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Introduction

Cintas Corporation stands as a testament to American ingenuity, resilience, and
enterprise. From its modest origins during the depths of the Great Depression, Cintas
has become a leader in workplace solutions and business services, serving over a
million customers across North America. The story of Cintas is not just the chronicle of
a successful business; it is the story of a company that adapted, innovated, and
thrived amidst the changing tides of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This
book seeks to explore the rich history, present achievements, and future prospects of
Cintas Corporation, shedding light on the strategies and values that have propelled it
to the elite ranks of the S&P 500.

The roots of Cintas reach back to 1929, when Richard “Doc” Farmer and his wife
Amelia forged a company out of necessity and opportunity, laundering discarded
factory rags and reselling them to local businesses. This unassuming venture, born out
of the Farmer family’s resourcefulness and tenacity, would evolve into a multi-billion-
dollar enterprise. As Cintas grew, each generation of the Farmer family brought fresh
perspectives and innovations, guiding the company through periods of dramatic
transformation. The introduction of uniform rental, the switch to service-centric
business models, and pioneering new fabric technologies became crucial inflection
points in the company’s history.

Over the decades, Cintas diversified far beyond its laundry roots. Through acquisitions,
organic growth, and a relentless focus on operational excellence, the company
expanded into first aid, safety, fire protection, and facility services. Today, Cintas is
synonymous with reliability and professionalism, providing essential products and
services to businesses ranging from small local shops to major national brands. Its
model of recurring revenue, underpinned by expansive logistics and a dedicated sales
force, has yielded consistent financial success and recognized shareholder value.

Yet, Cintas’ journey has not been without challenges. Navigating stiff competition,
economic downturns, changes in leadership, and the evolving demands of customers,
Cintas has demonstrated a remarkable ability to adapt. The company’s commitment to
sustainability, diversity, and corporate responsibility reflects a forward-thinking ethos,
aiming not just for profitability, but for purpose-driven business. Cintas’ sustained
investments in technology and process improvements ensure that it is prepared to
meet the demands of a rapidly changing world.

As you read this book, you will discover the multifaceted story of Cintas Corporation:

the people who shaped its destiny, the innovations that drove its growth, and the
strategies that define its success. We will examine how Cintas navigated economic,
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social, and regulatory landscapes, and how it built a workplace culture grounded in
dignity, respect, and opportunity for its employees—known as “partners.”

This is the story of a company that, for nearly a century, has cleaned, protected, and
outfitted the workers of America. Whether you are a business leader, entrepreneur,
student, or simply interested in corporate history, “Cintas Corporation: The Story of An
American Company” offers valuable lessons in adaptability, leadership, and the
enduring pursuit of excellence.
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CHAPTER ONE: Humble Beginnings: The Founding of
Acme Industrial Laundry

The year is 1929. The Roaring Twenties were about to give way to an economic
maelstrom that would redefine America. Fortunes built on speculation vanished
overnight, factories shuttered their doors, and unemployment soared. Amidst this
backdrop of widespread hardship and uncertainty, a small, yet remarkably resourceful,
venture took root in Cincinnati, Ohio. It was here that Richard "Doc" Farmer and his
wife, Amelia Farmer, laid the groundwork for what would eventually become Cintas
Corporation, though at the time, it was simply known as the Acme Industrial Laundry
Company.

Doc and Amelia Farmer were, in a way, survivors. Prior to the economic upheaval,
their livelihood was tied to a traveling circus, a world of colorful spectacle and fleeting
wonder. But as the Great Depression tightened its grip on the nation, entertainment
became a luxury few could afford, and the circus closed its tents for good.
Unemployed and facing a stark reality, the Farmers, much like millions of other
Americans, found themselves in desperate need of a new way to make a living.

Their solution was not glamorous, but it was practical and, more importantly,
essential. Factories, even in a downturn, still operated, and their machinery generated
a constant supply of grimy, chemical-soaked rags. These rags were typically
discarded, a waste product of industrial activity. Doc and Amelia saw not trash, but
potential. Their idea was elegantly simple: collect these discarded rags, take them
home, painstakingly launder them until they were clean, and then sell them back to
businesses.

This was not a business model born of grand market analysis or venture capital. It was
born of necessity and a keen eye for opportunity in a world where resources were
scarce and every scrap had value. Imagine the scene: the Farmers, perhaps with a
truck or even a handcart, making their rounds to local factories, collecting bundles of
soiled textiles. Then, the laborious process of cleaning, likely by hand or with
rudimentary washing equipment, before drying and bundling them for resale. It was a
testament to their grit and determination.

The initial customers were, naturally, the very factories from which the rags
originated. For these businesses, the service offered by Acme Industrial Laundry was a
cost-effective solution. Rather than purchasing new rags, they could acquire cleaned,
re-usable ones at a fraction of the cost. This practical benefit, especially during a
period of economic constraint, was a powerful incentive for businesses to utilize Doc
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and Amelia's services.

The Acme Industrial Laundry Company, as it was formally known, began to carve out a
niche for itself. Doc Farmer, with his industrious spirit, developed regular routes,
ensuring a consistent supply of soiled rags and a reliable delivery of cleaned ones.
This early emphasis on consistent service and reliable delivery would, perhaps
unknowingly at the time, become a foundational pillar of the company's future
success. It established a direct relationship with customers, built on trust and mutual
benefit.

While the Great Depression presented immense challenges, it also, paradoxically,
fostered an environment for certain types of businesses to thrive, particularly those
that offered essential services or cost-saving solutions. While many industries faltered,
some, like the burgeoning supermarket industry or even the entertainment sector,
found ways to adapt and even grow by offering value and efficiency. Acme Industrial
Laundry, by providing a necessary service that saved businesses money, was
unknowingly positioning itself to be one of these resilient enterprises.

The founding of Acme Industrial Laundry Company in 1929 was more than just the
start of a small business; it was the genesis of a company that would, nearly a century
later, become a household name in industrial services. It was a testament to the
entrepreneurial spirit of Richard "Doc" Farmer and Amelia Farmer, who, in the face of
widespread economic hardship, saw an opportunity where others saw only waste, and
built a foundation from the humblest of beginnings.
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