
F A N C Y F O O D 

SHING FOR 

Citarella Fine Foods, a New York City 
gourmet market built on humble seafood 

beginnings nearly 70 years ago, is 
expanding faster than ever. 

By Jessica Goldboffen 
To many New Yorkers, Citarella Fine Foods is as 

much a part of life as Central Park or the subway 
system. For 68 years, housewives, office workers, 
food professionals and even local celebrities have 
made this gourmet shop (which began as a seafood 
market in 1930) a frequent destination. 

But in the past year, Citarella has undergone an 
astounding transformation from a meat, seafood 

and prepared food shop to a well-rounded 
gourmet store, offering everything from spe
cialty coffee to French pastries to exotic pro
duce. 

With the addition of a second floor to 
Citarella's original upper west side location 
in May 1997, and the opening a new loca
tion across Central Park on the upper east 
side in September 1997, Citarella grew near
ly four-fold in the past year. The staff, too, 
more than doubled to 200-plus employees. 

But despite Citarella's jettison into the 
competitive world of full-service gourmet 
shops in Manhattan, it is managing to keep 
its most prized attributes: service and quality. 

Both store locations have a brisk, knowl
edgeable, no-frills approach to customer ser
vice. Both stores are clean, orderly, easy to 
shop and bustiing with customers and staff. 

The newer offerings—^baked goods, chocolates, 
produce and packaged goods—are kept as top-
notch and fresh as the seafood that made Citarella 
an institution. 

In fact, it was working with fish and seafood that 
prepared Citarella for taking on other categories. 
"Seafood is the most perishable thing there is," says 
store owner Joe Gurrera. "After that, everything else 
is simple." 

I n a city where residents are notoriously 
demanding and discriminating, gourmet competi
tion is fierce. The original west-side Citarella loca
tion is just blocks from gourmet powerhouses 
Gourmet Garage, Zabar's and Fairway. The east-
side location is within walking distance of Agata & 

Citarella features a wide variety of artisanal breads baked in-
house and brou^t in from local bakeries. 



Valentino and Grace's Marketplace. But when 
asked about his competition, Gurrera shrugs with 
litde concern. One of the keys to Citarella's success, 
he says, is its exclusivity. 

Citarella has a stronghold on exclusive, high-
quality, house-made items. Packaged goods and 
produce are used to accent products customers can 
only find at Citarella, like the house-made sausages 
or the 25 different kinds of homemade soups, in 
refrigerated grab-and-go containers. 

The store's chefs make more than 20 different 
kinds of ravioli and tortellini, stuffed with exotic 
ingredients like porcini, pumpkin, smoked salmon 
and beets. The pastas and sauces are displayed pre
packaged in a refrigerated case and also offered 
fully cooked in the prepared foods department. 

Citarella's vast take-out business is flourishing in 
this age of home meal replacement. Customers 

come in for lunch items, heat-and-serve dinners, 
side dishes and party fare. The department features 
gourmet dishes (priced from $5.99 to $8.99 per 
half-pound) including Poached Salmon garnished 
with tomato, lemon and parsley; Baked Scrod in 
butter sauce; Vegetable and Bolognese lasagnas; 
Turkey stuffed with wild rice; and Roasted Eye of 
Round. The newest addition is a sushi chef, who 
prepares the fresh sushi on premises. 

Citarella also does a brisk business in special-
recipe rotisserie chickens, which occupy a promi
nent spot in the window of the east-side shop, 
where the aroma wafts out onto the sidewalk. Shop
pers pick up a full chicken dinner with side dishes 
and bread after work, and can have it home before 
it cools, says Gurrera. 

The prepared food department also is a New 
York tradition for special holiday fare. From Christ-
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mas roasts to Easter hams, full holiday menus are a 
lifesaver for busy New Yorkers. A recent Passover 
menu included pickled herring in cream sauce, 
gefilte fish (made from Gurrera's Jewish godfa
ther's recipe), matzoh ball soup, brisket with car
rots and gravy and tzimmes (a traditional dish of 
root vegetables, dried fruit and sometimes meat, fla
vored with honey and cinnamon). 

The customers who have always depended on 
Citarella for consistent quality and expertise in pre
pared foods, expect nothing less from the new 
offerings, says Gurrera. 

