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THE BITTER ALPINE GUSTS PICK UP, BUT DANNY DUCHOVNY CONTINUES 
to plod upward along a glacier in the Swiss Alps, one bad step away from an icy 
death—and it’s all because of Mangos. Unfortunately for the brother of actor David 
Duchovny, this is not an X-Files episode about some diabolical sentient fruit—that 
would mean there’s a script and a soundstage with wind machines and fake snow. No 
such luck. It’s November 2000, and Duchovny is in the middle of a freelance assign-
ment, directing a TV commercial with a two-man production crew, a mountain guide, 
and the man who put him here: Bradley Gast, executive vice president of the Malvern-
based Mangos advertising agency and the mastermind of this real-life cliff-hanger.



As they slowly make their way to a fl at expanse more than 
11,000 feet up, the gravity of the situation becomes all too 
clear. “Don’t walk anywhere but in my footsteps!” shouts the 
guide, who leads by ramming an eight-foot pole through the 
snow to check for holes hidden beneath the powder. There’s 
enough life-threatening tension to make the X Games look like a 
chess championship, and it’s all for a button-down global insur-
ance and asset management company, Zurich Financial Services. 
Playing off Zurich’s blue dot logo, Mangos has forged a cam-
paign entitled “Connect the Dots” to emphasize the company’s 
global reach and ability to help customers “connect where they 
are today with what they dream about for tomorrow.” Nothing 
sexy about that, but the shoot schedule for this 60-second spot 
reads like a travel itinerary for the next James Bond fi lm: on 
location for fi ve weeks in England, Switzerland, Hong Kong and 
Los Angeles, with hang-gliding stunt-
men leaping from cliffs in Malibu, 
stunt bikers launching off mountain-
side ramps in Switzerland, and this 
harrowing scene. The crew members 
have already survived two aborted 
helicopter fl ights, thanks to whiteout 
conditions and a violent south wind, 
so when they fi nally made it across 
the valley to the glacier, there was no 
turning back.

Duchovny sets up the shot and, on 
a whim, tells Gast to join their guide 
in the frame. With his snow-frosted 
beard and wind-blown waves of hair, 
Gast looks more Sasquatch than senior management—perfect. 
Duchovny fi lms his money shot just before the brilliant blue 
skies turn stormy. The crew packs up, treks back to the chopper, 
and returns to base camp, where everyone huddles for a group 
hug. A little later, Gast and Duchovny begin the lengthy process 
of peeling off layer after layer of clothing, and Duchovny holds 
up his long johns to show Gast a stain generally associated with 
seeing one’s life fl ash before one’s eyes. “This went too far,” 
Bradley Gast thinks to himself. “I’ll never do this again.”

TAKING RISKS IS WHAT MANGOS IS ALL ABOUT. 
Those risks aren’t always life-fl ashing-before-your-eyes big, but 
they’re occupational hazards that 
Bradley and his older brother, Bill, 
the company president and ceo, not 
only embrace, but thrive on. Their 
fi rm hasn’t yet crossed over from 
advertising and business circles into 
public consciousness, but awards are 
quietly adding up for its eye-catching 
campaigns, and deep-pocketed 
clients are following, including Valley 
Forge-based AmerisourceBergen, one 
of the largest wholesale drug distrib-
utors in the country; Malvern-based 
Siemens Health Services; Centre 
Financial Services of Bermuda; and 



efg Private Bank in 
Switzerland. At this year’s 
Philly Gold Awards, Man-
gos scored 13 wins; only 
two ad agencies—Cherry 
Hill’s Star Group, and Tier-
ney Communications—
posted more. Along the 
way, the Gasts’ fi rm has 
risen above the convention-
al image of local second-tier 
ad agency competing for 
second-tier clients. Says one 
longtime advertising guru, 
“You have all the best agen-
cies in Philadelphia, and 
then  there ’s  Mangos . 
They’re that good.”

