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@8= a8 Successful restaurateur

| | Tommy Cvitanovich, 77,
~ = also serves community

Just a month after his
honeymoon in 1995, a young
Tommy Cvitanovich, ' 7
Walt Disney World with his wife,
parents, and younger brother to
contemplate a major family
decision: should the Cvitanovich

family close its stru
Restaurant in Metairie?
“ Bus i n edlstough foisthe regaurant. We wer e digging into my

savings, they were getting up in age, | was in the home health business, my brother was a
physician, and we did not want our parents to continue working so hard every single day. We
t hought | ong and hard and decided i regeOr | ando
try,” he explained.
Cvitanovich said the family decided that if they were to succeed, they had to do things
differently. Their first decision was to hire a manager who he said helped greatly with
organization. Then the family installed a P.O.S. (Point of Sale) computer cash register system
that would eventually make the restaurant more efficient.
“The P.O.S. system was the si ngttamsition bi ggest
because there was a paper trail back to every good and bad decision made. It helped with
communication from the front to the back of the house and told us what sold and what did not
sell. Without a doubt, that system was the chief reason the restaurant began to turn the
corner, " he added.
Cvitanovich said his family gave the restaurant a year, but after hiring a manager,
installing the P.0O.S. system, and doing some renovations, the restaurant began to turn around
and show a profit.
Thr ough t h erititaleesitalaCuitanavitht wassnvolved in more than just
Drago’s operations, as he had other jobs and i
in his blood and all he knew in his youth.
Born in Vancouver, British Columbia, Tommy with his family moved to New Orleans
when he was four yearsoldtoworkat hi s Aunt Gl oria and Uncl e Dr
(al so called Drago’s) i n LakehnestaeramtandasHi s dad w
Tommy grew older, he was a bus boy at the Harrison Avenue restaurant next to St. Dominic
Church. He said the restaurant eventually closed and his immediate family moved to Metairie
and opened theirownDr ago’ s Restaurant in 1969.



“As | ong as | can r emember , didindtgetaodarhamyay s wo
of the things other kids did because of the restaurant. | did everything, from cook, shrimp

peeler to garbage person,andh ood cl|l eaner . |l > ve done it all B"7
Cvitanovich said he attended several gramm

thing that ever happened to me was being accepted into Rummel by Brother John Fairfax, FSC,

principal.”

He said he was involved in some activities at school but spent the majority of his time
working in the family restaurant. In his senior year, he participated in wrestling and track, but

quickly add e d “ went to school , had fun, and enjo
After graduation in 1977, he attended UNO, then Delgado, then LSU for six years but

never earned his dipl oma. He said, “That was

regretn ot getting a degree, but back t éventuallyl was

would be runningDr agy.o
Cvitanovich said he was three-quarters of the way through college but never finished.
He said that if he could change one thing in his life, earning his college degree would be the
change. In the early 1980s, he became a full-time employee at the restaurant and handled
some of t heutsidedstiesaur ant ' s
In the late 1980s, he headed an endeavor that provided catering for private jets leaving
New Orleans International and Lakefront Airports. He said the job was exhausting because jets
departing in the morning had to have food onboard before departure, so sometimes that
meant food preparation very early in the morning at the restaurant and then delivery to the
airport hangars, he explained.
“The catering business led to my working with Freeport McMoran and eventually
forming a company called Contract Employment Services that provided flight attendants and
pilots for private jets. Through all this | was still working fulltime a t Drago’ s, but c ha
aviation industry |l ed me to close down Contr a
His next venture was a home health nursing agency, which he founded in the early
1990s. Called Assure Care Home Health, the agency came about because the oil bust had
caused the restaurant business to become sluggish, so he decided to go in a new direction. Still
working fulltime at the restaurant, he said his heart was just not in the health industry, so he
closed the agency after five years.
In 1995, he married Leanne Flick. In the late 90s, he became general manager of
Drago’ s Restaurant and played an integral rol
New Orleans restaurant.
“ On e oeftthihghledid for the restaurant was joining the board of the Louisiana
Restaurant Association, New Orleans chapter. | will be honest, every single event or activity
that | have attended that is sponsored by the Restaurant Association has been a learning
experience for me. After the P.O.S. sales register system, joining the LRA was the best thing we
did to enhance our restaurant,” he said.
He said his peers in the business became his friends. He sai d, “My best
restaurateurs, like Melvin Rodrigue, general manager at Galatoire’s; Glenn Armantrout, former
CEO of Acme Oyster House; David Blitch, food and beverage director at the Hilton Hotel; Greg
Reggi o of Zea, SermBdlaikkrea'Bs eamdanTd s toeandiclkdesi;nan’ s
Brennan from Dickie Brennan’s Restaurant. Al



