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wife, Carol, know virtually all 
their customers by name.

“That’s the way we are,” he 
says. “That’s the way we’ve op-
erated for 20 years.”

That is the case even though 
the population 
of Durham, 
Conn., which 
is in the cen-
tral part of the 
Nutmeg State, 
has doubled 
over the past two decades to 
more than 7,000. “I still know 
your name,” says Douglass. “I 
might have to look at your check 
once in a while because I can’t 
remember your first name, but I 
know your surname.”

In fact, the town’s growth has 
been accompanied by its resi-
dents’ growing trust in Durham 
Health Mart Pharmacy. “We 
keep them well versed in what’s 

going on in pharmacy, and 
they’re happy to come in and 
share their experiences with 
us,” remarks Douglass. “I have 
people who will come in and tell 
me about their problems with 

their mother. 
The best thing 
I can do is sit 
there and lis-
ten. It’s thera-
py for them.”

Sometimes 
Douglass’ help is more direct. 
If someone is in need of a pre-
scription because of a dire emer-
gency, he or Carol will be there. 

There was the resident who 
lost his medications when his 
house went up in flames. The 
Douglasses replaced the pre-
scriptions for free and told him 
not to worry about it. 

That was a couple of years 
back, but people in Durham 

Personal touch essential to retail pharmacy practice
DURHAM, Conn.—To Health 

Mart pharmacist Walter (Wally) 
Douglass, a drive-through phar-
macy is an oxymoron.

Douglass’ concept of a phar-
macy is a place where patients 
talk to the pharmacist, not one 
they fleetingly pass by to pick 
up a prescription.

“I never could figure out drive-
throughs,” says Douglass. “I 
want people to come in so I can 
say, ‘Hi, how are you?’ 

“I refuse to have one. The per-
sonal touch isn’t there.”

As the owner and only full-
time pharmacist at Durham 
Pharmacy for the past 19 years, 
Douglass has been practicing 
with a personal touch since be-
fore that approach went out of 
style.

Long after most retailers gave 
up on fostering relationships 
with patrons, Douglass and his 

had made hot doughnuts for 
the Douglasses. And when the 
store ran short of boxes while 
being remodeled, he drove up 
with a huge stack of them.

“That’s what it’s all about,” 
says Douglass.

It’s only fitting then that Dur-
ham offers unadvertised deliv-
eries to homebound patients. 
Sometimes Douglass does the 
driving, and sometimes Carol, 
but they make sure that people 
who cannot get out obtain their 
medication.

Douglass, who works 75 to 80 
hours a week and hasn’t taken a 
vacation in years, acknowledg-
es that the demands of the job 
occasionally get to him. “There 
are times we get upset,” he 
says. “We don’t want to make 
a deposit, do the paperwork, 
write checks. There are times 
when we wish we could go out 
on the golf course. But over the 
course of time we get over it. I 
wouldn’t do it any other way.”

He tells of a pharmacist who 
couldn’t believe that Douglass 
enters all of the store’s prescrip-
tion data himself. “This fellow 
said, ‘What do you mean you 
input everything into the com-
puter?’ I said, “That way I know 
it’s right.  ”

Companies that get in legal 
trouble over scripts, he adds, 
tend to have nonprofessionals 
entering data. “It’s a different 
philosophy,” he says. “I’ve been 
doing it this way since I’ve been 
in business.”

Douglass knows firsthand 
what it’s like to work for a chain, 
having taken a job at a super-
market pharmacy after graduat-
ing from Massachusetts College 
of Pharmacy and Health Sci-
ences in 1978. Unhappy there, 
he realized he had been most 
content while interning at an 
independent pharmacy in Mid-
dletown, Conn. At the chain, 
“I was a machine,” he says. “I 
was just pumping out scripts. 
That’s not me.”

That led to his arrival at Dur-
ham in 1981, and his work as an 
employee for eight years before 
his purchase of the store. For 
the two decades since he has 
had the gratification of being 
his own boss, although it’s hard 
work.

