
And they came. Two years in, Olives
Gourmet Grocer is attracting about 1,900
customers a week, recording estimated
weekly sales of $39,000. 

Escape from Whole Foods
O’Hagan and Semon are not neophytes to
the food retailing business. O’Hagan has
worked in the grocery business for 25 years,
beginning at Von’s and moving to the
Newport Beach location of Irvine Ranch
Farmer’s Markets, a premier specialty
supermarket of the 1980s. She also helped
develop the Riverfront Farmer’s Market in
Colorado and worked for eight years at
Nature’s Fresh Northwest in Portland, Ore.

Her most recent move was an eight-

year stint with Whole Foods, culminating
in the supervision of prepared foods at 23
Whole Food Markets in Southern
California, Nevada and Arizona. “I set sales
targets for each market, managed a recipe
base of 450 selections, worked on merchan-
dising concepts and oversaw production,”
says O’Hagan. 

Meanwhile, Semon was working as an
x-ray technician. Yet she always had a pas-
sion for cooking and food. She attended
culinary school, had a brief stint as a cater-
er, then also joined Whole Foods. She
worked at the natural foods giant for six
years, and served on the recipe develop-
ment team.

O’Hagan and Semon learned a lot at

IT ALL STARTED WHEN TWO FRIENDS WHO
WORKED AT WHOLE FOODS were strolling
along a trendy Long Beach street on a chilly
Saturday night.

“We were walking around the neigh-
borhood after dinner when we came upon
this space with a sign that said ‘For Lease,’”
recalls Erin O’Hagan, co-owner. “We
peeked in the window and began talking
about how the space could be converted to
a specialty food store.”

Three days later, O’Hagan and her part-
ner Laurie Semon signed a one-year lease for
the 1,800-square-foot space on East Broadway.
Seven months later, Olives Gourmet Grocer
opened its doors to consumers in the
Belmont Heights/Bluff Park neighborhood. 
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Olives Gourmet Grocer:  
The Return of the Neighborhood Food Store
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Co-Owners Erin O’Hagan right, and Laurie Semon apply the high-quality standards they learned at Whole Foods to their two-year old, fresh-focused grocery. With
the help of Executive Chef Matthew Reyburn, they’ve created their market’s focal point around a service deli case overflowing with prepared foods. 
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s Olives Gourmet Grocer

3510 E. Broadway
Long Beach, CA  90803

562.439.7758
www.olivesgourmetgrocer.com

DATE OPENED: October 2004
TYPE OF LOCATION: City street
TOTAL AREA: 1,800 sq. ft.
SALES AREA: 1,500 sq. ft.
EST. NO. OF ITEMS: 4,000
FULL-TIMERS: 11
PART-TIMERS: 11
AVG. WEEKLY TRANSACTIONS: 1,900
EST. WEEKLY VOLUME: $38,000

SALES DISTRIBUTION
DELI: 60%
GROCERY; 20%
CHEESE: 4%
CATERING: 5%
WINE & BEER: 5%
OTHER: 6%
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walking community, with people desiring
to stroll to local businesses. There were no
local specialty store to service these con-
sumers; indeed, Bristol Farms was eight
miles away and Wild Oats about four miles.

The partners needed a retail concept,
which they felt would flow from the store
brand. So, they had a barbecue and invited
food friends to brainstorm.

“We had no money for an agency, but
we did have friends with opinions,” says
O’Hagan. The initial name was Olives Deli
and Specialty Groceries, but this was soon
eliminated because “delis in Southern
California sell primarily beer and cigarettes.” 

O’Hagan continues, “We liked the
word Olives because it describes a quality
product that is unpretentious, tasty and
easy to eat. We then added ‘gourmet gro-
cer’ because that describes our concept, to
be a market filled with great food.”

A service deli case, bulging with a

wealth of prepared foods, was to be the
focal point. Passersby would see “fresh,”
not shelf-stable; prepared foods would be
the market’s differentiator. 

The partners, who self-financed the
store with savings, home equity loans and
other funds, soon learned what it was like
to open a market without the financial

Whole Foods. O’Hagan says, “The business
model allows innovation yet stresses finan-
cial discipline. As long as you meet the
numbers, you have freedom to do whatever
you wish, within reason.”

