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FOOD 

Micromanager 
Duilds gourmet 
grocery empire 
Two new Citarella 
stores this year 
will test the limits 
of founder s style 
B Y L I S A F I C K E N S C H E R 

Joe Gurrera's employees at the 
Citarella gourmet food store in 
Greenwich Village instinctively 
know what sets him off. 

As he walked by several shelves 
of cookies one recent afternoon, 
some boxes were in disarray. Before 
Mr. Gurrera could say anything, a 
young man in a white jacket rushed 
over, saying, " I know, I know" and 
hastily restored order to the gleam
ing metal rack. 

Mr. Gurrera then turned his at
tention to some shelves nearby, let
ting another employee know that 
the middle shelf really should be 
several notches lower. 

To say that Mr. Gurrera con
cerns himself with the minutiae in 
his fast-growing S150 million food 
empire is an understatement. His 
five gourmet stores, restaurant. 

commissary and wholesale fish 
business occupy his attention sev
en days a week. 

" I notice things," says Mr. Gur
rera. "I'm very detail-oriented and 
organized." 

I t is precisely this attention to 
detail—the quality and freshness of 
the fish, meats and produce, and 
how they are displayed—that has 
made Citarella one of the city's 
fastest-growing gourmet food 
businesses. But as the Citarella 
business expands—this year alone 
he will have added two new 
stores—it remains to be seen 
whether Mr. Gurrera's hands-on 
management style can keep pace. 

"The business is at a critical 
point in its growth," says Arlene 
Spiegel, a restaurant and food in
dustry consultant. "It has enough 
locations and diversity that i f it 
doesn't have the management tal
ent to ensure that the standards are 
there, then it's all going to fall 
apart." 

The son of a Brooklyn fishmon
ger, Mr. Gurrera bought Citarella, 
at Broadway and West 75th Street, 
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Micromanager builds food empire 
Continuedfrom Page 4 
in 1983- To what was once just a 
fish store, he eventually added meat, 
cheese, produce and prepared foods. 

It took Mr. Gurrera 14 years to 
open his second store, on Third 
Avenue and East 75th Street. 
Since then, however, his pace has 
accelerated hugely in what has be
come an empire with a full-time 
staff of 550. 

Over the past three years, he has 
opened new stores in East Hamp
ton and South Hampton; a chic, 
upscale restaurant called Citarella 
in Rockefeller Center; and just this 
year the store in the Village. He 
will open another store, in Harlem, 
in the fall. More restaurants are 
likely as well, he says. 

Officially, Mr. Gurrera relies on 
a core group of 12 senior managers. 

They include his 25-year-old 
daughter, Helen, whom he's train
ing in all aspects of the business, 
and an old classmate from St. 
John's Universit)', John Corbo, who 
is general manager of operations. 
But there is no doubt in anyone's 
mind as to who runs the show. 

inspection tours 
On a typical day, Mr. Gurrera is 

chauffeured in his green Jaguar to 
all of his locations in Manhattan. 
There, he dispenses directives and 
advice to everyone from clerks to 
store managers. As the peak season 
in the Hamptons approaches, Mr. 
Gurrera frequently adds Long Is
land to his itinerary, rising at 5 a.m. 
to fit it all into one 15-hour day. 

What he needs most, Mr. Gur
rera says, is more middle managers. 

"I'm constantly looking for new 
people," he says. In the meantime, 
he is concerned about the business 
getting too unwieldy. 

" I don't want to bite off more 
than I can chew, to lose the brand, 
the quality that I've built," he says. 
As a result, he says, he has yet to 
make up his mind about opening 
any new stores once the Harlem 
Citarella outlet is completed. 

Mr. Gurrera also clearly does 
not want his company to grow so 
large that he loses touch with the 
details that he clearly relishes over
seeing—especially the real estate 
transactions that underpin his op
erations. Rather than have his at
torney negotiate those deals, Mr. 
Gurrera handles the work himself. 
By going head-to-head with tough 
landlords, he reckons, he has been 

able to get the best possible deals. 
He has already bought two 

buildings in which Citarella has 
operations: one on the Upper West 
Side, and a second on West 18th 
St. between Ninth and 10th av
enues, where the commissary is lo
cated. At that outlet, bakery items 
are made, produce is cut and meat 
butchered. He is already planning 
to buy the building Citarella just 
moved into at Sixth Avenue and 
West Ninth Street from Vornado 
Realty Trust. At present, he has a 
20-year lease, at roughly $1 million 
a year. 

Eye on the prize 
" I will own it in three years," 

says Mr. Gurrera, referring to the 
longtime former home of famed 
specialty food pioneer Balducci's. 

For his store on the Upper East 
Side, Mr. Gurrera personally nego
tiated the 35-year lease. Unable to 
get rid of a clause that allows his 

landlord, Steven Silverberg, to 
knock the building down to rede
velop the site, Mr. Gurrera staged 
a pre-emptive strike. He snapped 
up a building on the corner of the 
block, making redevelopment un
economical. When Mr. Silverberg 
offered to buy the corner building 
for twice what Mr. Gurrera had 
just paid, he was turned down flat. 

Even Mr. Silverberg, a seasoned 
property pro, is impressed. "He's a 
savvy real estate person," says the 
landlord. "He (also) pays the rent 
on time and spent a lot of money 
on the building." 

In South Hampton, Mr. Gur
rera's love of real estate deals net
ted Citarella a 25-year lease in a 
shopping center, at a rate he de
scribes as "way below market val
ue." He attributes that coup to 
timing: The shopping center was 
not doing well and needed an an
chor. Now it's called Citarella 
Plaza. • 