Cvitanovich said, “The LRA hooked me up wi
New Orleans. Sometimes | would be sitting down with somebody like Ralph Brennan who
would tell me what he did in his restaurant and | would think that maybe we could do
somet hing similartimemyiplacéittledbibDrago

One example that illustrates the idea
is his record sales of fresh lobsters and he
gives credit to that idea to his Metairie
nei ghbor, CRestmmant. Heo h
saidinthemid90s,h e’ d per son
several hundred people walking into Crazy
Johnnie’ s to buy th
would have about 14 people sitting in
Drago’s dining room

“Obviously, the
in hundreds of diners daily to Crazy

Johnni e’ s, so | wonae
‘Dr-agpe’ that concept and came up with the id
took off and today we sell about 3,000 poundsawe e k , ” he boasted.

The Metairie restaurateurc ont i nued, “Around t hat ti me | (

somehow came up with our now-famous charbroiled oysters. That evolved from a menu dish

we had called Redfish Tommy that we cooked with skin and its scales on an open fire. The

natural juices in the fish enhanced the dish, so | wondered if | could get the same effect using

oysters on the half shell. | knew there was great flavor in oyster water, so | experimented with

the same sauces on half shelled oysters. We fiddled with it, added some parmesan cheese and

Romano cheese, and it worked. The sauce we used on the redfish that first day is the same

sauce we use today on our Charbroiled Oysters
Today the lobsters and Charbroiled Oysters are hallmarks o f Drago’s Restaura

notes that one day his restaurant served 950 dozen Charbroiled Oysters to its customers. In

addition, Charbroiled Oysters are on restaurant menus across the country and around the

world today.

Although pleased with the succes s o f Drago’s Restaurant, h e
expansion following Hurricane Katrina. Dr. Gerald Cvitanovich, his brother, introduced him to
Troy Rauch, catering director at the New Orl e
in his hotel.

“1 wasn’'t interested. Everythingwaswa&s goi n
looking for more headaches, but my mom said that we should meet with the Marriott. We
talked to all the big people at the hotel and | walked out of the meeting flattered. | could not
believe they wanted us that bad.
“We e v ent uawdyfromthesadiséusiahs because we insisted on having our
exact Metairie menu in the proposed Dr a g o ’ Blarrioth Wé werted the same prices and
same food items because what we had in Metairie was working. The Marriott wanted only
some of our items along with theirfoodi n a Dr ago’s Restaurant, SO W
di scussions,” he explained.



l ntrigued with the idea of a downtown Drag
friends David Blitch and Tony Abadie of the New Orleans Hilton Riverside.

“1 asked them what
t hought of a Drago’ s i
and they thought it was a great idea.
The hotel had a huge area on the
bottom floor that was not fully
utilized and would be an ideal
| ocation for a new Dr ;
Restaurant. They brought the idea
to Fred Sawyers, the Hilton general
manager, who also supported the
idea. Corporate people from the
Hi lton met witdt the C\

A8 Ly P B the Metairie restaurant and
Celebratlr.rg the .grand open.mg of Drago’s in th.e Hilton Hotel and negotiated a d ehaekplaihed.
Drago Cvitanovich’s 85th birthday are (left) Eric Paulsen of WWL-

