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To my wife, Allison


You are the center of all that is good and beautiful in my world. I love you. You have always helped me build a canvas to create all I can imagine. Despite life sometimes being a little messy and rough around the edges, in the end we make it plenty tidy.


For Sage, Alex, and Ella!


Here’s the one textbook I wish they were selling when I was in school. Though it’s unlikely to be something Mommy reads to you before bedtime (forgive me for all the cussing), I’m hopeful that you eventually discover a useful key in here that may help you crack some of those stubborn problems you are sure to encounter in your life.




This book breaks down the anatomy of a personal brand as demonstrated by the Authenticity Formula:
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Authenticity1 is equal to your unique voice,2 multiplied by truthfulness,3 plus your capacity for change,4 multiplied by range of emotional impact,5 raised to the power of imagination.6
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CHAPTER 1



AWE





I am a brand, but I am not a label. My brand is Marc Eckō. You too are a brand. Whether you know it or not. Whether you like it or not. A brand is not skin-deep. Labels are skin-deep, but a brand—a true, authentic brand—is made of blood and bones, skin and organs. A brand has a heartbeat.


The anatomy of a brand, in turn, is defined by its authenticity. And just like a doctor can’t describe the wonders of the human body in a pithy one-line description, a brand’s authenticity can’t be clearly defined in a Twitteresque 140 characters.


Hard work is required to understand, grow, and nurture the anatomy of a brand. You can’t do it on the surface. You can’t slap on a “Brand Band-Aid.” You have to dig deep and poke around with a scalpel.


To understand the anatomy of the human body, doctors use tools. They use stethoscopes, exams, and a mountain of knowledge that dates back to Henry Grey and Hippocrates. I, too, have a tool. It’s a formula. To understand the anatomy of a brand, I created a formula that explains the nervous system, the heartbeat, the spine, and the core of a brand’s authenticity. It’s not straightforward. It’s not a tidy 1, 2, 3.


This is a book that explores the anatomy of a brand. And it uses this formula—the Authenticity Formula—to explain the cross sections of that anatomy. Each chapter peels back a layer and dissects a variable of the formula. And just as doctors use a body as an example for their students, it just so happens, coincidentally, that I have an example that we can use for our anatomy lesson: me.


My brand started in my parents’ garage in Lakewood, New Jersey, where I spray-painted T-shirts and sold them for $10 a pop. I grew that brand to the tune of a billion-dollar retail business. I’ve built skate brands, hip-hop brands, magazine and video game brands. I’ve built brands that people literally tattoo on their bodies, which is “branding” in the truest sense. But the most important brand that I built was me, the personal brand that’s from my guts to the skin.


My philosophy is simple: unlabel.


Not “un” as in the nihilist or negative sense of the prefix, but in the “refuse” sense of the meaning. Refuse to be labeled.


Fight their labels.


Ignore their labels.


Peel off their labels.


Create your label.


Unlabel.


This takes work. In the same way that you do push-ups to exercise your body, you need to challenge yourself to shake free of the herd, find your own unique voice, and create your personal authentic brand.


Find your swoosh, your Apple, your Rhino.


You’re labeled in hundreds of ways by thousands of people. But how much of this have you consciously controlled? How much have you consciously created? How much of what’s known about you is authentic to you, and how much is merely the perception of others?


When you unlabel, you can be an artist without being a starving artist. You can sell without selling out. To do this, you need to create an authentic personal brand that transcends the gatekeepers (the critics, the haters) who want to put a label on you and gets right to the goalkeepers (the ones who vote, the folks with the shopping carts). The goalkeepers are the only judges who matter.


How people see you, feel you, understand you, and make assumptions about you when you are not in the room are pieces of your personal brand, and this is true whether you’re the president of the United States, a priest, or a plumber. Whatever your product or service, you are essentially selling you. Deal with it.


THIS BOOK IS the story of how I unlabeled myself, defying classifications so that I could grow both creatively and commercially. It’s a personal story, a business story, and a prescriptive course for anyone who wants to grow a brand.





I’m a brand, but I’m also a creator. I’m both an artist and an instigator.
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Brand. Create. Not mutually exclusive.


Brands are often thought of negatively as the domain of advertising, but a personal brand can be a powerful tool. In times of success, it keeps you grounded. In times of crisis, it keeps you confident. In heightened moments of critical decision making, it hones your improvisational skills. But it doesn’t come easy. It takes real effort, imagination, and follow-through to create your authentic personal brand.


I’m a brand, but I’m also a creator. Are these ideas even compatible? People think of the word creator as something almost divine, while brand is almost vulgar. Brand is all Don Draper; creator is all Michelangelo. Creators do work that is noble and proud—spiritual, ethereal, and impossibly pure. There’s an inherent tension between these two concepts.
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Unlabel is about resolving that tension. This requires a fundamental change in your assumptions. You must move from the mind-set of “I am a consumer and I want X” to “I am a producer and I create Y.” Create can be anything; you don’t have to be an artist or musician or inventor. Maybe you create code or create ads; or if you’re a dental hygienist, you create clean teeth.


When you unlabel and create an authentic personal brand, you will broadcast yourself differently to the world. You will think of yourself more actively, not passively. You won’t just use the social network, you’ll become the social network. When you have a rock-solid sense of your own authentic personal brand, everything else—the graffiti you’re tagging, the mix tape you’re hawking, the company you’re launching, the next $1 billion platform you’re stewarding—will flow externally from the inside out; from your guts to the skin.
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People can take your job. No one can take away the brand you’ve created and your ability to create again. Let them smash what you’ve been saving, let them burn what you’ve built—when you can create, the power is yours, not theirs. What happens when your job is yanked away? What happens when your career becomes obsolete? What happens when you shit the bed—hard?


