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A 4-hour film
about U.S. 1
talks about
Norwalk’s
dairy store

By FRANCIS X. FAY Jr.
Hour Senior Writer

Norwalk was emblazoned
across the country this week
when the History Channel fea-
tured Stew Leonard’s dairy
store on its “History of U.S. 1.”

The four-hour documentary
relates the story of the nation’s
first major federal thorough-
fare from Maine to Florida, the
initial portion of which was
aired Thursday night. (It will
be rebroadcast Sunday night
and repeated periodically
thereafter.)

Stew Leonard’s dairy store,
described as a “cult phenome-
non” in the documentary,
comes on at the 39-minute
mark and remains the focus
for several minutes, a period in
which several recognizable
local people appear.

“It's amazing they devoted
so much time to our dairy store
when they had so much
ground to cover,” said Stew
Leonard Sr, founder of the
business on Westport Avenue
that has been cited by the
Guinness Book of Records as
the single food store with the
highest retail sales per square
foot in the world.

The founder and still chair-
man is prominent in the docu-

mentary from the still photos
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delivering milk door-to-door,
seven days per week through
rain and snow. And it depicts
the initial development of the
former Schultze farm on West-
port Avenue into the 27,000
square foot facility that eventu-
ally grew through 27 additions
to 125,000 square feet. It has
since spread west over the for-
mer Fieldstone Terrace restau-
rant, bank property and state
highway garage and north
across the avenue both east
and west of Dry Hill Road.
The store has also spawned
satellites in Danbury and
Yonkers, N.Y,, and work is
starting on a fourth branch in

Stew Leonard watches as the History Ch 1 sh ad

and his dairy store.

“History of U.S. 1"
will replay Sunday
on the History Chan-
nel. Check TV
listings for time.

Farmingdale, N.Y. The fresh
milk sold at the store is sup-
plied daily from a wholly
owned dairy farm in Bloom-
field. The Leonard family also
owns 55 acres off the Connecti-
cut turnpike at Exit 42 in
Orange.

Since giving up day-to-day
opeldtlon of the business to
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his daughters Jill and Beth, he
has had more time to spend at
his Caribbean home. He and
his wife of 51 years, Marianne,
had returned from St. Martin
only the day before the show
aired which allowed them to
watch in the privacy of their
Westport home.

“Giving up control of the
daily operation to my children

was one of the best decisions I
ever made,” he said.

The documentary shows the
plastic head of a cow that sepa-
rated the former Clover Farms
Dairy from the other milk com-
panies of the post-World war II
era.

“We used to get the milk in
large 40-gallon cans from farms in
New York State and bring them
back to Norwalk for pasteuriza-
tion and bottling to be delivered
early the next day,” he reminisced.
“We also delivered eggs and sour
cream from our open pickup
trucks.”

The documentary reveals
scenes from the 1970s on Westport
Avenue when the pasteurization,
bottling and packaging process
was more in the spotlight and old
hands such as Ray Flewellyn Jr.
and George Zakhar were celebri-
ties working behind the glass
walls. (The store opened on Nov.
30, 1969.)

The world’s largest dairy store
might not have been had not the
State of Connecticut decided in
the mid-1960s to start building
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State Highway 7 connecting Nor-
walk and Danbury and beyond.

Although he didn’t appreciate
the dispossession from his
Catherine Street location at the
time, Leonard has since admitted
that’s what got him thinking out-
side the box.

“It's funny how so many things
that appear negative at first turn
out to be positive,” he observed.

Stew Leonard Jr, now presi-
dent, is also captured in the docu-
mentary with a childhood remi-
niscence of his father extolling
the virtues of the relocation to
Westport Avenue.

“He talked about how US. 1
connected Maine and Florida and
its heavy traffic volume,” he said.
(The traffic count is over 22,000
vehicles per day)

A customer (Joan Raymond of
Norwalk) states that she couldn’t
initially imagine going to Stew
Leonard’s just for the low milk
prices until she had the whole
experience of walking through
the aisles.

“You never know what to
expect,” she said. Leonard’s
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innate showmanship and wonder-
ment is evident in footage accom-
panying commentary on why she
enjoys shopping there.

“Stew Sr's. greatest hero was
Walt Disney,” said Douglas Hemp-
stead, vice president for develop-
ment, “He always wanted to make
it fun to shop here.”

The documentary also
describes the difficulties encoun-
tered by the founder and the
chance he took in starting a retail
operation that flew in the face of
traditional retailing of dairy
products. After it was over, Stew
Leonard Sr. said the piece had
once again confirmed for him the
importance of pursuing dreams.

“Don't listen to the naysayers
who say you're going to fail or that
you're crazy to be pursuing an
idea,” he said. “If you have an idea
and you follow it long enough,
you'll win out. I'm very content the
way things have turned out for me
and my family and the way Nor-
walk has gained identity from
the success of this business.”