TV, Dr. Gerry Cvitanovich, Klara Cvitanovich, Drago Cvitanovich, Cvitanovich said he knew
and Tommy Cvitanovich. what he walked away from

financially at the Marriott, so he had
a figure in mind. He gave them his numbers, they agreed to the figures and to the entire
Dr ago’ ®rthakiltonsite.
“The 0 relmyre hppeyowjthlus being in the Hiltontodayi s t he Hi I t on Ho't
e said. “I knew we’'d be successful there bec
he street from Harrah’s Casino, and at the e
Going into the venture, he thought the lunch crowd would be the staple for the new
restaurant, with the dinner crowd weak. He discovered just the opposite, as the restaurant
depends on hotel occupancy at lunch but dinners are great with 70 to 80 percent local diners.
With successful restaurants in Metairie and downtown New Orleans, Cvitanovich is not
satisfied with a two-restaurant chain. He recently travelled to California to meet with a
conglomerate that expands successful restaurants nationwide.

h
t

“ltrhe next two years, we might have a coupl
t he Houston area and maybe Baton Rouge. We ' r
nationally,” he said.

Although a successful restaurateur, Tommy Cvitanovich and his family became more
noticeable to the community during the weeks following Hurricane Katrina.
“Li ke ever winhad eeduased the citpywe WWere in Baton Rouge
watching the aftermath on television. | spoke with one of our managers who had stayed in the
restaurant and told him to clean out the freezers. He told me that people in the neighborhood
were looking for food and | told him to feed them. A few days later | returned to the city with
my mom and we remember ed whs&hrisSteak House) Rad dotee | ( f O
fort he community after Hurricane Betsy so we de
He said they provided almost 80,000 meals to the people in front of the restaurant and
at St. Dominic Church in Lakeview. He said they served outside the restaurant for five weeks
and three weeks in front of St. Dominic Church.



“Again my associ at Loaisiana Restdurant Asseciatlorecare o f t h e
through. All | had to do was pick up the phone and call a fellow member and say, ‘I need this or
that,and they provided it to me. I't was a great
We received thousands of cases of food from m
he said.

A successful restaurateur, Tommy Cvitanovich is also a proud husband and father. He
and his wife Leanne have four children: Josh, 10, who attends Christian Brothers School;
Maddie, 12; Carson, 8; and Callie, 7, all Kehoe-France students.

He says he is most proud of '
his family, but he takes special pride
in an award given in 2006 by the
National Restaurant Association.
Drago’s Restaura
the prestigious Restaurant Neighbor
Award for giving back to the
community. He said the award is
not only recognition of the work
following Katrina, but also because
of D rphilanthropy.

He expl ained,

Thanksgiving, we .
steak dinners away to police, Tommy’s mom Klara, his son Carson, and Tommy stand near the
firemen, and paroysterbar.
homeby 3 PM to watch football on TV."”

Cvitanovich said he is especially honored that his restaurant won that award because
Drago’ s is the first Louisiana r estopmtchant t o
restaurants.

He served as president of the New Orleans chapter of the Louisiana Restaurant
Association, is currently treasurer of the Louisiana Restaurant Association, and will be president
in two years. He said that after California and Texas, the Louisiana Restaurant Association is the
largest and most influential restaurant association in the country.

Cvitanovich is founder of the wildly popular spring fundraiser at Lafreniere Park, Taste of
the Town, which benefits culinary education and Lafreniere Park.

Metropolitan restaurant manager, family man, and civic leader: he has that golden
touch. He turned a once-struggling Metairie restaurant with less than $400,000 in sales in 1995
to one with sales of over $8 million today. His family, community, and Archbishop Rummel
High School are better today because of the lifelong work, compassion, and pride of Tommy
Cvitano/vich, 7

* * *

9 5L ¢ h w Q {This i3 the ekt i a series of website feature articles that will highlight
outstanding achievements of Archbishop Rummel High School alumni, faculty members,



parents, or students. The website intends to make this “Raider Highlight” feature a weekly
link on the front page of the site.

So we can feature other prominent individuals, please submit names of persons from our
school family who are doing outstanding work in their fields. If you know of anyone who
could be featured, please email Joseph Serio, communications director, at
iserio@rummelraiders.com or news@rummelraiders.com . Please check weekly for updates
to this “Raider Highlight” link on the Archbishop Rummel website.
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