To me, these aren’t just rhetorical questions. I’ve had to answer them. I nearly lost all control of my company, I struggled with crushing debt, I even thought I might lose my house. I was a media darling and then a media target.


But it was okay. I was okay. You’ll be okay. Because if you do it right, your brand is still there selling for you, and when you know you can create, your brand will help you recover, get a new job, make new sheets. Your brand is your bedrock. It’s there when your start-up cracks $200 million in revenue, but it’s also there to help you deal with a nasty boss, swallow dire news about the economy, and it’s even there if you face bankruptcy.
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When you UNLABEL and create an authentic personal brand, you will broadcast yourself differently to the world. You will think of yourself more actively, not passively. You won’t just use the social network, you’ll become the social network.
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Building a brand is like creating your own personal religion. You need to be willing to fight for it, defend it, die for it. It involves being something of a zealot. Honestly? I would have preferred to call this book Creating Your Own Religion, but the world is too sensitive to use religion as a metaphor for branding. But religions brand all the time. The Sistine Chapel? Now that’s branding—it puts Apple’s retail stores to shame. Glass cube storefront? Whatevs.


How ’bout that nave roof detail at Antoni Gaudí’s masterpiece, La Sagrada Família, in Barcelona, Spain? That’s one hell of a shopping environment.
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Building a brand is like creating your own personal religion. You need to be willing to fight for it, defend it, die for it. It involves being something of a zealot.





The book breaks down each individual component of the authenticity formula, and then, throughout, you’ll see each piece in action. Each chapter tackles one variable of the formula, and you’ll see that my story is the formula’s story, and within it are prescriptions for how you can apply it. (And while there isn’t much math, there are plenty of pictures. I use visuals to process and to synthesize; that’s why there are so many photos in this book.)


This isn’t a fashion book. I don’t care if you’ve never seen my clothes or have no interest in fashion, graffiti, or street wear. That happens to be the aesthetic world I came from, but the principles are equally valid regardless of whether you’re promoting a new product, launching a website, or selling cars.


And this isn’t a “how-to” business book about how to make millions. There are no cheesy mission statements. (But there is a manifesto I dare you to sign.) I won’t spoon-feed you 7 Habits of Highly Successful Creators, I’m not going to tell you The Art of the Brand, and you won’t see me lose my virginity (though girls have definitely played into my motivations). I don’t believe in just bragging about wins, sugarcoating, or pretending that I never fail. I’ve failed plenty. Unlike what I’ve seen of the Trumps and the CEOs and the cigar-smoking Titans of Industry, I believe in not only disclosing that failure but also robustly diagnosing it, and learning from it. This is the textbook I wish I had in college.
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Through all my ups and downs, it was the creation of my personal brand—and discovering the seed for my AUTHENTICITY—that helped me live the American Dream 2.0.


Not just settling for the brand I was born into.


Not just checking off the boxes of what the perception of success looks like.


Not just accepting the gatekeepers’ label.


I know that plenty of readers will laugh and say, “Wait, Marc Eckō, writing a book about authenticity?” It’s true: my clothes have been called inauthentic, my street cred has been questioned, and my publicity stunts have been criticized. The cynics have jeered and the detractors have slung their arrows. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. I wear those scars with honor. This is all part of the story.


I found success—measured in both guts-to-the-skin happiness and billion-dollar companies—only when I scrapped off the labels of the gatekeepers, ditched the boxes, and created my own personal, authentic brand that captured the attention of the people who count: the goalkeepers.


You don’t need much to start this creation. In my case? Just some crayons, scratch paper, and a stack of comic books.
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Everything you need to understand about branding is on the inside. One must not be afraid to look or be mystified by a pseudoscience. It’s all there.
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CHAPTER 2



FEAR





Authentic brands have a UNIQUE VOICE [image: images], which is a function of three variables: ACTION, FEAR, and SELF.


Before you can take ACTION, you must overcome your FEAR. This is where we begin.


FEAR can immobilize you, trap your creative voice, and arrest you from expressing yourself. A certain amount of FEAR is healthy. A fear of fire is stamped in our DNA. It’s a survival instinct: you’re afraid of fire because you respect its power. Thanks to this fear, we learned to leverage fire, to govern it, to use it for cooking meat and to keep our homes warm.


In business, you need to have a healthy amount of FEAR when it comes to playing with the fire of debt, loans, and financial leverage. If we all had just a little more FEAR, maybe we could have dodged the credit crisis of 2008–09. But too much FEAR could prevent you from taking any risks, which you need to do to create and scale a brand. If you’re going to build a UNIQUE VOICE [image: images], this process is going to be painful, it’s going to be dangerous, and someone, somewhere, is going to hate you for it.


When starting out, it’s easy to cloak your fear in the artifice of “being above it all.” We all tell ourselves lies like, we’re too good for schlocky “brands,” we don’t want to be “mainstream,” and we’d never “sell out.” How much of that is your true concern, and how much of that is just your FEAR of expressing your own UNIQUE VOICE [image: images]?


IN 2005 THE president of Tommy Hilfiger Corporation, Dave Dyer, asked me and my business partner to join him on his yacht.


The boat sliced through the Hudson River, and I could see the Statue of Liberty straight ahead. Dyer, a big guy from the South, turned to Seth Gerszberg and me. “Champagne?”


We nodded. He poured. We drank it all in.


“Deal’s almost complete,” he said. “Here’s the LOI.”


LOI. Letter of intent. Seth and I stole a glance at each other. We tried to keep from smiling. This had been almost twenty years in the making.


