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Introduction

Fastenal Company stands as a testament to the enduring power of entrepreneurial
vision and American ingenuity. Founded in 1967 in Winona, Minnesota, with just
$30,000 pooled by a small group of friends, Fastenal has transformed itself from a
single 1,000-square-foot shop into a global leader in industrial, safety, and
construction supplies. The story of Fastenal is not just one of impressive financial
growth and market expansion, but of a relentless commitment to service, innovation,
and community—a true embodiment of the American dream in the heart of the
industrial supply sector.

At its core, Fastenal’s history is marked by bold pivots and calculated risks. Bob Kierlin
and his co-founders initially sought to revolutionize the way fasteners were dispensed,
only to be met with practical setbacks that forced them to adopt a traditional, hands-
on retail strategy. This ability to adapt—rooted in close relationships with both
suppliers and customers—became the foundation for Fastenal’s business philosophy
and the engine behind decades of expansion. Each store opening, from the earliest
days to a far-reaching network spanning continents, represented not only a new
business outpost but a promise of reliable service and local empowerment.

The company’s meteoric rise can be attributed to a unique blend of decentralized
decision-making, technological innovation, and unwavering dedication to people.
Empowering local managers, encouraging autonomy, and cultivating leadership from
within, Fastenal has consistently fostered a vibrant corporate culture in which
ambition, integrity, and teamwork are celebrated. Investments in inventory
management technology, including its widely adopted vending solutions, have
positioned Fastenal at the crossroads of “high-touch” service and “high-tech” solution
delivery, creating lasting value for customers across manufacturing, construction, and
maintenance sectors.

Financially, Fastenal’s performance has often outpaced expectations, exemplified by
continuous growth even in the face of economic headwinds. Strategic expansion,
robust distribution networks, and a focus on serving diverse market verticals have
solidified its status as a member of the S&P 500 and Nasdaqg 100. Simultaneously, the
company’s ongoing commitment to sustainability and social responsibility—from
aggressive plastic recycling initiatives to strong community
engagement—demonstrates how business growth can harmonize with ethical
stewardship.

As Fastenal faces a rapidly changing world—shaped by digital transformation, shifting
industrial trends, and increasing demands for environmental accountability—its history
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offers invaluable lessons. The company’s journey, replete with obstacles, innovations,
and triumphs, is more than a business case study; it is a mirror of broader trends in
American industry, community values, and the ever-evolving marketplace. Through
twenty-five chapters, this book aims to provide a comprehensive chronicle of
Fastenal’s past, present, and the promise of its future.

In tracing Fastenal’s story from a small-town startup to a global enterprise, we
discover not only the mechanics of business, but the culture, values, and people who
have shaped its legacy. This is the story of Fastenal—an American company, forged by
ambition and sustained by vision, resilience, and an enduring commitment to the
communities it serves.
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CHAPTER ONE: The American Industrial Landscape in
the 1960s

The 1960s in America often conjure images of cultural shifts, social revolutions, and
changing norms. Yet, beneath the vibrant surface of pop culture and political
upheaval, the nation's industrial heartland was undergoing its own profound
transformations. It was a decade of paradoxes for American industry: a period of
immense prosperity and growth, yet also one where the seeds of future challenges
were quietly sown. This was the landscape into which Fastenal, a company built on the
humble fastener, would emerge.

Economically, the 1960s were, for the most part, boom years. The American economy
flourished, marking what was, until the 1990s, the longest uninterrupted period of
economic expansion in U.S. history. The nation's Gross National Product (GNP) soared,
breaking the half-trillion-dollar mark for the first time in 1960, and setting new records
for employment, personal income, and consumer spending. The Dow Jones Industrial
Average, a key indicator of industrial health, steadily climbed, even topping 1,000 in
January 1966. This rising tide lifted many boats, with individual Americans
experiencing a significant increase in real income, which by the end of the decade was
50 percent higher than in 1950. This newfound discretionary income fueled a
consumer boom, changing retail landscapes and creating demand for a wider array of
goods.

Manufacturing, the bedrock of the American economy, played a crucial role in this
prosperity. While its share of total employment had peaked in 1953, the 1960s saw an
acceleration in manufacturing employment growth. From February 1961 to August
1969, the sector added 4 million jobs, a remarkable 27 percent increase. Industries
across the board, from automotive to electronics, saw significant activity. For instance,
the American automobile industry was particularly vibrant, producing over 8.2 million
passenger cars in 1969, with giants like General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler dominating
the global market. This strong production fueled a demand for a vast array of
industrial supplies, from raw materials to the smallest components like nuts and bolts.

However, beneath this veneer of robust growth, structural changes were beginning to
take hold. America was slowly becoming less reliant on its heavy industrial and
manufacturing sectors. The rapid development of high-tech electronics was ushering
in the "Information Age," leading to a shift in the workforce dynamic. More workers
found themselves in desk jobs, moving away from assembly lines and manual
production. This wasn't a sudden collapse, but a gradual transition that would
accelerate in later decades.
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The supply chain and industrial distribution networks of the 1960s, while robust for
their time, were also ripe for innovation. Before the mid-1960s, logistics records were
predominantly paper-based. The concept of a global, interconnected supply chain, as
we understand it today, was still nascent. Goods distribution saw a shift away from
railroads towards trucking, and innovations in handling equipment, like the early forms
of forklifts and the development of shipping containers, were starting to make freight
transportation more efficient. These advancements meant products could be moved
more reliably, even over longer distances, paving the way for more integrated supply
systems.

The industrial landscape was characterized by large, established corporations. By
1962, the five largest industrial companies accounted for 12 percent of American
manufacturing assets, and the top five hundred controlled a staggering 66 percent.
Big business held significant sway, and consumers were increasingly turning to
discount chain stores, a trend that began to challenge the traditional small-town
storekeeper. In this environment, smaller, more nimble companies often had to find
their niche or innovate to compete effectively.

Automation was another significant force shaping the industrial sector. The 1960s
marked the decade when numerical control (NC) technology, initially experimental,
became a necessity in machine shops. The introduction of transistor technology and
later integrated circuits made NC systems more compact and realistic for widespread
use. This technological leap meant that one NC-controlled machine could often do the
work of eight to ten manual machines, driving demand for greater accuracy and
tighter tolerances in manufactured goods. This push for efficiency and precision would
naturally extend to the procurement and management of industrial supplies.

Despite the overall prosperity, the decade wasn't without its economic anxieties. The
U.S. experienced a mild recession from April 1960 to February 1961, which, while not
severe, caused some business indices to drop and unemployment to rise. Inflation was
also becoming a more familiar term, inching up throughout the decade. These early
signs of economic shifts, though subtle at the time, hinted at the complexities that
would challenge the American industrial landscape in the years to come.

As the decade progressed, a growing awareness of America's industrial heritage also
began to emerge. The United States, along with Western Europe, was moving into a
"postindustrial phase," leading to a professional interest in industrial archaeology—the
recording and preservation of former industrial sites before they vanished. While this
might seem tangential to the day-to-day operations of businesses, it underscores a
subtle but growing recognition of the historical significance of the factories and
industries that had built the nation.

In essence, the 1960s presented a dynamic and evolving backdrop for any new
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enterprise in the industrial sector. It was a time of undeniable economic strength,
fueled by robust manufacturing and consumer spending. Yet, it was also a period of
transition, with automation gaining traction, supply chains beginning to modernize,
and a subtle shift away from heavy industry towards a more service- and information-
based economy. For a company like Fastenal, specializing in the often-overlooked yet
critical realm of industrial supplies, these prevailing conditions would offer both
challenges to navigate and opportunities to seize.
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