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{J l/ ton and in the wardrobes of srylish women from the

\l I Hamptons to Hong Kong - which is where Amy

$ $ 
hunched the line. Both she and her new husband were

I l-, ;- working for American Express (they met on a tennis
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court at a conference in Hawaii) when Frank

/ was transfened from New York to Hong Kong in 1997. Amy

We've been told by the media in recent yea$ that
wornen can't "do it all." Apparently they haven't met

Greenwich resident Amy Smilovic, founder and designer
of the hip clothing line, Tibi; wife and business partner of

Frank Smilovic; and mother of three.year-old Gabriel
and one.year.old Charlie.

Only a little bit older than young Gabriel, Tibi is
already on the radar screen of New York's fashion edi-

would have been reporting to him in Hong Kong, so she quit

and started a company that now has them reporting to each
other.

"l've always loved art and I've always loved business; fashion
was a perfect merging of the two," says Amy, who grew up on

Betty - not that compelling," says Amy), and Tibi was bom.
After much deliberation over the business plan, they took

the advice of another enffepreneur - 'rThe best business plan

is this: Make the product. If you sell it, you have a business; if
you don't sell it, you don't have a business" - and set out to
make 400 dresses. "l really had no understanding of the business

at all," says Amy. "At the first meeting with the factory they
kept talking about 'interfacing.' I said,'l know, that's why l'm
here, because I really think that interfacing is imponant.' They
replied, 'No, interfacing goes in your jacket!' "

The two women Faveled around Indonesia - to places where
few Americans would dare go gow - seeking out manuhcturen.
"We contacted the Indonesian corsulate and got a list of fabric
printers. We were staying at the Shangd-La in Jakana waiting for
the eight appointrnens we had that day, and only one showed.
His name was Zen," says Amy. (lt tumed out the other seven

came but left after searching the hotel lobby for two Chinese
men, as they never expected to be doing business with two
women.) Amy and Octavia visited Zent strictly Muslim factory

St. Simons lsland in Georgia and graduated ftom the Univeniry
of Gmrgia in 1989. "I come ftom a very right-brained family.
My dad is an anist. My auns and uncles are psychologists. No
one had a business side, but I was trying to hawk stuff ftom the
minute I was bom." Amy majored in advertising in school and
started her career at Ogilvy & Mathe6 where American Express
was one ofher first clients. "l just fell into hard.core marketing
in my job at Amex," she says, "and I really wanted to get back
into doing something creative, but very much from a business
perspective." Hawking pretty little dreses made sense, espe.
cially in Hong Kong.

"You have a country-club lifestyle there, but the fashion is
very label driven. The locals would be'sitting by the pool in
Gucci," Amy explains. "A friend of mine, Octavia Jones, and
I were lamenting that there was no Lilly Pulitzeresque cloth-
ing in Hong Kong. She grew up going to Nantucket and I
grew up on an island. We both wanted to wear light, cotton
clothing, and there was no such thing." The two friends
decided to create some bright, printed dresses, named the
company after Octavia's grandmother ("Mine are Bemice and
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in a small village, where pockets of al-Qaida have since been
identified, and hired him to make their fabrics for the 6nt year.

The risks - financial and otherwise - paid off They sold
their 400 dresses and ordered 400 more. Octavia left the com-
pany a year later and moved back to the United States where she
opened a store that now carries the Tibi line. Amy started get-
ting orden ftom other stores back home; retailers were spotting
the Tibi label on Hong Kongers summering on the East Coast's
trendy beaches. The first shipment of 4,000 dresses landed in
Amy's parents' dining room on St. Simons, and her mother -

either anxious to be able to use the dinner table again or bowled
over by the succes of initial sales - quit her job and set up Tibi's
U.S. office. Amy's husband, Frank, who had left American
Express after twenty-seven years to take over Gateway's Asian
operation, also saw potential for a new life through Tibi.