“You boys like seared tuna? Sesame encrusted?” Dyer asked.


Another nod. He went down below to check on his chef.


Seth and I mouthed the words Holy shit. The deal was an offer for Hilfiger to buy our company, Eckō Unlimited, for an ungodly amount of cash that I, in good taste, probably shouldn’t say. Screw it: about $500 million.


Seth and I leaned against the yacht’s railing. I closed my eyes and channeled DiCaprio in Titanic. We drank more champagne.


“We should give a five hundred thou bonus to the receptionist,” he said.


“Let’s make it a mil.”


We clinked our glasses and talked about how we’d spend the money. Maybe buy another house? Maybe buy a jet? Sure, who doesn’t need a jet. Nah, that’s too self-indulgent; we’ll lease one. We talked about the new company we would form.


“What should we call it?” Seth asked. “Something that reminds us to buy back these fuckers.”


“B.O.T.,” I said.


“B.O.T.?”


“ ‘Buy Out Tommy.’ We’ll get so big that we’ll buy him out.”


Dyer served the perfectly cooked fish, the champagne turned to gin, and we finished our cruise. But then a funny thing happened. Even though Hilfiger (the person) signed off on the deal, and even though Dyer shook our hands and filed the letter of intent, Hilfiger’s board of directors killed it. They said it was too “cash rich,” too big. The risk was greater than the reward. The deal never happened.


At the time, our company was in great shape. It was lean. It was profitable. It was growing. When the deal fell through, we didn’t cry, we just said, “Fuck it, let’s get bigger. We don’t need Hilfiger’s five hundred mil. We don’t need outsiders. We’ll make our own conglomerate. We’ll become the institution.”


We decided that in order for Eckō (the company) to become that big, it would mean that Eckō (the person)—me—would need to become supersized. The world needed to perceive us as a giant, a Titan of Industry, a multibillion-dollar enterprise with retail stores across the globe. And perception is reality, right?


We had grown from a T-shirt business set in my parents’ garage to being on the verge of Hilfigerland. If we needed to change what our company was and who I was, then so be it. But this path would prove to be a ride down a rabbit hole to inauthenticity that almost destroyed me and the company.


But before we play that out, let’s go back to where it all began: Lakewood, New Jersey.



I. ECHO WITH AN H






I WAS IN the fifth grade, playing flag football. The quarterback, my friend Ben, looked at me in the huddle. “Marc, the ball’s coming your way,” he said. “Post route!”


“Got it.” That was a total lie. I didn’t want the ball to come anywhere near me. I couldn’t catch, couldn’t run, and the words post route had as much meaning as “paper route.”


“Break!” Ben yelled. We all clapped our hands, and I shuffled to the line of scrimmage, dreading what would happen next.


“Blue forty-two! Blue forty-two! Hut-hut-hut!”


I started running, and by “running,” I mean that I staggered my chubby legs forward, jogging slowly, huffing and puffing, easily blanketed by the kid who defended me. Don’t throw it at me, don’t throw it at me . . .


My defender tripped and fell down, leaving me alone in the end zone. Ben spotted me—Don’t do it—and he chucked the ball, launching a perfect spiral that cut through the blue sky in a long, glorious arc. As it sailed toward me, I was all alone, extending my arms, and I thought to myself, You can do this, and I felt the ball hit my hands—and ricochet off.


Laughter from the sidelines. “Good catch, Fatty!” I heard someone taunt.


The voice came from behind a chain-link fence. As I picked up the ball, I saw a short, black, bare-chested dude on the other side of the fence. He was shredded like Grandmaster Melle Mel in his prime. His name was Anthony something, but everyone called him “Supreme Mathematics.”


Oh shit. Not Supreme Mathematics. I’d heard of him. Everyone had. He’d been held back a couple of grades. He was a Five Percenter (a group derived from Malcolm X’s Nation of Islam, whose members believe that they are the 5 percent of the population that knows the truth about the universe), and Supreme Mathematics was his Five Percenters name. Every day he did backflips after school with his shirt off, ten in a row, and legend had it he could do one-handed chin-ups. He was the ringleader of the break-dancers.
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I reached down for the ball and started to run away.


“What’s up, Fat Boy?” Supreme said.


I became frozen in his grown-ass-man gaze.


“C’mere, Fatty!”


Supreme pushed up against the chain-link fence, glowering at me. “What’cha doing running around playing football, Fatty? Look at you running around with your titties bouncing up and down!”


“I, um . . . ” I said as a comeback.


In the distance, I could hear Ben yelling for me, asking me to throw the ball back. I couldn’t. Supreme Mathematics had me in his spell. The muscles on his shoulders rippled and seemed to grow even larger. His friends started to laugh.


“I know you, Fatty.” He narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you Jewish? Where’s your little beanie? Where’s your curly things?” He pointed to his hair.


“I, um . . . ” When I have a good line, I stick with it.


“I’ve seen you on a bike, Fatty. Fly BMX bike. I’m going to fuck you up and steal your bike.”


I wasn’t just afraid of getting beaten up. I feared the social rejection. The sneers from the other cool kids. They laughed as I stood there, powerless, chubby, awkward. They couldn’t see that I was an artist. They couldn’t see that I had something to say. They just laughed at my label. And the chain-link fence was a gateway, of sorts, that kept me from the crowd of insiders. Supreme was the gatekeeper, and I didn’t have the key.


Just then I heard a new voice, a female voice. “Hey!” My twin sister’s voice.


Marci ran up and squeezed between me and the fence, shielding me. “You leave him alone!” she yelled.


“Who’s this?” Supreme laughed.


“That’s my twin brother, and you better back off.”


