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Growing up as a fast-talking teen on the mean streets of Brooklyn, Udi Avshalom never really worried about sneakers.

"I was competing with the drug dealers," the 34-year-old Israeli immigrant and self-made entrepreneur vividly said sometime last week, recalling his existence as a 13-year-old salesman, fighting for survival while hawking contact paper and Christmas lights on the corner of Avenue U.

"My father would give me 15 watches and tell me not to come home until I sold every single one," he continued. "It was tough, but it made me who I am today."

Avshalom, today a virtual powerhouse in the world of celebrity and hip-hop footwear who is credited with building a successful sneaker empire from the ground up, is being humble.

After opening his first Training Camp store in 1997, his name has since become somewhat iconic among legions of teen-aged sneakerheads who polish their kicks with toothbrushes and keep their shoes sealed in plastic. And the footwear guru says Staten Island is an important part of his success.

"There's a reason why kids from Tottenville wear baggy pants and never take their sneakers out of the box," the exuberant business man said, spouting out one his many random Udi-isms while sitting in some back office of Training Camp's flagship store on 45th Street in midtown Manhattan. In between sips of hazelnut coffee and Red Bull, the energetic Avshalom explained his unorthodox business philosophy.

"All of my best students come from Staten Island," he said, explaining that he doesn't just sell shoes, he educates his customers. And the sneaker-loving kids of the North and South shores have been really good to him.

"Staten Island is full of real people," Avshalom said. "That's why I like it so much. It's full of a blue-collar, working class mentality. And that's exactly where I come from."

RAGS TO RICHES

Avshalom's story is a straightforward rags-to-riches tale. He spent most of his youth bargaining with strangers on street corners, selling whatever odd item his father stumbled upon that week.

"Oranges, wristwatches, tampons, you name it," he said, grabbing for a blown-up and faded picture of his 8-year-old self standing waist-high in a Collyer's mansion of cheap trinkets and trash.

"That's my mother in the back of this picture peeling an apple," he said, pointing to a blurry figure standing among hundreds of cardboard boxes. "We couldn't afford to rent a storefront so we sold all of these items to get by."

One of Avshalom's most profitable jobs was collecting stale tea biscuits from the National Guard and selling them to tourists as pigeon feed.

"I made $18 off that," he smiled.

But for the young teen, there was nothing remotely glamorous or fascinating about his penniless lifestyle. And the display of mediocre products was the most degrading part.

"At 15 years old, who wants to be selling tampons?," he said.

But one day, the sneakers arrived.

"When we got enough money, my father opened this little variety store in Brooklyn," Avshalom explained. "We sold plastic plates and knives and all of this other junk for $.99."

One day, after sorting through a delivery of air fresheners and paper towels, Avshalom found an old reject pair of purple nylon Kangaroos.

"They were hideous, but they blew out faster than anything, so I convinced my father to go out and get some more," he said.

So Avshalom and his brother slowly transformed his father's business into the neighborhood shoe dynasty and named it Broadway Sneakers.

"After selling junk for my whole life, I was finally dealing with something that spoke my language."

And the rest is fascinating history.

ON HIS OWN

Avshalom went to his first sneaker trade show in 1987, toting a wallet-full of homemade business cards with his father's name on them.

"I was too young to get anywhere on my own, so I had to use his identity," he said. "I was worth about $1,900 at the time. That was all I had and I thought that was a lot."

After successfully stocking his father's store with cutting edge athletic footwear, Avshalom changed the store's name to Training Camp and decided to take things one step further.

"A lot of my friends were moving out to Staten Island, so I went to go check it out," he said. The rent was priced right, so he opened his second Training Camp location on Forest Avenue in Port Richmond.

"I was still struggling so I moved into the store," he said. "I did my business there and slept in the back room."

Things weren't easy, but Avshalom stuck to his guns. He was at a fairly safe place in his career when he met the Rza and Raekwon.

"They came into the store and asked if I could make them some Wallabees," he said of the two Wu-Tang Clan members, who at the time were also at the beginning of their highly successful careers. The Staten Island-based rappers wanted some special shoes for the other dozen or so members of their group and without really knowing how to make their order work, Avshalom signed up for the job.

"I found this little factory in Reading, Pennsylvania," he said. "I drove out there, sat down and worked out these shoes. They had gray bottoms and soles and as I was sitting there doing this, I realized how much I loved it."

GRADUAL SUCCESS

Not too long afterward, he opened another Training Camp on Bay Street and teamed up with Ghostface Killah to create the first Wu-Wear line of shoes.

"People got to know me," he said, speaking fondly of the Stapleton community and the people who live there. "They would see me on the street, tell me they wanted a certain pair of $100 Jordans, but they only had $60 to give."

Avshalom offered the shoes if the customer promised to come back with the rest. Somehow, the money always showed up.

"I always got my $40," he said. "I found out that if you treated people with respect and trusted them, they wouldn't let you down."

Soon, he became known in both Island areas for his hospitality. When he got on his feet and had a little money to spare, he really gave back to the community. Children who visited his store with a B or better on their report cards got free shoes. A mother with five kids only paid for three or four pairs of sneakers.

Close to 10 years later, that philosophy is still aiding his success.

"I believe in the mom and pop philosophy of business," he said, citing the five-and-a-half years he lived and worked on Staten Island as a major contributing factor to his success. "I refuse to compete with Foot Locker or any of those other big guys. It's just not the way I do business."

But he doesn't have to. Now the owner of seven shops scattered throughout the five boroughs, Avshalom recently opened another Training Camp shop in the Staten Island Mall, cashing in on what he calls the "charm" of our streets.

"It reminds me of Brooklyn 30 years ago," he said. "Or all of New York City 50 years back. People really care about each other out there (in Staten Island) and for an immigrant coming into America, that has meant so much."

TAKING OFF

After two years of creation and design, Avshalom's Penguin line of sneakers is also taking off – it's stocked on the shelves of high-end stores like Fred Segal and Barney's, and of course, at Training Camp.

Avshalom also still creates a line of sneakers with members of the Wu-Tang Clan and recently signed on to share partnership with Sean "P. Diddy" Combs, co-designing a footwear line for his Sean John collection.

He also serves as consultant for big-name brands like Nike.

And his celebrity clientele never wanes. Busta Rhymes, Bjork and Puffy were in the Manhattan store last week. Jadakiss couldn't find what he wanted, so he showed up at the Staten Island Mall and bought twelve pairs.

"I heard he almost caused a riot," Avshalom said. "But that's what it's all about. You have to deal with the customer one on one to understand why one shoe gets a lot of love on the shelf and another one doesn't," he said.

And he credits his success to those tough beginnings.

"My father always said 'The day you forget your history is when you have no future,'" Avshalom said. "I can honestly say that I built this business one shoe at a time."

Pretty impressive for the young boy who used to sell oranges on Avenue U.

"I don't know where I'd be without that first pair of purple shoes," he reflected, recalling the "tough years" when his family struggled with $70 rent and a owning new sneakers was virtually a dream.

Today he has 400 pairs.

Jessica Jones is the fashion editor for the Staten Island Advance. She may be reached via e-mail at jjones@siadvance.com