"My wife had brought the company to the point where she
needed assistance on the business side. That, coupled with my
desire to run mv or,vn business. reduce the tremendous amount
of travel I was doing, and retum to the United States with Amy
- who was pregnant at that point - prompted my decision to
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join Tibi," explains Frank. He took the title of president and
claims he had no reservations about becoming his wifet busi-
ness partner. "Our strengths are so differenr," he says. ,,Her

ability to be creative is a unique gift; my srrength is a knowledge
of how busineses are run."

In 2001 the Smilovics moved back to the States, set up Tibi's
shownrom - and their tempcrary home - in a SoHo loft, and
began scouting out a more bucolic setting for their family of
three. Gabriel had been bom while they were living in a hotel
waiting for the loft to be finished. Now the Smilovics

and knit sweater, a pair ofSeven jeans rolled up to create a fve-
inch cuffmidcall and a pair of Prada flats - a cool SoHo look
that one rarely fnds on someone also attuned to the latest tod-
dler toys. Beaded earrings mixed with blonde, highlighted hair
that fell casually below her shoulders.

"l try to bring a lot of my lifesryle into the line. I work in
SoHo; I live in Greenwich; I think the line really brings
together those two facets ofmy life," says Amy, in a pleasant but
barely southem-belle tone. "Even the preppiest Greenwich
girl has a litde bit of SoHo about her; she wants to look

are l iving out the
Greenwich version of
the house with a white
picket fence dream: a
stone mansion with
white pillars off Round
HillRoad, a gated drive
and a pool and tennis
court set on ample

acreage for their two
romping boys.

On a visit last fall to
the Smilovic's home, a
glorious quilt of red and
orange leaves covered
the lawn. A fall clean-
up crew was busy with
their blowers, and one
ofthe crew directed me through rhe kaleidoscope of leaves. His
Eastem European accent and genial greeting gave him away -
this was, in fact, Frank, whose family immigrated to Phoenix
from the Czech Republic when he was seventeen. He seems to
be the qpe who can't sit idly by while others are working hard;
he joins in with a smile. Inside the house, Amy was in a kitchen
dotted with roys. A nanny held Charlie, and Gabriel clung to
his mother's leg. "He's not used to having me at home during
the day," Amy explained. While the proportions of the house
are grand, the feel is relaxed, mirroring Arny's style. Her slender
five.foot-6ve-inch frame was clothed in a Tibi gingham blouse

cool and hip. And
most customers have a
lot of Greenwich in
them; they don't want
their clothes to make
this huge statemenr,
Often, if you compare
the identity of rhe
designer with that of

the customer," she
says, "they're really dif-
ferent people. I think
I'm a pretty average
customer. Going about
it in a roundabout way,
without having a
degree in design, forces
me to design what I

think is pretty - what I would want to wear, what my friends
would want to wear."

Marcy Butzen, deparrment manager at Saks in Greenwich,
agrees Tibi is what working women and nonworking moms in
their late twenties to early fonies want to wear. "We've canied
the line for two years, and our customer loves it," she says, not-
ing that the line has "a lot of novelty to it; it stands out." The
store's display ofTibi is a colorful collection of pretty items with
unique detailing - pearls, ribbon, metallic thread, tulle. A hip-
pie/schoolgirfgeisha theme runs through the line but in a subtle,
playful way that isn't likely to raise eyebrows (except among the
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super-snotty - most of whom have a Botox habit that will pre.

clude eyebrow raising anyway).
"Our customer has fun dressing up," says Amy. "She may be

an eighteen.year-old with a platinum card in Greenwich or a
spunky sixty-five-year.old woman in Nantucket." Tibi has two
labels: The Green Label is the "more urban, during-the-week
wear," and the Pink Label is "weekend/country.club wear,"
which some refer to as "SoHo Lilly." [n addition to the special
touches in the line, Amy prides herselfon Tibi's one.of.a-kind
prints and high.quality fabrics. "l design most of the prints

myself - I either hand-draw them or I rework vintage fabrics,"

she explains. "Most companies buy from fabric manufacturers,
but then you don't know if the same print will show up in
another designer's line or at Limited Express.