Have a conversation with 
the Gast brothers about 
Mangos, and you’re guaran-
teed to hear phrases like 
“fl at corporate structure” 
and “We’re an idea compa-
ny.” You’ll also hear about 

their “best work” as in “the quest to do the best work,” and 
Bill’s Rule #2, “Always do your best work” (ranking just 
behind “Get the job done”). Since this comes from two 
advertising execs who drive matching midnight-black Porsche 
911s, it would be easy to assume it’s all corporate B.S. But the 
Gasts back up their splashy graphics and earnest personal 
mantras with a business approach that’s so conservative, it 
makes clients feel at ease acting cutting-edge.

Take Centre Financial Services, for example. In 1996, the 
global fi nance company asked Mangos to prepare its annual 
report, a document few would consider a fun read. After a 
month of preparation, the Gasts and their creative team met 
with Centre honchos and presented what they call a “Goldilocks 
approach”—in this case, four different ways the report could be 
designed, ranging from conservative to radical. “One might be  a 
little too much, maybe one’s not enough, and one we think is 
just right,” Bill says. “But we never let them know what we’re 
thinking. We let them decide. And sometimes they surprise us.”

The same adrenaline rush Bradley felt on that Swiss glacier 
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soared through him in the offi ce when the 
suits from Centre made their choice: a 
heavy-stock book with pop-up graphics and 
illustrations inspired by pink Silly String and 
pinball machines, with a close-up of a wide-
eyed toddler with spiked hair on the cover. 
When, as Bradley puts it, “you jump off the 
cliff and build your wings on the way 
down,” it helps to know the guy holding 
your hand has done it before. Bradley and 
Bill Gast are 50 and 55 years old, respective-
ly, with decades of experience between them. 

“In terms of the people,” Bill says, “this is 
probably a terrible way to say it, but I think 
we’re kind of a middle-aged company.”

“That’s a horrible way to say it,” 
Bradley says.

“Seasoned,” suggests senior vice presi-
dent Annemarie Armstrong, who’s standing 
nearby.

“Seasoned,” says Bill, and nods.

ON A BREEZY SPRING AFTERNOON, 
Bill Gast wraps up a meeting with 
AmerisourceBergen in Chesterbrook and 
returns to the sterile confi nes of the Great 
Valley Corporate Center, a lifeless strip of 
car lots and cubicles seemingly designed to 
snuff out creative impulses. But step into the 
Mangos lobby, and you’ll think you’ve wan-
dered into a big wooden horse that slipped 
past the business park’s security. While art 
from past campaigns hangs everywhere on 
red- and yellow-painted walls, the real cen-
terpieces here are Bill’s fi re-engine-red Ducati 
916—an Italian motorcycle that tops out at 
165 mph—and Bradley’s vintage 1967 
bmw r69s, which he found in an old barn 
and spent thousands of dollars and hundreds 
of hours refurbishing. (They also own 
matching Ducati 996 spss.)

The reception area is furnished with two 
Wassily chairs—designed during the 
Bauhaus heyday and named after abstract 
painter Wassily Kandinsky—and a sleek 
Italian sofa. “Our whole gang goes into 
analysis out here once a month,” says 
Bradley, in jeans and Birkenstocks. His hair 
is business-length now, but a reddish beard 
fading to white hints at bygone Grizzly 
Adams days. Bill walks in minutes later 
wearing a denim shirt neatly tucked into his 
khakis, resembling Howard Eskin but with a 
soft, easy demeanor. Bradley is the Mangos 
left brain, the fi nal say in creative decisions, 
while Bill, a Wharton grad, has the last word 
on bottom-line matters.

They have the credentials, but they’re 
clearly not the usual company men. As 
Bradley shows off the Mangos screening 
room, which is outfi tted with $50,000 in 
electronics, including a plasma television and 

surround-sound, he asks, “Have you seen 
Snatch?” The fi lm—a hip, bloody crime tale 
directed by Guy Ritchie, Madonna’s 
hubby—played in the offi ce during a recent 
weekend Gast fi lm fest. “The soundtrack is 
incredible in here.”

