuary. He also took it on
the road to paint evervthing from cars to fingernails to
an occasional masterpicce on the back of the local
supermarket. Marcus relates that she once wore a
jacket with Marc's airbrushed image of Michael Bivins
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