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And Bloomingdale's Returns His Calls
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Published: October 5, 2003

T 4:40 P.M. on Sept. 19, hours before República Trading Company introduced its 
spring 2004 clothing collection with a party at Barolo, a garden restaurant in 

SoHo, Rafael Jimenez was hunched over a computer in his garment district office, 
moving names from the R.S.V.P. list to the guest list and tacking on little notations - +1, 
+2, +3 - indicating how many companions each guest could bring. Current total: 268 
names down, 208 to go. 

AdvertisementSix years after he incorporated República, the 35-year-old Washington 
Heights native is still the company's sole full-time employee. He is also the 
part-time secretary.

In an adjacent room, two of his old friends were describing how Mr. Jimenez's creations 
have made a splash in the Latino market without giving their creator a swelled head or 
tempting him to cash in on offers to buy the company. 

"He's just the anti-rock star," said Neil Mossberg, a vice president of World Marketing, 
which sublets space to República. "He does it all on his own. He's just not into ego."

Phil Colón, a high school friend who handles advertising for República, through his 
company, Ruido Group, yelled across to Mr. Jimenez. "Do you have any enemies?" No 
answer; Mr. Jimenez was too busy sorting out the guest list.

By 11 that night, Mr. Jimenez had been transformed from secretary to public relations 
man, donning a República pinstripe newsboy cap and suede military-inspired shirt and 
mixing with the eclectic network of friends, associates and friends of associates that he 
has built up since he began selling Latino-themed T-shirts in 1995.

The first store to stock his wares was Corte Tropical, a Washington Heights barbershop a 
few blocks from where he grew up. The clothes caught the neighborhood's attention and 
sold fast. Earlier this year, his clothes landed in some far more impressive venues - 11 of 
Bloomingdale's 31 stores, including stores on both coasts.
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Rafael Jimenez, left, introduced the 
República Trading Company's spring 
collection with a party at Barolo, a 
garden restaurant in SoHo. 
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Much changed during the intervening years. Mr. Jimenez graduated from New York 
University, he incorporated his business as the República Trading Company, and retailers 
began to recognize the power and scope of the young Latino market. República expanded 
beyond T-shirts to caps, shirts, pants and jackets, in colors from muted to tropical, and 
fabrics from cottons and linens to cashmere and silk. But one thing remained the same: 
the T-shirts still flew off the rack.

República has yet to provide a steady income for Mr. Jimenez, who also works as a 
freelance television producer. But that may change: the company is on track to sell a half-
million dollars of merchandise in 2003, up from $75,000 last year. The clothes, many by 
moonlighting designers from major houses, have captured the imagination and support of 
New York's growing network of young Latino professionals.

"We all kind of know each other," Mr. Jimenez said over a breakfast at El Malecón, a 
Dominican restaurant on the ground floor of the building where he grew up and where his 
mother still lives. "There's not a lot of college-educated Latinos, and there's even fewer 
that are working in any decision-making positions. When you meet someone, it's like, 'I 
respect what you do.' " 

But it goes beyond respect. "When there's someone trying to do something, there's like a 
code of ethics," said Mr. Colón, whose advertising company charges República what he 
calls a family rate for its services. "You've got to help the people who are trying to come 
up."

Mr. Jimenez's story, told so smoothly it is clear that he has recited it many times, goes 
like this. One day in 1995, when he was riding uptown on the A train and noticed 
someone wearing a Banana Republic T-shirt, he thought to himself, why not substitute 
the word Dominican for Banana and sell such a shirt in his neighborhood, where nearly 
everyone had roots in the Dominican Republic? The initial reaction? "People said: 'That's 
not going to work. Dominicans want tacky stuff.' ''

But that summer, he printed 12 Dominican T-shirts, stuffed them in a backpack and 
started wandering through his neighborhood. The shirts sold out in 20 minutes, at $20 
each. By the end of the summer, he had sold more than 300. Before long, he was also 
producing T-shirts for women, with logos that included "Dominican Baby," "Choco-
Latina" for darker-skinned Latinas, and "Bizcocho," a term of endearment for 
Colombians. Mr. Jimenez eventually brought in professional designers and began selling 
through the company's Web site, www.Republicatrading.com. 

ALTHOUGH the company's products remain rooted in Latino themes, the more recent T-
shirts are subtler, giving a nod to Latin culture and the Spanish language but aiming for a 
broader appeal; as Mr. Jimenez put it, "When you go heavy-handed with Spanish stuff, it 
can be a little much." The 2004 line includes four T-shirts: one with roosters to evoke 
rural Latin America; another with the masked face of the Mexican wrestler, film star and 
cult figure Mil Máscaras; a third featuring words like "Freedom," "Culture" and "Peace" 
in English and Spanish; and a fourth with the Spanish word "Revolución" superimposed 
on a tank with a quote from John F. Kennedy: "Those who make peaceful revolution 
impossible will make violent revolution inevitable." The collection also included casual 
shirts, some resembling guayaberas. 

República's big break came when Mr. Jimenez shared a cab from the airport with a buyer 
for Federated Department Stores, Bloomingdale's parent company, that resulted in the 
chain's decision to include the T-shirts and hats across the country last April.

Sales have been so brisk that Bloomingdale's has agreed to buy 10 new T-shirt designs. 
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"We've been constantly reordering," said Kevin Harter, men's fashion director for 
Bloomingdale's. "It absolutely has a great appeal on the floor. " 

Mr. Jimenez is not sure he wants fashion as his full-time gig. Although his interest in the 
field dates to his youth, when his father purchased cloth wholesale on Delancey Street 
and brought it to a Washington Heights tailor to make the family clothes, Mr. Jimenez 
sees himself as more entrepreneur than fashion-industry lifer.

It may not be quite the life his parents envisioned for him; their ambition was that he be a 
"professional." 

"Doctor, lawyer, engineer, work in a business," Mr. Jimenez said. "Those are the four 
cornerstone careers in any Dominican family in order to be considered a professional." 
When he took five years off from college to work in the music industry, his father, who 
has since died, persuaded him to finish school. And his mother was often dubious about 
his fashion ventures, but seeing her son's clothes in Bloomingdale's didn't change her 
mind. Now she is a convert. "She sees me in El Diario,'' Mr. Jimenez said, "and then it's 
official."
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