Not far from the screening room/movie 
house, in the creative department, is a four-
foot-tall yellow rocket ship left over from a 
photo shoot. Then there’s the m&m para-
phernalia adorning the fi ling cabinets outside 
Bill’s offi ce—it started as a joke and led to 
his “collection,” as well as to a 32-pound-a-
month staffwide candy jones. (“We should 
get a vendor’s rate,” Bill says.) And there are 
two showers, installed during a recent 
expansion, that are available to everyone but 
are probably used most often by the Gasts, 
after their frequent mountain-bike jaunts. 
Even an otherwise unassuming stretch of 
bare carpet in the production department 
serves a dual purpose when a senior account 
manager/spiritual adviser leads eight 
co-workers (including the Gasts, of course) 
in a weekly yoga session.

The theme-park atmosphere might sound 
like a throwback to the heady days of the 
Internet boom, where 22-year-olds enjoying 
multimillion-dollar windfalls stocked cav-
ernous workspaces with Foosball tables and 
all manner of goodies. But the youthful air 
about the Mangos offi ce owes more to the 
Gasts’ spirit than to actual youth. For some, 
“seasoned” might translate to “old”—or, 
worse, “stale.” The judges of the regional 
addy awards didn’t think so when they 
presented a Mangos-designed annual report 
for Centre with Best of Show Print honors in 
2000; it beat out competition from A-list 
fi rms in New York, Philadelphia and Balti-
more. At least four current Mangos clients 
signed on as a result of the Centre pieces, 
and their accounts, ranging from a quarter 
of a million to $5 million each annually, 
place Mangos among the area’s top 10 
fi rms. “We knew about their work for 
Centre,” says Isabelle Welton, a former com-
munications executive at Zurich. “We 
pitched agencies in New York and Europe, 
but Mangos was just so much better. [Other 
agencies] didn’t give you that ‘wow’ effect.”

Sometimes the effect is more “They’re 
crazy” than “wow.” Last year, Bill and his 
creative team went to Nashville’s Caterpil-
lar Insurance with two fairly conservative 
plans for a business-to-business campaign, 
and one surprise, called “Obsessed.” “I 
looked away, and then all of the Mangos 
people had Buddy Holly glasses on, with 
tape in the middle,” says Caterpillar Insur-
ance ceo and president Linda Turner. 
“They said ‘This is going to be a little dif-
ferent.’” Caterpillar loved the concept—
“We’re so geeky that all we think about is 
insurance, so you don’t have to”—and 

took a chance on it. Mangos took home 
more awards.

The big ideas kept getting bigger. For the 
Zurich campaign four years ago, TV spots 
were bolstered by an eight-page insert in the 
Wall Street Journal and a huge indoor 
billboard at Zurich International Airport. 
For the commercial, which ran in 16 differ-
ent international markets in three languages, 
Bradley got the shot he wanted—on top of 
the world, virgin snow, pristine scenery—
and more, since his snow-blown visage still 
graces the commercial and is used on the 
Zurich homepage, along with the campaign 
slogan, “Connecting here. To there.” For the 
fi rst time in Zurich’s 130-year history, it had 
a corporate image that united its global divi-
sions—and Mangos had produced a cam-
paign that demonstrated its breadth. “The 
Zurich campaign really showed the full 
range of what we could do,” says Bradley. 
“It was a literal and fi gurative high.”

CREATING EXTREME ADVERTISING 
for the multinational corporate set didn’t 
seem to be where the Gasts were headed 
when they left their Lancaster County home-
town of Akron, Pennsylvania—where lock-
ing doors was an afterthought. “If you were 
away and it started to rain,” says Bill, “your 
neighbor would not only take your laundry 
down, but would fold it.” When Bill and 
Bradley were kids, their father ran a trucking 
business that served area farmers, so the 
Gast boys, including younger brother Bruce, 
were often found working under hoods or 
on farms. “We spent a lot of time shoveling 
shit,” Bradley says.

Bill and Bradley both went straight from 
high school to the Philadelphia College of 
Art. Their parents wanted Bradley to go to 
law school, but they were supportive. Bill 
admits he was such a poor student that they 
were happy he made it to college at all. As 
the years passed, the brothers’ careers ran 
parallel but never intersected. Bill designed 
art to promote the movie Woodstock, 
became the art director for the Philadelphia 
Bulletin’s Sunday magazine, and branched 
out into marketing at Smith-Kline labs. 
Bradley worked at a host of ad fi rms and 
gained experience in media campaigns of 
every stripe, from Conrail print ads to the 
launch of the Uni-ball pen and the reposi-
tioning of the King of Prussia mall.