"l'm crazy about nice fabrics," Amy continues, as she pulls

out her favorite looks from a stack of pictures featuring the
spring 2004 collection. A 6tted
seersucker jacket is mixed with a
polka.dot and flower.printed

pleated skirt in a rich Italian
jacquard fabric. A shift dress
made of Austrian lace is simi-
Iar to what one might see on Marc Jacobs's runway. Amy calls a
boat.neck silk blouse with winged sleeves and a tropical-flower
print the "date top" - "it's perfect ifyou don't know how dressy
you should be." A litted V-neck argyle sweater is tlpical ofwhat
Amy likes to design: "those great things your mom had in her
closet that you would have liked if they were just a litrle bit
tighter and the shoulders were a little bit smaller and it was just

a little bit cooler."

"Amy puts a new twist on the classic preppy silhouettes, with
interesting color and fabric combinations rhat update the
preppy look," says Meredith Melling, market editor at Voglz.
"She does these fantastic shrunken, bracelet-sleeve, rweed jack-

ets in fun colors like green and pink. I ordered one for myself."
Hope Greenberg, fashion market director at Luctl magazine,

describes Tibi as "whimsical but wearable" and notes Amy's
attention to detail as what sets her work apart. "There's always
something a little bit surprising on each piece, whether it's a

unique color, fabric or button," she says, "and depending on the
pieces you choose and how you mix the clothes, Tibi can go

from sophisticated to really cute and sweet." Hope considers
Tibi well priced. Most items run between $150 and $350 - not
exactly in the back-to-school budget, except in the Smilovics'
neighborhood, but not bad for the work of someone whom

Lrcky's editor describes as "one of the most creative people I've
ever met in my entire life."

InStlb magazine's fashion market editor, Tobi Tucker, has fol.
lowed Tibi since the 6rst collection. "Amy was in Asia and only

coming to the U.S. sporadically. She only had about twenty-

four pieces then and they were so cute. It was great leisurewear

that every girl I knew would be clamoring for," Tobi says. "Since
then Amy has stayed true to her style - and she has great style
- but the collections continue to evolve and get more inter-

estins. That's a hard balance to strike."
Tibi does not show during

the fashion weeks in Bryant
Park. "[t costs a lot of money

and other than an ego thing, it

doesn't pay," says Amy. But that
has not kept her clothes out of
the pages of Ellz, Harper's BaTaar andVogte or the wardrobes of
celebriry clients such as Reese Witherspoon and Kirsten Dunst.

Amv has told the Tibi story on both 20120 and CNBC. This
past year has been a successful chapter. "We finally feel like
we've hired all the right people," she says, "and it's been just me

designing the line. At the beginning I felt like I had to have a
real designer on board, but I always knew what I wanted the line
to look like so I'd be fighting with a designer who had a differ.
ent vision."

Amy's style - irupired by travel, home and her island upbring-
ing - is also in sync with the times. "We had loads of New Jersey
stores come in and say, 'This is great because pretty is back in so
we want Tibi this season,"'she remarks. "And one ofourAtlanta
accounts was like, 'Well, I had no idea pretty was out!"'

Amy clarifies that her kind of pretty isn't frilly - "a pretty

tomboy, not a girl who wears ruflles all over." She is inspired by

the clean style of Prada and Michael Kors. She also wears
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Rcheccr TaylLrr anJ Chaiken and s:rys she practically l ives at

Sophia's Vintagc CLrthing in Greenwich. She does confcss ttr

not always having been so chic though- "ln sch,xrl, I was over-

the-top prcppy. lf i t didnt have a u'halt 'on it, i t wasn't in irry

closct," shc s:rys, laughing, "and I hacl a bunny sweater, but I

wasn't 1ivc, I rvirs nineteen. lt had bunnies on the front and their

tails rvere on the back. That u'as re:rl ly bad. At lcast I never wore

holiday wear. I have friends in Grcenwich u'ho werc all hreak-

ing out their pumpkin earrings the week hcforc Hallorveenl"