“Twin?!” Supreme shook the fence, laughing. “How are you so fat and she so skinny? You must eat all her food, fat boy!”


“He doesn’t eat my food!” Marci yelled, flashing him a look that somehow conveyed I will fuck you up. “Go. Away. Now.”


Supreme Mathematics seemed rattled by this refusal to back down—from a girl—and his fingers unwrapped from the fence. He turned and left. Marci threw her arm around my shoulder, and we walked back to the game. I wasn’t yet ready to face the gatekeepers. I was too afraid. Too insecure in my SELF.


That’s how I rolled: I needed my twin sister to save my ass. And I wasn’t too proud to admit it. Marci often came to my rescue. It wasn’t the first time that I (the baby brother) borrowed “Her Voice.” I needed her ACTION to get over my FEAR. (And as I found out years later at Eckō Unlimited, she would save my ass again and again.)


MARCI IS THE reason I have my name Echo. When my mom was pregnant, she thought she carried only a single baby. She felt the baby kicking in the lower part of her abdomen, and then, at the same time, she felt kicks in her right breast. This made no sense to her; was this some Chuck Norris baby who could do the splits? The doctor told her the second kick was just an “echo in the fluid.”


So on the morning of August 29, 1972, at St. Barnabas Hospital in Livingston, New Jersey, my mother pushed! pushed! pushed! and Marci came out. But my mom still felt something, so the doctor called for a second bassinet and told her, “Here comes the echo.”
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I guess I’ve been an instigator since birth.


We grew up in eighties Lakewood, New Jersey. An eclectic mix of Orthodox Judaism, hip-hop, black folks, brown folks, white folks, and bagels and lox. Let’s say it was more stirred together than your average American suburb. I owe a lot to this hot pot. The one kid my age who lived near me was named Darren Robinson, and he quickly became my best friend. We were geeks who played countless hours of Donkey Kong and Coleco Vision Super Action Football, wearing out our Atari 2600s. Marci and I were twins, but the three of us were triplets. We did everything together, and our parents also became close. Darren’s family introduced me to this whole other world of music, exposing me to artists such as Al Jarreau and James Brown. Darren’s father turned an entire room of their small house into a shrine for his records, and he let me spend countless hours listening and staring at the artwork on the covers.
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This education in music probably helped make me a little cooler, but I got hooked on the dorkiest of dork hobbies from my father’s own collection: comics. Not just the typical stuff like Spider-Man, but obscure gems like Superman vs. Muhammad Ali and Howard the Duck. I was all-in. I didn’t just read them; I studied them, traced them, drew them, and dreamed them. I figured out how to draw a hand from the panels of Captain America. I got my first hard-on from tracing Elektra’s body. I traced and I traced.
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My grandma, who lived with us, made a big fuss over my drawings, cooing, “Ooooh, look what Marc drew!” and she’d stick it on the fridge.


But it wasn’t cool. I was a goofball. Chubby, curly hair, freckles, a big gap in my teeth. I was the mamma’s boy; my twin sister’s baby brother. Even worse, I was safe. So much so that parents encouraged their daughters to come over to my house because I was deemed “safe to play with.” I was the artsy kid. The nice kid. The one with the Ooompa Loompa face. Plus, there was a prize at the bottom of a Cracker Jack box: they had Marci to play with. So the girls got a two-for-one: their friend Marci and her safe little twin Oompa-Loompa–faced brother.


“Let me show you Marc’s drawings!” Grandma said to one of the many girls who came by.


“I’d love to see it,” the girl said, smiling at me.
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Grandma opened a folder and took out my drawings of the Hulk, Yoda, and Conan the Barbarian.


She wasn’t the best wingman. But it wasn’t so bad, because for every one of those shameful moments, she made sure to slip my preteen ass a Playboy just to make certain I was, in fact, “into girls.”


“You like that?” Grandma would say, pointing to a set of natural, pendulous 36Cs.


“Yeaaahhhhrr.”


“Good,” she’d reply.
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II. THE EXTREME SPORT OF GRAFFITI






I MIGHT HAVE spent the rest of my life as a comic-book dork if it wasn’t for a trip to visit my cousin in Trenton, New Jersey.


While riding in the car with my dad through Trenton, I happened to spot freight cars covered with insane Krylon colors spray-painted on, like apocalyptic billboards. Saturated. Acidic. Spanish brown, burnt orange, hot pink, harvest gold, pastel aqua, clover green, and baby blue.


I nudged my dad. “What’s painted on those trains?”


He shrugged. “That’s graffiti.”


A few weeks later, he took me to a bookstore, where I beelined to the art section (like always) and buried my nose in “how-to-draw-comics” manuals. Then I saw something that stopped me cold—the cover of Subway Art by Henry Chalfant and Martha Cooper—the most completist visual summary of early-eighties graf culture in NYC. It featured the likes of Dondi White, Futura, Lee, and Crash. When I saw this book, I saw my future. I saw the teenage Marc, not the boyhood Marc. The book practically had a label that said “Drink me.”
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photo©Martha Cooper.