Semon adds, “Whole Foods has high
criteria in the quality of the prepared foods
they sell. They have high ingredient stan-
dards that you must follow.”

The partners’ sole complaint was the
lengthy car-pool commute from their Long
Beach homes to the Whole Foods corpo-
rate office north of Los Angeles. It was dur-
ing hundreds of hours on crowded free-
ways that they talked about their dream of
opening a specialty grocery.

Branding by Barbecue
The store’s neighborhood, only a few
blocks from the beach, is filled with bunga-
lows and apartment buildings that have
been sharply increasing in value. And it is a
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Olives 2

Most retailers would frown upon the
idea of opening a second location

within one block of their original site.
Yet when a space became vacant

almost across the street, Co-Owners Erin
O’Hagan and Laurie Semon took the
plunge, opening Olives 2, a 550-square-
foot tabletop shop, last June. “We were
selling cookbooks, cooking utensils,
kitchen gadgets and other non-food
items at Olives, but really needed the
space for food,” says O’Hagan. ■
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2004, with Semon managing the store and
O’Hagan serving as silent partner, keeping
her day job at Whole Foods. Four months
later, O’Hagan joined full time.

The Daily Deli
Deli accounts for 60 percent of sales, an
estimated $23,400 per week. It is the cor-

nerstone that attracts regular customers
from the community. “Our goal is to be the
neighborhood food store, a place where
the staff greets you by name and remem-
bers what you like to eat,” says Semon.
“The service deli is where most of that
activity takes place.”

Sales are strongest at mid-day, when
people who live and work in the neighbor-
hood come by for a sandwich, a salad and a
cold beverage. Olives sports an extensive
sandwich menu; some of the more popular
ones include Prosciutto di Parma, Fresh
Mozzarella and Roasted Red Peppers, driz-
zled with olive oil, salt and pepper ($7.29)
and the Caprese, fresh mozzarella, vine-
ripened tomatoes and basil dressed with
Olives signature Parmesan spread, olive oil,
salt and pepper ($6.99). 

Salads feature a California take. The
Corn and Edamame Salad ($6.99/pound)
sells well, as does the Sonoma Chicken
Salad. Of course, Olives has an olive bar,
boasting 11 types of olives which can be
mixed and matched at $9.99 a pound.

To bolster prepared food business
beyond lunch, Olives hired Executive Chef
Matthew Reyburn in February 2005. He
creates a dinner menu each month, which
is posted on Olives website and passed out
in the market. Olives sells about 25 daily
menu selections each night.

Cheese and Specialty Groceries
A well-edited gourmet grocery selection
rings the walls of the market, and accounts
for 20 percent of sales.

“We focus on categories where we can
differentiate the store, such as olive oils, vine-
gars, condiments, sea salts, cookies, crackers
and cooking sauces,” says O’Hagan.

Cheese has grown into an important
element. The market sells about 90 selec-
tions, including Organic Mt. Tam and
cheese from Neal’s Yard Dairy.

As Olives Gourmet Grocer heads into
its third holiday season, business is brisk.
“People desire a neighborhood grocer,”
says O’Hagan. “In this hectic world, people
want to spend their money with somebody
who is local and knows their name.” ■

Ron Tanner is the editor of 
Specialty Food Magazine. 

wherewithal of Whole Foods. For instance,
they wanted to rip out the tile because they
felt a concrete floor was more conducive to
their fresh food concept. Says O’Hagan,
“When we learned that it was $20,000, we
decided that we could live with it.”

After seven months of tireless effort,
Olives Gourmet Grocer opened in October
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Delectables

Queen of the 
Kitchen

Diva Delectables makes dreams of 
ruling the kitchen come true. 

We know what today’s time-crunched cooks are looking for. Delicious

gourmet foods made with the finest all-natural ingredients that can quickly

and easily be whipped into scrumptious and unique dishes. Our pretty

preserves, precious pestos, magnificent mustards and tremendous tapenades

make it easy to put the shine in your customers’ culinary crowns!

Diva Delectables • P.O. Box 1498 • Williston, VT 05495
Tel 1-802-288-9850 • Fax 1-802-288-9851

www.divadelectables.com • info@divadelectables.com
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