"W ê don't have a typical supermarket customer," 
Gurrera explains. "Our customer is educated and 
upscale, the) 're people who really know 
the merchandise." It used to be routine 
for shoppers to buy most of their pack
aged goods down the block at Fairway or 
Gourmet Garage, then stop at Citarella 
for the fresh foods. "But Citarella is now 
a one-stop gourmet shop where cus
tomers can get all of their needs without 
sacrificing any quality," says Gurrera. 

CitarelUi's meat department features beef, pork, lamb 
and veal in a variety of cuts as well as free-range 

poultry, game and house-made sausages. 

The east-side location is where Citarella ventures 
into specialty produce for the first time. Selections 
range from blood oranges and fiddlehead ferns to 
organic sprouts and exotic mushrooms like cremini 
and morels. 

An expanded cheese section is well-marked with 
signs above the counter offering descriptions and 
origin information. Weekly "cheese chats"—ses
sions where customers ask questions about different 
types of cheeses and their uses—take place every 
Saturday afternoon. One recent chat involved tast
ings and a demonstration on grilling goats'- and 
sheeps'-milk cheeses. 

In the new bakerv section, Citarella offers \ari-

Secrets of Survival in N e w York Retailing 
Specialty retailers everywhere can learn a lot from Citarella. 
From major decisions about which products to stock to little 
personable touches, the retailer has built its name on quality 
and trust 

• Don't compromise on quality. 
Citarella has translated its insistence on excellence from 
seafood selection to packaged goods, coffee and bakery 
items. When choosing which brands and products to stock 
in your store, sample a number of different options to 
ensure that the one you decide upon is the best possible 
quality. The store's philosophy is quality, not quantity. 

• Moke it yourself. 
Don't underestimate the draw of house-made goods. Find 
the best recipes possible, even if it means learning at the 
hands of an expert. When Citarella decided to offer house-
made pastas and sauces, a chef was flown in from Italy to 
train the staff. 

• Cultivate 0 professional atmospfiere. 
Citarella's on-floor staff wear crisp white butcher's jackeis or 
aprons with the store's logo, which give them an air of 

authority. It also makes it easy for a customer to find help. 

• Make your staff experts. 
There's more to good salespeople than a professional tmi-
form. Encourage staff to learn as much as they can about 
the food they are selling, so they will be prepared to answer 
questions. In a gourmet shop, customers expect to be able 
to learn from employees how they can use certain products 
or ingredients. 

• Thie little tfiings count. 
There are a number of things that make shopping at 
Citarella a joy, says Gurrera. When a customer is lugging 
around an overflowing basket, a staff member immediately 
brings an empt)' basket and whisks away the full one to wait 
by the cash register. 

cide I 
• Offer meal solutions. 
Today's customers are busy; make it easy for them to decide 
what's for dinner by being creative with displays. Merchan
dise grilling sauces in the meat department, or stack boxes 
of rice by the Asian vegetables. Citarella displays jars of pasta 
sauces above fresh pastas for a quick meal. 
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ous packaged breads ranging in ethnicity from nan 
to rod to focaccia, to complement breads and pas
tries baked in house from scratch. Unique bakeiy 
items include organic sunflower loafs, sausage 
bread and fig-walnut bread. A wide variety of pas
tries and cakes is on display, too. 

An increased variety of packaged foods are mer
chandised throughout the store on chrome fix
tures. The oil selection includes olive oils from 
around the world and imported walnut, truffle and 

The seafood department at the new Citarella location on Manhattan's. 
upper east side offers nearly every imaginable type offish and shellfish. 
More unusual offerings include blowfish, sea urchins, frog legs and 
squid. Fresh caviar and smoked fish round out the selection. 

sesame oils. Citarella carries spices and 
chiles, dried pastas, botded sauces and 
private-label products. Chocolate 
lovers can choose f rom a case of 
Christopher Norman chocolates sold 
by the pound or boxed selections from 
Perugina and Guylian. 

Citarella's journey from seafood 
shop to specialty retailer has taken its 

to l l , Gurrera admits. The company has grown 
quickly and Citarella will need some time to adjust 
to its new identity. 

" I want to relax," Gurrera confides. But a restful 
vacation might be long in coming—plans are in the 
works for two new Citarella locations to open later 
this year in .Manhattan's Grand Central Station, 
which is undergoing remodeling. The locations will 
specialize in prepared foods, either to eat on the 
premises or to take home. 
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