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[focus shop]

Wisconsin specialty retailer 
with deep roots and 
environmental consciousness

Fontana: A Madison 
Landmark Looks To 
Expand its Reach

BY PHI LE

Fontana Sports headquarters at their Madison Westside location

ing lines in the category, which leap-frogged 
into a sizeable footwear offering. When the 
business moved from that original 3,000 sq. 
ft. location to its next location, an upgrade to 
10,000 sq. ft., they started looking for more 
categories to fill the new space. Customer re-
quests helped decide the new categories and 
at one point they were even offering tennis and 
other athletics.

REACHING OUT
Besides being Co-owner and Vice Presi-

dent, Judith Hutchinson (John’s wife) holds 
the title of Outreach Manager. Outreach at 
Fontana Sports encompasses a broad range of 
activities from sponsorship of the university’s 
Hoofers Outdoor Club events, to participation 
in local environmental stewardship initiatives, 
to big-production brand-sponsored programs.

More than just a complementary activity to 
the business, outreach is very much embed-
ded in the store’s core values with a number of 
different outreach events put on each month 
and 20 to 25 different groups that Judith 
works with. Much of this outreach is rooted in 
the Hutchinsons’ environmentalism.

With a history in Madison, Wisconsin going 
back some 40 years, Fontana Sports stands 
today with its two locations in downtown and 
West Madison as a local outdoor retail icon. 
There’s even word of a third location on the 
drawing board. Yet as far as they’ve come, 
storeowners John and Judith Hutchinson re-
main in touch with the bedrock of environmen-
talism and local community upon which their 
business is rooted.

STRAIGHT OUT OF FONTANA
When he was a student at the University of 

Wisconsin in Madison, John Hutchinson would 
return to Fontana, Wisconsin in the summers 
to work at his father’s military surplus store. 
When his father passed away, John grew more 
and more involved with the store as he, his 
brother and his mother assumed his father’s 
responsibilities. In 1972, John graduated from 
the University of Wisconsin and decided to start 
a branch of the store in Madison, the city he 
had grown to love. In so doing he would seize 
upon a well-timed opportunity: another surplus 
store had just closed its doors and Madison 
was now on the market for a replacement.

In 1974, the Hutchinsons separated the 
Fontana and Madison branches into two busi-
nesses, with John staying at the Madison 
store. There he would continue to seize upon 
opportunities to evolve his store from military 
surplus into the outdoor specialty retailer it is 
today. He did this by keeping a close ear to 
the ground.

“At that point people were starting to look to 
surplus stores for camping items so we started 
expanding our camping offerings, getting into 
more lightweight backpacking type of goods 
that people were looking for,” says John.

From there they started working with cloth-

“We are environmentally conscious as a 
business,” John says, “so we partner regularly 
with several different organizations like the 
land trust groups and nature conservancies.”

At Madison’s recent Take a Stake in the 
Lake cleanup campaign, an annual event mo-
bilizing community volunteers to clean up the 
lakes and streams of Dane County, Fontana 
Sports took care of advertising, solicited sup-
port from volunteers and built a canoe launch 
on Madison's Nine Springs Creek. In the past, 
they’ve even organized scuba diving for un-
derwater trash pickup.

“A lot of our demographic are people who 
are active, aware of nature, aware of the en-
vironment, aware of their health and 
are actively seeking it and enjoying 
it. There are many groups in Madison 
that encourage these pursuits and 
our store is supportive of that,” says 
Judith.

Judith also reaches out to local 
clubs and organizations involved in 
specific categories of activities that 
Fontana Sports carries. For example, they will 
have different promotions for the local youth 
ski racing clubs. The parents and children of 
these clubs will come into the store to look at 
the equipment, try it on, talk to the reps and 
they’ll get a good price on their purchases to 
help support them in their activities.

Over the years, Judith has seen growth with 
events featuring appearances by recognized 
professional athletes or, for instance, the Wild 
and Scenic Film Festival put on each year 
by the River Alliance of Wisconsin and spon-
sored by Fontana with a $1,000 sponsorship. 
Through such efforts Fontana Sports helps 
to put money back into the bike paths, hik-
ing trails, lakes, parks and conservancies of 

Madison.
“The same people who are coming to these 

events are the people who are using the paths 
and trails and parks.”