Franchisee finds Health Mart is ‘a great fit’
DURHAM, Conn. — As a 

Health Mart franchisee, Wally 
Douglass enjoys the best of 
both worlds.

Being part of the Health Mart 
network has given his Durham 
Pharmacy a brand name and 
consumer-recognized logo — 
among all the other benefits of 
membership — while letting 
the business retain its autono-
my, Douglass says.

The store traditionally 
was part of a buying group, 
whether Rexall or Valu-Rite, 
so Health Mart, which Doug-

lass joined last year, extend-
ed a legacy of capitalizing 
on economies of scale. But 
more than buying power, the 
McKesson Corp. franchise has 
given Durham Health Mart 
Pharmacy such programs as 
its new Diabetes Life Cen-
ter, which Douglass says 
he could not have managed  
independently.

“One of the nice things that 
Health Mart offers is the ability 
to be in the game with the big 
boys,” he comments. “It also 
takes care of a lot of operational 

needs. It’s a great fit.”
Health Mart membership has 

also dramatically boosted the 
store’s marketing. 

As an independent opera-
tor Douglass advertised once 
a week in the local paper. Now 
Health Mart disseminates his 
message at doctors offices and 
on the radio. 

“It has really given us more 
exposure,” Douglass says.

On the buying side, the phar-
macy relies heavily on McKes-
son’s OneStop Generics pur-
chasing program.

“We have a very good buying 
plan,” says Douglass. “There’s 
no secondary wholesaler. I’m at 
my optimal purchasing power 
with McKesson.”

Durham also joined Health 
Mart because of the franchis-
er’s dedication to its mem-
bers, which Douglass’ wife 
and partner Carol says mirrors 
the pharmacy’s devotion to its  
customers. 

“Health Mart cares for you and 
about you,” she says. “That’s 
what we’re here for, and that’s 
what we’re about.”

Passion 
of staff is 
evident

DURHAM, Conn. — For all the 
time that Wally Douglass puts 
in running Durham Health Mrt 
Pharmacy, he couldn’t make 
the operation work without his 
wife. Besides being a licensed 
pharmacy technician, Carol 
Douglass runs the front end.

“She’s the left, right and cen-
ter hand for me,” Douglass  
remarks.

“I’m here as many hours as he 
is,” says Carol. “It’s our passion. 
People realize that, and that’s 
what keeps our customer base.”

Also keeping the business 
in the family is Carol’s mother, 
Audrey, who works up front. 
But even nonfamily members 
are treated like family. That ex-
plains why people who start out 
as interns during their school 
years keep returning to work 
during college breaks or even 
after they’ve taken other jobs. 

Jody Eick, a full-time teacher, 
still works weekends at Dur-
ham 11 years after starting at 
the store as a high schooler.

DURHAM, Conn. — As much as the contractors 
tried to avoid disrupting Durham Pharmacy’s business 
while remodeling the store last spring, there came a 
weekend when the interior was unusable.

But pharmacist/owner Wally Douglass wasn’t about 
to let that stop him from serving his customers. He just 
had to do it from outside. Lining up containers in the 
parking lot, he filled them with merchandise.

Once a rug and gondolas were in, it was back to 
business as usual. The renovation ultimately took 43 
gallons of paint, probably six miles of wiring and “God 
only knows how many feet of lumber,” says Douglass. 
“But we did it. We got it done.”

Besides crediting local workmen, including the elec-
trician who regularly stayed after midnight, Douglass 
says the project succeeded because of input from 
Health Mart. With the franchiser focusing on how to 
improve the front end, the store ended up with a to-
tally different use of space.

“Health Mart spent a long time deciding how to mar-
ket the front end,” he says. “That was a big change.”

In the pharmacy, two rooms were created, including 
a consultation area.

The renovation got us to “where we want to be,” 
says Douglass. “We want to look good so people want 
to come into the store.”

Remodeling process not allowed to interfere with service 

Douglass: “That’s the way we’ve operated for 20 years.”

have long memories. Over the 
summer Douglass was leav-
ing work one Sunday at 8:30 
at night when the fire victim 
pulled in with his wife. They 
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