Dondi White became a big influence. That image of him straddling the walls between two subway cars—like some sort of masked vigilante, a real-life Spider-Man—injected a whole new possibility of what artist could mean. He was famous for his riff on Vaughn Bode’s adult-themed comic strip, called Cheech Wizard, that used to run in National Lampoon magazine. Dondi reimagined the characters as B-boys (decked out with hip-hop swagger) on the sides of subway cars. He was sampling. Just like eighties rap. Taking pieces of pop culture and mashing them together to create his unique vision. Dondi’s infamous series of works, Children of the Grave parts 1, 2, and 3, spanned three entire cars on the New York subway from 1978 to 1980. He even sampled the name of the piece; it’s from a Black Sabbath song.
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An early √ision for the Future


It was Dondi’s third piece in the series that hipped me to Vaughn Bode’s work. Fascinated, I read more and I unraveled more. Cheech Wizard was filled with pages of these otherworldly hippie lizards having sex with voluptuous cartoon women. It was graphic, sexually and aesthetically, and most certainly not meant for ten-year-olds. I loved it.
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I sensed that this was all somehow “counterculture.” Even though I didn’t have the vocabulary to articulate it, I felt it in my gut. And graffiti—like hip-hop at that moment, or more specifically, Dondi and also MC Shan, who sampled the Ohio Players on his single “So Def”—would be a sort of gateway that allowed me to discover art and culture, from Pablo Picasso to Spike Lee. After all, Picasso said, “Bad artists copy. Good artists steal,” although with sampling it’s not theft, because the sampler acknowledges the source material. This would launch me into universes far, far away from Lakewood.


My next small step was at Darren’s cousin’s birthday party, where I heard Run-D.M.C.’s self-titled album for the first time. I had listened to earlier rap, but this was the album that established the four elements of hip-hop:


1. The DJ


2. Break-dancing


3. The MC


4. Graffiti


This was the codification. Well I couldn’t rap, I couldn’t MC, I was too fat to break-dance, but I could draw my ass off.


This cultural sampling—from both music and art—along with the extreme sport1 of graffiti, became a way for me to communicate with my peers. My art was no longer a G-rated girl repellent. Both in terms of the music I listened to and the art that I studied, this sampling became a clear “best practice” of creating, and I became more conscious of its use and existence. This was the first bit of kindling for creating my own personal brand.


MY FIFTH-GRADE art teacher held a drawing competition, and instead of handing in the usual family portrait or landscape, I did the King of Pop.


Michael Jackson’s impact on the browning of American pop culture is undeniable. I had a sense that I was tapping into something. I illustrated a pencil portrait of MJ sitting on a throne like a king, based on a magazine cover I’d seen at the time. Everyone loved it! White kids loved it, black kids loved it. Even Supreme Mathematics bigged me up. And I was thinking . . . “This feels good.”
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This drawing of M.J. is inspired by what I did in that original fifth grade art competition.





And then I followed it up by spray-painting the Lakewood Airport with a two-hundred-foot image of a screaming rhinoceros. C’mon, I was ten, I didn’t do anything close to that. I started small, but I put in my hours, shifting into deep practice-makes-perfect mode. First comics, then Dondi (or what I imagined of Dondi)—drawing obsessively until my eyes blurred past the marker’s chiseled nose, scribbling my name on school desks and bathroom stalls. My parents were incredibly supportive of my new borderline-delinquent interests. They weren’t hippies, but they did believe in me, Marci, and our older sister, Shari; they almost wanted us to fail a bit in order to learn.
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Note, my name belt was Marc backward or “CRAM.” I was still vetting “ECHO” as a moniker.


I inched closer when I found some old Krylon spray cans in the garage, and soon I splattered every piece of plywood with the letters of my name. I was what graf artists would call a bona fide “toy”: someone who had an incompetent style. I was wack. But I was oblivious to this; being a toy was all relative because in Lakewood, I was king.


I needed a “tag” name. A proper alias. An aka.


My first idea was a simple, one-word, four-letter name: “Cram.” That’s M-a-r-c spelled backward.


Craaaaammmmm?! I thought to myself. Wack.


Cram wasn’t going to cut it.


I thought back to who I was the very second I was born—by definition, the time I was most fearless—and I realized that my parents, on that night in the hospital in 1972, had handed me my street moniker on a silver platter.


Echo. With an H. Marci’s twin. I was the Echo.2


Did I have a vision of how graffiti would emerge as a cultural force? Did I have a tingling sense of a billion-dollar industry that I would help to create? No. I just wanted to paint a T-shirt. My “vision” didn’t start with billions, my vision started with a can of spray paint and what I could do with it in the next thirty minutes. Entrepreneurs lose sight of that. When Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak built their first motherboard, they didn’t envision the iPhone. Visions can start small. Visions should start small. They’re incremental, like building Legos:
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Snap one block to the next.


Snap another block.


Repeat.


Having an overly majestic “vision” can cripple you with pressure. When I started with graffiti, I thought about my next eighteen hours, not my next eighteen years. Free yourself to do the same.



III. MR. PRESIDENT






IN SEVENTH GRADE, they introduce student government in Lakewood Public Schools. My friend Darren, the most popular kid I knew, encouraged me to run for class president. At first I didn’t want to do it. I was no longer getting bullied, due partly to my newly forged graffiti handle, and I was even getting head nods from some of the cool kids in the hallway, so why would I want to start going backward on the cool meter? I had no interest in school politics or giving a speech about “free chocolate milk for everyone!”


[image: images]


But as Darren was quick to point out, this could be my way in to getting girls to actually talk to me—or at least look at me. And I definitely had the urge to merge. Despite the chicken pox scars, the pimples, the 38-inch waist, maybe I could use my art as a tool to change the way I was perceived.


My campaign for class president promoted zero policy. It was just me and my art. I tapped into my first “Unfair Advantage.”




[image: images] THE iPOD VS. THE iBELIEVE
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Was I any more qualified to be class president than my opponent? Did I have any more right to win? Better ideas? Grander plans?


No. That didn’t matter. I had something more important. I had tapped into the greatest technology that exists. A technology greater than any shiny LED, greater than any social media algorithm, greater than anything ever produced in any factory.