WEATHERING A HARD WINTER
Over the years as the city grew and the de-

mographic changed, Fontana Sports kept up 
by expanding its product offerings and its store 
to a second location on the west side of Madi-
son. When REI opened in Madison in 2004, 
John remained confident that the depth of his 
store’s product selection would give Fontana 
Sports an edge against its heavyweight com-
petitor.

“We try to go more in-depth with particular 
brands, whereas REI touches on brands but 
doesn’t have the depth because they have a 
lot of their own private label products to sell 
too,” he says.

As more and more people become active in 
the outdoors, more and more specialty stores 
are emerging to cater to their needs. This 
makes it increasingly difficult for already es-
tablished stores to stand out. 

“It’s harder to diversify yourself from your 
competition. A lot of people are of similar 
minds in similar categories now.”

With Fontana Sports carrying skis and ski-
ing hardware, the unusually low snowfall and 
unusually high temperatures of this winter 

Address of Headquarters: 231 Junction Road, Madison WI, 53717

Number of Stores: 2

Phone Number: 800.257.7666, Downtown: 608.257.5043, West Side: 608.833.9191

Website: fontanasports.com

Store Hours: Downtown Mon-Sat 10-7, Sun 10-5 / West Side: Mon-Sat 10-8, Sun 10-6

Owner: John, Judith and Elizabeth Hutchinson

Date of Establishment: 1949

Number of Employees: 32-60 (depending on time of year)

Average Store Parking Availability: Downtown: metered parking / West Side: parking lot

Sports Covered: Summer: camping, backpacking, hiking/trekking, travel, fly fishing, 
kayaks, SUP, climbing, nordic walking, trail running, snorkeling, inline skates, disc golf 
and yoga/Winter: nordic skiing, downhill skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing

Average Store Square Footage: 7,500-14,000 sq. ft.

Leading Apparel Brands: The North Face, Smartwool, Patagonia, Columbia Sportswear, 
Burton, Prana, Lole, Marmot, Icebreaker

Leading Footwear Brands: Keen, Merrell, Teva, Reef, Chaco, Sanuk, Sorel, UGG, The North 
Face, Asolo, Vasque, Vibram

Leading Gear/Equipment Brands: Osprey, Salomon, Emotion, Simms, The North Face, 
Burton, K2, Eureka, Fischer, Atomic, Nordica, Volkl

Rentals: Snowshoes, Nordic skis Employees April, Amy, Jaci and Joe at the front counter of the Madison, WI downtown location

Owners Judith, Elizabeth and John Hutchinson enjoying Nordic skiing in Fontana, WI Judith teaching Nordic walking classesA Life is Good product display

“It’s not just love of
a product that makes
a good business...”
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The Buyer’s Perspective
How long have you been with Fontana Sports?
Since October of 2008, so about three and a half years.

What were you doing before?
I was working at a retail store in Lacrosse where I was the 

manager and buyer. When I moved I just started working here 
on the sales floor and then pretty quickly became a manager 
and apparel buyer because of my experience.

Were there any brands you brought to the store when you 
became manager?
I was a big proponent of Vasque. But for the most part we all 

talked about things with the owners and considered it together, so it wasn’t just me.

I heard you just got back from a buying trip.
We were in Chicago at The North Face showroom. We were looking at the Spring ’13 line.

Anything stand out?
Their line is always fantastic. Their Summit series clothing was very good. I always get 

excited by their technical innovations. They have a great line for climbing. Some really 
lightweight shells and insulation pieces.

John mentioned you carry a more in-depth product offering for certain brands than 
your competitor REI. What brands are those?
Well The North Face specifically. We’re a summit shop with them. So we can carry certain 

products that a lot of stores can’t. So that’s probably our main one that we go most in-
depth with. Columbia is another one. We do a lot of their clothing and outerwear. We also 
try to carry a little bit better representation of Patagonia and Marmot than our competitor.

What brands have been doing well in the store recently?
Well we just brought in Soybu. It’s a yoga line. It’s mainly women’s yoga apparel and it’s 

been doing really well.

Are you happy with the yoga category?
It’s one that’s always been pretty steady. There’s a lot of yoga studios in town and we 

always do pretty well with that.