Jack<r'-lantern jewelry :rside, hcr friends are part of rvhat she

lovcs about the town she irnd her husband chose for their fam-

ily'.s homc basc. "l love the people, the restaurants, our l ibrary,

my kid's school, Creenwich Hospiral. Civing hirth there was

,rnc of the greatest expericnces of rny lii-e," says Arny, who is on

the h,rspital 's gala comrnittee. "l l lso krve the nature. Where

else can you he that you have a Saks ancl a nffanyi an.l then
yoLl c()lne hone irn.l there arc

turkeys in your yardl lt'.s such i.r
greirt mix. Be ing Errropean,

the mosr tl iversity. He'woulcl go nurs in Ccorgia."

The couple used t,r c,rmmute to the city togcthcr every clay
(with Gabriel in row), but now Amy w,rrks at home or at the

Greenwich Library onc rlay a week, and Frank plirys house-

husbancl a few days a week, then catches up with work at night.

"l'm doing some of thc things that historically only w,rlnen did

and I love it," says Frank, who shuttlcs Gabriel t() tennis camp and

helps coach the socccr tcam at the \X/hitby School. The busy d:rd

admits, with a groan, to being lifty-three (seventeen ycars Artry's

scnior), and says they don't plan t,r h:rve more kids. "Parenting

takes so much energy. Thcre wotrld be a rvay to d,r it - u ith :t

house full of help - hut that'.s not how we want to live."

"l don't l ike the idca of my kids growing up with a nanny,"

says Any. "As lt-rng as Frirnk is homc, that t:rkes away a huge

amount of rhe guilt." She adds that "setting schetlules and stick-

ing to thcm" is their secret t() balancing work and firmily. "lfyou

tcll your kids you're going to be home at six, you have to be

h,rne at six." The couple somctirnes rr.rns intr) trotrhle with thcir

clifferent work shifts. "Last r.right, no lic, I carne down to fee.l

Clharlie at 11 o'clock. We're sitt ing on the couch, :rntl Frank

leans over and says, 'So hou :rre the margins lttking fot f. lr l l i '  I

saitl, 'Oh my Cod, I 'rn enjoying timc u'ith my traby antl you're

2rsking me ilho t gross margins!' I can handle a questir.rn l ike thirt

irt 9 a.rn., hut when I walk ir.r this d,lrr at night, I don't l ike an1'-

rhing ahout Tibi in this household.

"ln rhe heginning there rvere nighrs of crying," Arny a.lmits.

"l sent out this huge shiprnent ,rf,. lrcsses, and the stores $'ere

call ing my mom s:rying the drcsses ha.l 'conc btltbs.' I askcd,
'What do you neahl'She replie.l, ' l- ike those bras Madonnir

wcars.'So we had dresses with monkeys on them with boohs l ike

Gaultier hrasl Ytru think it i  ncver going to get worse, hrrt in this

intlustry it can always get worsc and it wil l. l t! just a lD:rtter of

learning to dealwith thc ups and dorvns."
"lt's a pressure ctrker sonre-

timcs," comments Frank. "Ytrrt

have to be ablc to irrgue, say

"The only rhing Atn1 picks for mc are sttks, and

she's..J,rne a great j,rb rvith that."

Amy may not have time for sock shopping if nbi\

growth goes:rs planncd. "The next stcf is growing

our trusincss overseas," she says. (Currently Tibi has

:rccounts in Hong Kong, J:rp:rn anJ 'irff and on" :rr

Harvey Nichols in London; nationll ly Tibi is

available at Saks, Bloorningdalel, Neimirn Marcus

and approxin.rately 180 boutiques, incJuding

Satr.rrnia in (lreenwich.) "\?e're also looking at

lots of clifferent licensing opportr.rnities. I\n doing a

matemity line frrr Pea in the Po,.l, antl we're looking

:rt tloing a hlrme line for Anthropologie."

ALI this aml home by six to plly with the kidsl

"She's a very strong lady with an unhelievable energy

level," says hcr husband. "She can.lo ir ir l l , hut not

,
all women could."
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