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IT TOOK HARRY KARGMAN 

—FOUNDER AND CEO OF KARGO— 

18 YEARS TO BE AN  

OVERNIGHT SUCCESS



s Harry Kargman, founder and 
CEO of Kargo learned, finding 
success can take a launch—and 

several re-launches. Kargo, a creative and 
tech leader in mobile brand advertising, 
boasts [mobile] ad budgets from Target, 
T-Mobile, Procter & Gamble, McDonald’s 
and more. Kargo’s doubled its revenue 
each year since 2011, hitting $100 million 
in 2015. Kargo is “well north of that num-
ber now,” says Kargman, 42, who lives in 
an Upper East Side New York goth/chic-
styled townhouse (complete with cushy 
sectional and skull decor), with his author 
wife, Jill Kargman, star and executive 
producer of Bravo’s Odd Mom Out, and 
their three kids.

Kargman first launched Kargo in Octo-
ber 1999 with $3 million in funding and a 
plan to design software to navigate the 
Internet on mobile devices, only to end up 
letting go of 40-plus employees, when the 
2000 dotcom bubble burst. Kargo traded 
three floors of TriBeCa loft digs for a 
dated office space shared by three per-
sonal injury attorneys and Kargman’s 
sliced staff of two engineers.

This wasn’t Kargman’s first fail. The 
three prior startups he joined, Inter-
tainer, Zephyr and FutureVision all 

flopped. What’s a guy with no track 
record and friends telling him to throw in 
the towel to do? Soldier on, of course. “I 
was at a philosophical crossroads and I 
realized I couldn’t rely on investors to 
save me. Ideas change and morph but I 
think I had more stamina and persistence 
than most people.”

In 2003, it was time to restart Kargo 
and pivot to building the first mobile-op-
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erated websites for media companies—
hosting sites for publishing companies 
like Meredith, Hearst and Bonnier. Kargo 
also landed business from operators like 
AT&T, splitting profits for billing custom-
ers for downloadable content: ringtones, 
images, games and magazines. 

In 2008, Kargo had to alter its focus 
again. With the iPhone, content was free. 
“It was existential change—if you don’t 

change, you don’t exist,” he says. “We 
offered a great consumer experience of 
reading content on a mobile device, but 
the advertising was terrible with dumb 
banners.” Kargo had to evolve and make 
money and the only way to do that was to 
get into mobile advertising, he explains. 

A chance elevator encounter where his 
assistant chatted up a brand manager 
promoting the Avril Lavigne fragrance, 
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resulted in a $25,000 buy for mobile ads 
in US Weekly, Rolling Stone, Vibe, Enter-
tainment Tonight and others. “That was 
the tipping point. By 2009, we could say 
that we were selling mobile ads to 
Procter & Gamble.”

In 2010, Kargman realized that Kargo 
needed to create advertising to look the 
same across all sites and apps. “Without 
that you couldn’t rally a big business in 
mobile unless you had a massive audience 
coming to you at one place like Google 
and Facebook,” says Kargman. “By bring-
ing everyone together with the same 
technology and allowing the ad formats 
to appear in different places, you could 
build a consortium of publishers.”

By 2011 Kargo shifted from hosting 
apps, but didn't become a player in the 
mobile ad business until 2014 when it 
reached roughly $50 million in revenue. 
Kargo prided itself on boutique-like cre-
ative ads for smartphones, because story-
telling beats blaring banners any day.

What’s next for the Harvard alum? 
Hosting Above the Strand for PBS, fea-
turing entrepreneurs. Though Kargman 
holds more than 50 patents connected to 
Kargo’s technology, he says he’ll never 
forget the days he worked harder than 
anybody and had nothing to show for it. 

“I hired great people and I stumbled 
upon the missing part of the market. But 
there was no formula of how we got to 
where we are now,” he says. “I still ask, 
how did we get here?”

And nobody wants to fail, explains 
Kargman, but the most important thing 
about failure is it shows you’re not afraid 
to take risks. “That’s what should be cel-
ebrated—frequent, smart risk-taking. 
The best people dust themselves off after 
failure and move on quickly with a better 
head on their shoulders.” 

 Kargman knows. He’s dusted himself 
off once or twice.