Then, in 1992, a friend of Bill’s told him 
that the Mangos family was looking to sell 
its graphic design company, which had been 
founded by Barbara Mangos in Paoli 15 
years earlier. Bill jumped at the opportunity 
to be his own boss and, with his friend act-
ing as silent partner, began to transform the 
15-person operation into a full-service agen-
cy whose campaigns could stretch across 
media boundaries. “There are two ways of 



change: evolution and revolution,” says Bill. 
“I’ve always chosen evolution, because it’s 
stable, predictable and reliable.

After nearly fi ve years of careful expan-
sion, an opportunity presented itself, in 
typical Gast fashion. Every weekend, the 
brothers got together at Bill’s home in 
Ambler to wash their cars, go for a bike ride, 
and catch up on professional and personal 
matters. One Sunday afternoon in August, 
the conversation turned to Bill’s vision for 
Mangos. Bradley offered his ideas for what 
it could become; Bill knew that his silent 
partner was eager to retire and sell his share 
in the company. “All of a sudden, it was like 
Indiana Jones, when all the big things are 
coming together and you have one minute to 
drive the rod through and lock it,” recalls 
Bill. “All these things came together, and we 
were like, ‘We’re doing it!’”

When Bradley came on board, he brought 
with him a few clients and a former col-
league who is now Mangos’ creative 
director. He also settled into a complemen-
tary role with his big brother. Bradley is 
direct and intense; Bill is more laid-back. 
Both are hands-on, working in the trenches 
with their staff.

Bill: “If we were the same, half the people 
in the company would be fed up—”

Bradley: “—with both of us all the time.”
Bill: “Now only half the people are fed up 

with one of us half the time.”

A CERTAIN LANCASTER VALLEY 
charm and roll-up-your-sleeves work ethic 
strips the gleam and gloss off the brothers’ 
ad-biz jargon and the accoutrements of 
success—the cars, the vintage motorcy-
cles—that would otherwise seem like signs 
of a midlife crisis. “I’m going to tell my son 
Jacob to never trust a company that says it’s 
like family,” says Charles Smolover, who 
recently gave up a 16-year freelance writing 
career to join the fi rm. “A family can’t fi re 
you. They never use the word ‘family’ here, 
but Bill said to me, ‘There’s going to be a 
time next year when Jacob is going to be in a 
school play, and you better be there. He’ll 
only be that age, in that play, once.’ I think 
he got a little misty-eyed. That’s when I 
thought, I’m glad I work here.”

The solidarity that binds the 40-some 
“Mangosians” seems to border on cult-like, 
but it’s a selling point for clients. “There’s a 
love there,” says former Zurich exec Isabelle 
Welton, who brought her current employer, 
efg Private Bank, into the Mangos fold. 
“These are people you spend a lot of time 
with, and I actually enjoy their company.”

Despite the loose, friendly demeanor of its 
executives, Mangos isn’t Disney World, with 
a nine-to-fi ve chock-full of m&ms, bike rides 
and New Age midday breaks. “It’s the hard-
est place I’ve ever worked,” says Julie 

Schmidt, who has spent more than two 
decades in advertising and acknowledges 
that everyone at the agency puts in weekend 
and late-night hours. “But it’s also the most 
rewarding. Bill and Bradley are always the 
fi rst to say ‘Thank you.’” Better yet, the 
Gasts have been known to send around a 
cart with booze and snacks when stress lev-
els reach critical mass late on a Friday night.

