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Entrepreneurs 

A T 5:30 A.M. AT T H E FULTON FISH MARKET IN DOWN-

town Manhattan, Joseph Gurrera slides from the soft 
leather of his black Jaguar and strides past a row of 
beat-up Toyotas and Nissans l i t by a trash-can fire. 
Forklifts whine and slalom between boxes of bass and 

snapper. Stocky merchants in layers of shirts stained with scales 
and blood hawk their fish. "Hey!" one of them shouts when 
Gurrera walks by. "It's Joey CitareUa! How ya doin', Joe?" Kisses 
and handshakes follow. 

Gurrera is the local boy made good. A n immigrant fish
monger's son, he started wrapping flounder in newspaper when he 
could barely reach the counter. Now he may be the biggest fish in 
town. At 48, he owns Lockwood & Winant, a national wholesale 
business, the Citarella chain of five gourmet stores, as well as a 
midtown restaurant by the same name and a Web-based food 
business. He employs 550 food-handlers, cooks, clerks and exec
utives. Last year he netted $5 milhon-plus on $150 million in sales. 

His model, he claims, wasn't his dad, who sailed from Sicily to 
Bensonhurst, Brooklyn after World War I I and made enough at his 
small seafood shop to put Joe through St. John's University. It was 
Tony Marotta, a trader who always strolled through the market in 
a long white coat and matching cap, dressing nattily in suits by 
night. Marotta taught h im the tenets of the trade: high standards, 
attention to detail and toughness. "Once you settle for mediocre, 
they wi l l sell it to you every time," Gurrera summarizes. 

While pushing his dad's fish in the late 1970s, Gurrera caught 
a break. Chef Wolfgang Puck, visiting from California, saw his 
wares and placed an order. Gurrera hopped a $99 flight to Los 
Angeles and delivered the fish himself. Soon he was shipping sev
eral thousand pounds of seafood a week to the West Coast. 

His dad wasn't impressed—and the two had a falling-out over 
different ideas of running the business. " I started putting money 
on the books, and my father was more of a cash guy," recalls Gur
rera. By the time he walked away in 1983, he had his eyes on his 
own place. His father closed shop a few months later. 

Gurrera bought a store called Citarella on Manhattan's Upper 
West Side. Plunking down $100,000 from his savings, and paying 
off the $450,000 balance in promissory notes at $2,000 a week, he 
replaced sawdust floors with granite and created camp window 
displays out of fish. By 1985 he was grossing $3 million. 

Next move: hooking a wholesale business. There he confronted 
a market with strong ethnic divisions—most wholesalers were 
Jewish; the buyers and market hands, Italian-Americans. So he 
partnered with Abe Haymes in his company Lockwood & Winant. 
"He was tough, fair and honest," says Haymes, now 85 and re
tired. (Gurrera bought him out in 1990 for $600,000.) 

Haymes had a modest stake in the soft-shell crab and shad 
business; Gurrera decided to corner the market. He would, for ex
ample, pay supphers 50% above the going rate of $16 for a dozen 

crabs. The next day he'd lock up supply and sell up to 2,000 hoxes 
of crabs—40 times what Haymes used to sell—at $28 a dozen. 

A March 1995 fire at Fulton's Tin Building disrupted Gurrera's 
wholesale business, one of several there, causing $2 000 worth of 
damage. The timing was suspicious—^just as the city was intro
ducing Local Law 50, which would require background checks and 
registration of all fish market workers. The Tin Building was already 
negotiating w i t h the city, says Randy M . Mastro, then-Mayor 
Rudolph Giuliani's chief of staff. " I t was arson, for sure," says Mas
tro. "They found evidence of accelerants." No one was ever charged 
in the case. Gurrera insists his business had nothing to do with the 
Mob, which once controlled the loading and unloading of fish. 
"Nobody has ever forced us to do anything," he says. 

In any event, Gurrera shifted his focus to Citarella, broadening 
its reach. Since most New Yorkers preferred red meat to red snap
per, why try to proselytize? Hiring the former meat buyer and chef 
from Balducci's, once the Tiffany of gourmet food in New York, 
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Gurrera expanded into meat, produce and prepared foods. Sales 
jumped from $6 milhon in 1992 to $25 million in 1996. 

Gurrera kept right on growing. By 2002 he'd opened an addi
tional Manhattan store (as well as a 50,000-square-foot commis
sary to prepare foods) and two stores in the Hamptons on Long 
Island. A four-story Citarella restaurant near Rockefeller Center 
opened in 2001, staffed by Brian Bistrong, former chef de cuisine at 
Bouley and Bouley Bakery, and their pastry chef William Yosses. 

Last winter Gurrera haifled in a big catch—winning a bid for 
Balducci's shuttered Greenwich Village store over rival Dean & 
DeLuca. "He was very intense," says Sandeep Mathrani, executive 
vice president of Vornado Realty Trust, which owns the property. 
It didn't hurt that Mathrani already knew Citarella as a customer. ^ 

The newly renovated store opened for business this month. S 
Recently Gurrera was pulling up rusted water pipes, telling a Rus- s 
sian worker how to cut a hole in the sheetrock and arguing about ° 
the height of window displays. Gurrera shrugs. " I think a lot of "i 
things are simple," he says. "People just make them harder." r S 
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