I had tapped into the iBelieve. Thanks to my newfound faith in my illustration and a growing awareness of what was happening right then in music and culture, combined with an instinct to blend it/sample, I knew that I could make them believe. This philosophy trumped any device or gadget. I knew that my images were different, and I knew that if I put them all over school, then people would see/take in, and they too would believe.


My ads for the election had a simple formula that I still believe in to this day: TITLE, HEADLINE, PROMISING IMAGERY, ACTION.


For my election:


TITLE: Marc 4 Prez!


HEADLINE: Vote for Marc for Class President


PROMISING IMAGERY: Cheech Wizard–style B-boy picture of me. Cosigned and designed in the hand of my new alias, Echo. This looked nothing like what everyone else was doing. The image set me apart.


ACTION: Vote next week!


This framework can be used whether you’re a seventh grader, a corporation, or trying to inspire ten million people to vote on the fate of Barry Bonds’s record-breaking home run ball (more on that later).








We were allowed to hang as many campaign posters as we wanted on the hallway walls, and the school—according to its own rules—could not take them down. I happily exploited this loophole. I made posters and created a simple, evocative ad campaign. Me, as in my Dondi’ed-the-fuck-out cartoon version of me—arms crossed in a B-boy stance—standing in front of wildstyle letters that read “Vote for Marc for Class President.” Conveniently signed and promoting “Artwork by Echo.”


I did one. Then five. Then ten. Then I went to the local Quickie Press, and $5 later, I had stacks upon stacks of campaign posters. So I bombed the school hallways with my artwork. In graffiti terminology, I got “up.”


I won in a landslide—and won again the next year. In fact, I won it every year until I graduated in 1990—six years in a row. I discovered the art of advertising without even knowing the name George Lois, the legendary adman who created “I Want My MTV.”


This is what you need in life. In building your personal brand. In any advertisement. No amount of slick packaging, production value, or shiny gimmicks can mask the absence of belief. In your product. In your idea.


If you can’t express your idea convincingly in black and white and slap it together on a Xerox machine—I mean low-budget—then your idea is not believable. Worse still, it means you yourself don’t reaaalllllyyyy believe.


It’s ideas, not dollars. Artfulness, not computer graphics. Not models. Not celebrities. Believable, defendable ideas.



IV. THE (WANNABE) SHIRT KING






WHEN I WAS twelve, during a Dig Dug binge at the 7-Eleven, I stumbled on the latest issue of Black Beat magazine. It had L.L. Cool J on the cover. But that was not what stopped me dead in my tracks. It was what he was wearing: a sweatshirt painted with an airbrushed photo of, well, L.L. Cool J as a B-boy version of himself. And the wildest part was that the article wasn’t about LL but about the artists who made the shirt: some guys called the Shirt Kings from Queens, New York. My mind was blown.


[image: images]


L.L. Cool J and the Shirt Kings


It would serve as exhibit A.


I practiced my spiel, looked in the mirror, honing my powers of persuasion. “This will be a good experience for me. This will pay for itself.” And that night at the family dinner table, before I took a bite of my dry-ass turkey, I just blurted it out: “Can I get an airbrush and air compressor?”


My mom half squinted at me. “A what?”


“It’ll pay for itself, because I’ll use it to paint T-shirts, and I’ll sell ’em for a profit—”


“How much does it cost?”


“I can make money—”


“How much?” my dad asked firmly.


I couldn’t meet his eyes. “All in? Two hundred fifty max.”


“You know that would blow all your bar mitzvah money,” he said.


I knew that money was tight. My dad had quit his steady gig as a pharmacist to get a real estate license. My mom was also in real estate. Sales were up and down, and by that I mean down.


A couple of days later, my dad said to me, “That airbrush? How can your mother and I know you’re serious about this? Remember that saxophone?”


That stung. Yeah, I remembered it, and how much I dreaded playing, and how I ended up blowing it off.


“If you really want that airbrush, and if you’re serious about earning some money,” my dad said, “then prove it to me.”


The next day, armed with Exhibit A in the case to prove it, I placed the copy of Black Beat on the kitchen table. “Check out that sweatshirt,” I said, index finger squarely on L.L. Cool J. I proceeded to explain to him that those very airbrushed sweatshirts, like the one in the photo, were “desirable.”


“This is hip-hop. I love hip-hop. This is what we wear in hip-hop. You can’t get this in Lakewood. After all, Shirt Kings are out at Kings Plaza in Jamaica, Queens. No one makes this in Lakewood. I could fill that gap. I can.”


This was a sort of verbal business case. It was crude, but it had one thing going for it: a believable thesis.


In the class election, I had leveraged my artwork to win. My art had sexy legs in an otherwise mundane world. So I could then reason that if the kids liked my art enough to vote for me, they’d like my art enough to buy it on T-shirts. Or at least some of them would, right?




[image: images] PROVE IT TO ME









It doesn’t matter if you’re twelve and want an airbrush or if you want millions of dollars or a hundred dollar line of credit to fund your mature business. You need the Prove It to Me. A lot of people forget this, especially creative types.


Where’s the history? Where’s the data? What’s your thesis? How does what you’ve done in the past prove what you are about to do? A good idea isn’t enough. Everybody’s got good ideas. You need to show that in the past, I took X, and did Y. Now, with X+3, I’ll do Y+3+3. That burden is on you.


Just because you’re an artist, or a thinker, or an athlete doesn’t mean that you can get around the math. When I evaluate business proposals today, I always look for the how and the why. I do the math, did you?


Prove it to me.








