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FILE — Jeff and Elyssa Kotzen, 2020
Boston Business Journal 40 Under
40 honorees, are photographed at
Darryl’s Corner Bar & Kitchen, in
Boston’s South End. They're
working together to disrupt how

Fresh start: This married couple
puts a new spin on grocery delivery

'We’re creating a sustainable agriculture in New England.'

Feb 25, 2021, 2:22pm EST

Editor's note: This is a weekly feature
profiling the Business Journal's 40
Under 40 honorees.

Name: Elyssa and Jeff Kotzen

Title: Co-founders, New England
Country Mart

Age: 35 (Elyssa) and 37 (Jeff)

Education:

Elyssa: B.S. Health, Science, Society
and Policy, Brandeis University 2007;
MPH Boston University, 2008
Jeff: B.A. Art History, Bates College,
2006

Residence: Wellesley

Fun Fact: Elyssa and Jeff met online 15
years ago. (Second fun fact: Jeff says
he works overnight, from around 2
a.m. to 2 p.m. or whatever it takes.) 
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locally grown and made foods get
delivered to your table.

The past 12 months have brought
disruption to everyone, but much
more so for the Kotzens. Jeff was busy
running his nearly-century-old family wholesale produce
distribution business, J.W. Lopes, when the pandemic-related
shutdowns began. Overnight, business slowed to a trickle. He had
to lay employees off. There was a lot of uncertainty about what
their future would hold.

Then, in early March, on a yoga mat, inspiration came: Elyssa
turned to Jeff and said, “We have to pivot to home delivery.” Within
a day or so, the New England Country Mart was born. Soon, they
re-hired their former employees. What was a 35-employee
company before the pandemic, has become a 45-employee
company. And for the first time, Elyssa began working for the
family business in addition to her day job as an administrator for a
nonprofit.

“We now have a subscription list of over 10,000 people,” Elyssa
said. “It’ll be interesting to see how the business evolves post-
pandemic. That’s what we’re strategizing for now. We have to be
nimble. We have to figure out our identity and figure out how to
market it. We haven’t really done a ton of marketing. We haven’t
had the luxury to do a lot of that, by virtue of being so new and
trying to build something from nothing.”

The overwhelming majority of their marketing has consisted of
email and social media. They recently began offering same-day
delivery within Route 495 and have expanded their service area to
include Cape Cod and Rhode Island. Their offerings skew toward
healthy, artisanal food with a heavy emphasis on local products.

“It was a crash course in social media just to get this off the
ground,” said Elyssa. “It began with an email I wrote to about 200
of our friends, family and acquaintances. Then word-of-mouth and
referrals, (which) have been huge. We’ve made a lot of relationships
with people involved with the Boston-area food scene. Since we’ve
expanded to the Cape and Rhode Island, we’re making new
contacts and partnerships with restaurants, chefs and influencers.
We’ve even met new vendors and partners through our new
vendors and partners. That’s really what has driven how we got
where we are today.”
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The Kotzens said the key to business survival during the pandemic
has been quick-thinking, flexibility and charting a new course while
staying rooted in what built their business over nearly 100 years.

“J.W. Lopes is still kind of limping along, serving our industrial
customers," Jeff said. “We’re optimistic that by the end of spring,
things will pop on the wholesale front. A core value of the Country
Mart is to support local businesses. We vet every product we put
on our website and the biggest thing to us is that they’re made
locally. Obviously, there are things like olive oil and avocados that
just can’t be made locally. But cheeses, meats, salsa and tortilla
chips can be. We’re creating a sustainable agriculture in New
England.”


