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Introduction

Every enterprise has a story, a unique narrative woven from vision, relentless effort,
strategic decisions, and the dedication of countless individuals. Some stories,
however, transcend the ordinary, evolving from humble beginnings into sagas of
remarkable growth and influence. This book tells one such story: the history of
Fastenal, a company that began as a small fastener distributor in Winona, Minnesota,
and grew to become a venerable member of the S&P 500. It is a journey that
encapsulates the spirit of American entrepreneurship, a testament to the power of a
clear mission, an innovative approach to business, and an unwavering commitment to
both its customers and its people.

From its founding in 1967, Fastenal embarked on a path that would redefine industrial
distribution. While many companies chase fleeting trends, Fastenal rooted itself in
fundamental principles: providing essential supplies with unparalleled efficiency and a
deep understanding of customer needs. This seemingly straightforward approach,
executed with exceptional discipline and foresight, allowed Fastenal to systematically
expand its footprint, evolving from a local supplier to a regional force, and ultimately,
to an international industrial giant. This book will explore how the company navigated
economic shifts, embraced technological advancements, and consistently innovated
its distribution model, notably through its pioneering vending solutions, to achieve
sustained success.

The ascent to the S&P 500 is more than just a financial achievement; it is a recognition
of enduring stability, significant market capitalization, and a profound impact on the
broader economy. For Fastenal, this milestone reflects decades of strategic decisions,
from its public offering to its calculated international expansions and judicious
acquisitions. It signifies a company that has not only survived but thrived, adapting to
the ever-changing demands of a global marketplace while maintaining its core
identity. This narrative will delve into the critical junctures that propelled Fastenal into
this elite group, examining the leadership decisions, cultural tenets, and operational
excellence that underpinned its remarkable trajectory.

Beyond the financial metrics and market achievements, 'A History of Fastenal' is also a
story of people and culture. It explores how the company cultivated a unique
environment centered on employee ownership, continuous training, and a deep-
seated belief in individual contribution. The Fastenal blueprint—its core values,
operational philosophy, and customer-centric approach—is not merely a set of
corporate guidelines but a living ethos that has guided its growth and fostered
resilience in the face of adversity. This book will illuminate how Fastenal’s distinct
culture has been a cornerstone of its success, enabling it to build lasting relationships
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with customers and empower a dedicated workforce.

This book offers readers an inside look at the intricate workings of a leading industrial
distributor, providing valuable insights into strategy, innovation, and sustainable
growth. For entrepreneurs, business leaders, and students of commerce, it provides a
compelling case study in building a robust enterprise from the ground up. For those
interested in the history of American business, it offers a detailed account of a
company that has significantly shaped its industry. Ultimately, 'A History of Fastenal' is
an exploration of the enduring principles that drive success, demonstrating how a
clear vision, adaptability, and an unwavering commitment to excellence can transform
a modest venture into an S&P 500 powerhouse.
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Chapter One: The Genesis of a Giant: Fastenal's
Early Years

Every epic journey begins with a single step, or in the case of Fastenal, with a simple,
yet profound observation. The year was 1967, and the place was Winona, Minnesota, a
picturesque town nestled along the Mississippi River. Here, a young Bob Kierlin, then a
financial analyst at IBM in nearby Rochester, harbored an idea that had been quietly
incubating since his childhood. As an 11-year-old, assisting his father in the family’s
auto supply shop, Kierlin had noticed a persistent problem: customers often had to
drive from store to store, sometimes fruitlessly, in search of a specific nut or bolt. This
common frustration, the elusive fastener, often meant special orders and exasperating
waits. The question that took root in young Bob’s mind was, "l wondered if you could
put together a store with all the parts.”

This seemingly simple thought was the acorn from which the mighty oak of Fastenal
would eventually grow. After graduating from high school in 1957, Kierlin pursued a
degree in mechanical engineering at the University of Minnesota, later earning his
MBA. His time at IBM, though valuable for honing his understanding of cost
accounting, business controls, and financial planning, only intensified his
entrepreneurial itch. He spent evenings and weekends meticulously drafting a
business plan, initially centered on a rather ingenious, albeit premature, concept: a
vending machine for nuts and bolts.

The vending machine idea, while innovative, faced a stark reality check. The sheer
complexity of industrial fasteners—the myriad sizes, grades, thread pitches, and
materials—made the technology of the time inadequate. It was simply impractical to
stock and reliably vend such a diverse inventory. This early setback, however, didn't
deter Kierlin. Instead, it prompted a pivotal adaptation, a testament to the flexibility
that would become a hallmark of Fastenal's journey. He pivoted to a storefront model,
a one-stop shop designed to stock the broadest possible range of fasteners. The name
"Fastenal" itself, a contraction of "fasten all," cleverly encapsulated this ambition to
help customers fasten all kinds of things.

To bring this vision to life, Kierlin needed more than just a good idea; he needed
partners. He pooled $31,000 with four friends: Jack Remick, Mike Gostomski, Dan
McConnon, and Steve Slaggie. These individuals, often referred to as the "Fastenal
Five," shared Kierlin's alma mater, Cotter High School in Winona, and his
entrepreneurial spirit. They rented a modest 20-foot-wide storefront on Lafayette
Street in Winona, a space that coincidentally was Kierlin's father's former auto parts
shop. The initial planning sessions, Jack Remick later recalled, felt almost like a hobby,
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often taking place on weekends and during time off from their regular jobs.

The very first Fastenal store opened its doors in 1967. The inventory, primarily
comprising nuts, bolts, screws, threaded rods, and washers, was initially modest,
sourced from Industrial Supply in Chicago. Van McConnon, one of the co-founders,
even fashioned the first sales counter from salvaged wood. Early sales were, to put it
mildly, sluggish. The first month brought in a meager $157, followed by $579 in
December 1967. The partners soon realized their venture was struggling, at one point
needing to chip in an additional $1,000 from their personal savings just to keep the
business afloat. They were even delivering nuts and bolts in a 1949 Cadillac.

Despite these rocky beginnings, the founders remained committed to their core
concept: providing a comprehensive and readily available supply of fasteners. They
even briefly experimented with a second outlet in the larger city of Rochester,
believing it might offer a better customer base, but this too faced difficulties. The early
years were a stark lesson in perseverance, a period where the foundational principles
of customer service and efficient supply, though not yet fully refined, began to take
shape. Kierlin, with his financial acumen, maintained tight control over the company's
finances, a practice that would become crucial for Fastenal's future growth.

By the early 1970s, the company started to find its footing. Kierlin, who would serve as
CEO until 2002 and chairman until 2014, eventually left his job at IBM in 1973 to
dedicate himself full-time to Fastenal. The strategy evolved to focus on opening
outlets in small to medium-sized towns, such as Winona and Rochester, where
competition for specialized fasteners and parts was less intense than in larger
metropolitan areas. This allowed Fastenal to differentiate itself by emphasizing
reliability and quick service, a value proposition customers were willing to pay a
premium for.

Fastenal also strategically targeted towns with healthy manufacturing and
construction industries, aiming to become their primary, one-stop shop for fasteners
and related parts. The promise was simple: a vast selection in stock, and prompt
delivery for anything not immediately available. This unwavering focus on customer
needs, even in the nascent stages, laid the groundwork for Fastenal's future success.
The company was incorporated on December 24, 1968, solidifying its formal structure
as it continued to navigate the challenges and opportunities of its early development.
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