Are you looking to expand the yoga category in the future then?
Yeah, absolutely. Between yoga and running there’s a lot of room to grow. People just 

seem to be continually getting more and more into those activities. Those are categories I 
think are really taking off.

What brand do you like in terms of service?
Prana’s a good one. They’re just great about exchanging product in-season if something’s 

not working for us. As long as you contact them early enough. So if we have something 
selling well we can get more of that and return something that’s not working.

Any particular reps you like to work with?
I keep going back to North Face, but our North Face rep Steve Koellner is really great. The 

fact that they take two days to show us the line, really let us work through it is fantastic.

Do you normally buy at the brand showrooms?
We generally do our larger brands at their showrooms, yes. Like North Face and Columbia 

in Chicago and Milwaukee. A lot of them, like Marmot and Mountain Hardwear, have traveling 
reps and we see them before the shows. They set up at local hotels. And the bulk of it, the 
brands we don’t do as much with, we see at local retail shows like the MWSRA show.

season created a sort of “winterless” winter, 
diminishing sales of skiing hard goods and 
other related winter categories. Beyond re-
duced sales this has the greater impact of a 
larger inventory carry-over, meaning “a bit 
less buying,” John tells us, for the upcoming 
season.

But with a nod to their successful fly fish-
ing category and the surprising success of the 
stand up paddle category in their stores, John 
also remains confident that Fontana Sports is 
diverse enough in its offerings to hold its edge 
in the increasingly competitive market. In the 
spirit of dynamic adaptability that grew Fon-
tana Sports from a military surplus shop into 
an outdoor specialty retailer, John looks to 
address trail running and road running a little 
stronger in the coming future. He has even set 
his sights on cycling clothing and accessories, 
as cyclists have become a strong demographic 
in the Madison area.

THE GLASS IS HALF FULL
John is also optimistic about the outdoor 

industry’s focus on health, believing it’s an is-
sue that will become a potent force in driving 
people to the outdoors.

“I think it’s a strong message for the indus-
try as well as the individual businesses. Obesi-
ty has become a big issue in the United States 
and now people are starting to run or hike or 
whatever to be outdoors and be active.”

Store manager of Fontana Sports’ west 
side location Craig Amacker chimes in with an 
equally positive attitude towards the buzz that 
Outdoor Retailer is looking to reintegrate Fly 
Fishing Retailer into the show if a new loca-

tion can be found to accommodate the extra 
exhibitors.

Considering the potential “con” of the cate-
gory getting buried at the back corner of the ex-
hibition hall, Craig states that the “pros” of the 
issue are reason to be optimistic. And the pros 
are these: that shops like Fontana Sports would 
just have to go to one show and the fly fishing 
category could pick up crossover business.

“I’ve been working in a crossover shop pret-
ty much all my outdoor retail life and I can tell 
you because everything’s seasonal you have 
to have products and categories that can sell 
when other things don’t. Plus that’s how we 
manage to pick up new customers for respec-
tive categories,” Craig explains.

REACHING OUT…WITH A PASSION
When we spoke to Judith she had just ear-

lier that day taught a Nordic walking class, an 
activity she spoke about with great delight.

“We go out early in the morning and you can 
see the beautiful bushes with icicles on them 
and the cardinals singing and it’s just all so 
exceptionally beautiful,” she told us.

Fontana Sports also offers several other 
classes, including fly fishing taught by Craig, 
who has become the store’s “Fly Fishing Guru,” 
a title you might find listed beside Store Man-
ager and Fly Fishing Buyer. And Craig looks 
forward to potentially expanding the fly fishing 
program, which has been around since 1992, 
into doing more destination angling trips.

“I want to do more of that destination an-
gling to branch out of the area and expand ho-
rizons. People doing that will need more gear 
and clothing so it does tie into shop sales as 

Crystal Neely

well,” he commented.
In a way by sharing what they love with the 

people of Madison, Judith and Craig stand as 
testament to how Fontana Sports has become 
a fixture there while remaining grounded with-

in the community. Namely, by enjoying what 
they do.

“It’s not just love of a product that makes a 
good business,” says John, “but you need to 
be able to enjoy what you do.”

Fontana plans to address trail running and road 
running a little stronger in the coming future

Westside Manager and Fly Fishing Guru Craig Amacker 
in the Fly Fishing department