My parents were finally persuaded by my logic and an unlikely ally, my uncle Carl Asch. He was a blue-collar guy, a hands-on guy, crusty. He was a diesel engine mechanic professionally and the go-to fix-it guy for the family and extended family. Uncle Carl believed in learning by doing, and he thought that I’d learn more with this airbrush, sink or swim, than I would in any classroom that claimed it as a curriculum.
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Invented in 1876, the airbrush lets you maintain precise control while spraying different textures. Impressionist artists such as Wilson Irvine used them in the 1890s. Airbrushes have been used for cars, photo retouching, murals, and by street artists.


THE NEXT WEEK, my parents cashed out my bar mitzvah money savings account and bought a Paasche VL-3W airbrush kit and the Sears Craftsman air compressor.


And in the next year, guess how many shirts I sold?


Zero.


I had no intention of going to market half-cocked. I recognized that I was still a toy.


First I needed to get good.


I set up shop in my parents’ garage. It wasn’t even a garage, really. And I had the use of only half of it. We lived in a brown bi-level on a cement slab. With Uncle Carl’s help, my dad had converted half the garage into a den. It was called the “Blue Room,” and had a blue, black, and white-speckled shag carpet and embossed, faux-wood, white-paneled walls. I’m 99 percent sure that I was conceived in the Blue Room. It had so much swag.
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Shag carpet was a big deal. Here’s a seventies-era ad—we bought the blue one.


The Blue Room had a bar that Uncle Carl made, and the bar had this marble-patterned mirror behind it. Oddly, the bar itself featured a random nautical sailing theme. It was also home to my dad’s comic-book collection, the Kodak Library of Creative Photography, the collection of Playboy mixed-drink recipe books, and a collection of rhinos carved out of driftwood.


In 1980, the holiday season after The Empire Strikes Back came out, Darren got a vinyl Tauntaun action figure as a present. I didn’t. So I’d plopped my Han Solo on the back of one of the rhinos and bowled over Darren’s Tauntaun and Luke Hoth. Corny but true.
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Deleted scene from The Empire Strikes Back


Uncle Carl helped me transform the non–blue room half of the garage into my studio-office-factory-temple. From scratch he built an industrial, oversized easel on which I would tack up any old fabric, T-shirts, and old sheets and pillowcases I could get my hands on and practice.


At first it was very basic stuff. Mostly I painted my graf name, Echo, again and again with different hand styles and bubble letters. Soon the space started to look like the scene from all psychopath movies, the walls plastered with images.


I was laser focused though, and this was a new feeling. (I don’t know that anyone is laser focused in life until he or she has a stake in the fate of the outcome.) This wasn’t like the quickly dropped interest in the saxophone. I wanted to get good, and I needed to pay my parents back; pride was on the line. I wasn’t mindful of creating an authentic brand at this point. I was more focused on whether or not this could be a vehicle to help me get to second base with the opposite sex. But painting quickly became a full-time job outside of school. I came home and hunkered in the garage for seven- to nine-hour stretches, no matter how hot or cold it was.


I probably spent a thousand hours in that garage before I sold a single T-shirt. (Maybe there’s something to Malcolm Gladwell’s 10,000-Hour Rule. For the rest of my career, the time invested in this garage gave me a massive advantage.) I had a hunch that beach scenes would be popular on T-shirts, and there’s a certain technique that you use to airbrush a palm tree. To create a palm leaf, you start far from the surface, and then you bring the airbrush closer and closer so that the line diffuses from a fat, soft line to a tight, sharp pencil point. I would sit there like a Rain Man doing the same thing over and over, painting palm leaf after palm leaf.
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My creative inspirations all oozed together in one primordial stew: Dondi, early hip-hop like U.T.F.O. and Slick Rick, and Airbrush Action Magazine which had some amazing stuff from Mark Fredrickson and erotic illustrations by the likes of Hajime Sorayama and Olivia De Berardinis. And by “amazing stuff,” I mean what damn near qualified as porn.
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Airbrush Action Magazine happened to be published in Lakewood, NJ (small world).


By the time eighth grade rolled around, I was like a battle-hardened Danielson, waxing on, waxing off. I was getting good. Not yet a master, but I knew I had chops. And I knew I had tapped into a style that people wanted.


But would it sell?



V. NOT IN KANSAS






MY FIRST SHIRTS were all loss leaders; I literally gave them away. I wanted something more important than a quick buck: I wanted walking billboards, I wanted a showcase for my brand.
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At first I was afraid to wear them myself. I was afraid to wear a shirt without a known label. What if they looked goofy? What if the art wasn’t good enough? I feared that every conversation would go something like this:


Random kid: “Where’d you get that shirt?”


Me: “I painted it.”


Random kid: “That’s your art?”


And then would the kid be impressed, or would he snicker?


Screw it, there was only one way to find out: I wore the shirt to school—feeling eyes on me—and I didn’t get any snickers. Then I wore another. Then I did it again. And to clarify, these weren’t subtle designs: people noticed. I was painting big, bold, loud B-boys on the shirts, just like the L.L. Cool J photo that first inspired me. My classmates saw me wearing a sweatshirt with a painting of me on the front, and that’s just not something you see on the average eighth grader.


My first sale was to a girl in my class who asked if I could paint . . . a palm tree. Seriously. Market research had paid off.


It was a slow build, but it started to add up: $10 here, $15 there. Beach scenes were big. Lots of TLFE (“True Love Forever”) couples shirts. Bubble letters, wild style, lots of B-boys, Cheech Wizards. I was flush with Queen Nefertiti portraits—I even created stencils for the really popular motifs just to keep up and increase my production pipeline. I could rock a dead ringer of Michael Jordan in forty-five minutes. Black Bart Simpsons? Gizmo and the gremlins? Easy.