More evidence of the Mangos determina-
tion to make hard work fun lines the walls 
in Bill’s offi ce, where the company’s holiday 
cards are displayed. When Bill purchased 
Mangos, he decided the annual card would 
serve both as a way to keep in touch with 
clients and as a tribute to employees. The 
fi rst card simply spelled out “Season’s Greet-
ings” using staffers’ head shots. But the pro-
ject quickly escalated into an internal chal-
lenge to raise the creativity bar, with the only 
guideline being that every employee had to 
appear in the fi nished product. In 1998, the 
company handed out a fl ip-book with mix 
’n’ match photos of “the Mangos holiday 

misfi ts,” including a picture of Bill dressed 
head-to-toe in his shiny red motorcycle 
leathers. Another year brought a chocolate-
scented card that looked like a Whitman’s 
Sampler map (“Bill Gast—solid chocolate 
square surrounded by nuts. Bradley Gast—
just plain nuts.”)

The ante kept rising: an aluminum Christ-
mas tree with head shots for ornaments; a 
full-size “Mangos Mania” board game 
featuring the now-infamous “Bill-Bradley 
Catch-22”—a lethal trap that sends players 
bouncing infi nitely between the two brothers 
in search of project approval. “I had one 
friend who got ‘Mangos Mania’ and didn’t 
want to break the cellophane on it,” Bill says 
in a burst of laughter. “He didn’t want to 
lower the collectible value!”

This past year, Mangos produced “Har-
mony,” a cd-rom puzzle game with pieces 
featuring the employees’ faces and staff icons 
such as red m&ms and “the holy Ducati.” In 
May, the Mangos holiday in-house joke 
won a bronze pencil in the interactive 
category at the One Show advertising 
awards in Manhattan, fi nishing in a league 
with heavy-hitting campaigns for Nike and 
Mercedes. “It’s like someone putting six 

cherries on your sundae,” says Bill. “We 
don’t do work to win awards, but when 
you’re recognized, it does make you smile.”

All projects, from holiday cards to 
million-dollar campaigns, begin with brain-
storming, and there’s a room designed for just 
that purpose. When a new client comes 
aboard or an old client has a new problem 
to solve, its people and the Mangos brain-
storming team—usually one of the Gasts 
and a handful of creative and account man-
agers—hole up in the “think tank,” a 
conference room with wall-to-wall dry-erase 
boards and a cartoon of a fi sh leaping out 
of its bowl. Here they cover, wipe away and 
re-cover the walls with the “creative 
blueprint”: an outline of the client’s goals 
that all ad concepts must adhere to, and 
that serves as a common thread uniting each 
bowl of porridge in the “Goldilocks 
approach,” so there isn’t a wrong choice for 
the client to make.

The Gasts say the ideal Mangos client 
isn’t the company that needs warm bodies to 
execute a preconceived vision, but rather one 
that’s ready to explore a new look or identi-
ty but is unsure how to achieve it. “They 
don’t want to work for clients that say, ‘I 
need an ad tomorrow. Deliver it,’” says 
Jonathan McGrain, senior vice president of 
marketing services for Radian a global 
insurance agency. “There’s substance 
beneath the sizzle.”

“The best relationships are clients who 
have to change,” Bill says. “They’re number 
one and getting serious competition. They’re 
number fi ve and can jump to number three 
if they take advantage of the competition. 
Or they’ve merged with somebody else and 
the cultures don’t fi t.”

In the 10 years since the fi rm changed 
hands, Bill has more than doubled his staff 
and offi ce space while cutting his client list 
by more than half, to its current roster of 
17. “They match the creativity [of New 
York agencies] but don’t match the snob-
bery of Madison Avenue,” says Isabelle Wel-
ton. “I don’t need the glitz and glamour. I 
need the great work.”

Back in the screening room, Bradley dims 
the lights, then fumbles with the 
controls before cueing up a reel of Mangos 
television commercials. He and Bill settle in 
to show off their handiwork. The presenta-
tion kicks off with the Zurich spot, complete 
with Bradley’s cameo, followed by ads for 
Einstein Heart Institute, Settlement Music 
School, the United Way. Speakers set to 
rock-concert levels pound with background 
music and voiceovers as the Gasts sit silently. 
When the lights come on, Bill leans back in 
his chair and says, “All this from our stupid 
little offi ce in a cornfi eld in Malvern.”

E-mail: rrys@phillymag.com

“I DON’T NEED THE 
GLITZ AND 
GLAMOUR,” 
SAYS ONE CLIENT. 
“I NEED THE 
GREAT WORK.”
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