I did have one rule: when I custom-painted, the client needed to bring me the actual clothes. I didn’t want to be responsible for a bad fit or bad fabric. Why take that risk? I couldn’t. After all, I didn’t have a car or the cash to go buy the stuff. Funny how necessity breeds invention. (I wish I had muscle memory, as that lesson would have served me well later. Reduce risk, lower your required capital, and focus on what you’re really good at—and hire others for what you are not.) This is something you should think about in any business: don’t try to do everything. You aren’t the best at everything. Find out where you have an advantage and stick to that.


GOING INTO FRESHMAN year of high school, I sold more shirts, which meant that more kids saw more of my shirts, which meant that they bought more of my shirts. Another positive feedback loop. I paid back my bar mitzvah money and coined a name for the company: Echo Airbrushing. I made business cards, designed some custom-made snapback hats that said “Echo Airbrushing” across the front panels. I even cobbled together some early biz-dev deals: I sold the T-shirts at school fund-raisers, splitting the profits with the school.
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Graffiti had put me on the social map. But I still couldn’t really talk to girls—like Meredith the hippie girl, the hot hippie girl, the girl with just one dreadlock in her hair. And get this: she was Jewish. That rocked my world. She was like a Jewish Lisa Bonet from The Cosby Show. I was in heavy lust.
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What was holding me back? I looked at myself in the mirror and realized that maybe it had something to do with the baby fat. I was probably pushing two hundred pounds.


The summer before sophomore year, I dropped fifty pounds. All I did was airbrush and lose weight. I ate tuna damn near every day; no more binges on chocolate chip mint ice cream and Conan the Destroyer. When I wasn’t painting, Darren and I would play nonstop basketball, lowering the rim for slam dunk contests. When those really hot August days rolled around, I would cut holes in a plastic garbage bag and wear it over my body while I painted. I tried to justify this as a “smock,” but, really, I wanted to soak myself in sweat and burn the calories. I went from a 40-inch waist to a 34.


[image: images]


Closer to fighting shape


Right before school started, I went to the mall and got a brand-new, fresh left ear piercing and a pair of acid-washed Guess jeans. What?!


Girls looked at me. And then I did something miles from my comfort zone: I tried out for our school play. Not just any school play but one put on by Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD). A goody-two-shoes play. It was a version of the musical The Wiz, which was, of course, the soulful rendition of The Wizard of Oz. This was Lakewood, after all. Not Kansas.
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The first time I took acid . . .


I was chosen to play Toto. No shit.


Yes, Dorothy’s dog, Toto. He didn’t have any lines. He was written to just scamper around and look cute. I said, “Screw that, I’m making Toto my Toto.” So I pulled out my bag of sampling tricks to make the hip-hop Toto. A mix of “(You Gotta) Fight for Your Right (to Party)”–era Beastie Boys with a flash of Budweiser mascot Spuds MacKenzie. Toto was proper B-boy, complete with a borrowed gold dookie rope chain, snapback hat, and Lee Riders jeans with the patch on the cuff.


F.R.E.S.H.


In the middle of a scene, I jumped out with lines like, “Daaaaamn, that’s furresh!” Okay, so maybe that wasn’t winning any Tonys, but the high school crowd ate it up.


I also made and wore an airbrushed sweatshirt with a painting of me, Marc, as Toto. I stole the show. Toto became the star. When we took the show to the middle school afterward the teacher in charge raced up to me and said, “Marc, you can’t go outside!”
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What finally swung the cool meter, though, was nail polish. The summer of my junior year, a college-age friend of Marci’s stopped by the garage to ask if I could paint her nails.


I agreed, but the only problem was that my setup was a little different from a salon. My kit wasn’t set up for enamel-based paint, which is what you need for nails, so I hacked it and sprayed her hands completely with paint until her fingers and palms had streaks of gold, blue, and cherry all over. Then I carefully applied a clear protective coating just over the fingernails.


The final step was washing the paint off her hands. Thanks to the protective coating, the paint on her nails remained. The girl looked at me like it was magic. It was this very physical and artistic interaction.


She told her friends, and they told their friends, so pretty soon, around prom season, my garage was packed with hot girls who wanted me to paint their nails. It wasn’t some salon-like atmosphere. I had early Beastie Boys blasting while I painted. Darren and my other buddies were shooting hoops in the driveway. It should have been a music video.


I met girls and made $35 a pop. It was a New Jersey fairy tale. I’d finally cracked the code and could speak to girls without cracking my voice. My junior year, I went to two proms—junior and senior. Eventually I even dated Meredith.








“Why not?”


“Fifty kids want your autograph!”


I bolted past her, and, sure enough, there was a crowd of girls screaming, “Toto! Toto! We love you, Toto!!!!”
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It was my first taste of fame. Even if “fame” meant adulation by a mob of seventh-grade girls.
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RANGE OF EMOTIONAL IMPACT


Playing a mute dog in an “antidrugs” school play is not, typically, the core of any business plan, but it did more to grow the awareness of my business than if I’d printed another two hundred fliers. Emotional “touch and feel” moments can come in surprising places.


That was my Justin Timberlake moment; my crossover moment. I started to walk through the halls with this force field of my art and my newfound popularity. I could hang with the skaters, hang with the hip-hop heads, hang with the BMX biking kids. People knew who I was. I had started to peel off my label and create my own brand.


KIDS BOUGHT MORE of my gear, I could raise my prices, and my clientele grew and changed. There was this kid who was our school’s Mr. Best Dressed: he was clean-cut dapper, had a high-top fade, and rocked polka dots like the rapper Kwamé. The ladies loved him. He got turned on to my clothes and started coming to me again and again. Once I got his endorsement, the other kids wanted in.
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