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Fastenal founder, Winona phila nthropi st Bob Kierlin die s  

Kierlin was notori ously fr ugal, but generous with the community, hel ping found and fund Wi nona’ s Minnesota Marine Art Museum.  

By Trey Mewes  
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February 12, 2025 at 3 :19PM  

Bob Kierlin’s fr ugality was legendary — he boug ht suits se condha nd, never drove a fa ncy car, a nd even built his ow n base ment wine cabi net one weeke nd, though he could have certainly afforde d to have it build for hi m.  

Kierlin never forgot his roots or his community, even after he expanded a supply store int o a Fortune 50 0 company in Winona.  

He donate d to ma ny Winona-area causes over the years, from supplying classrooms to creating the Minnesota Marine Art Museum and a n upcoming per for mance ce nter. At the same ti me, Kierlin famously ski mped on hi s own pay and found as ma ny ways as possible to stret ch a dollar while he was CE O of Faste nal, the global industrial supplier he started with four friends in 1 967.  

“We’ve never really care d how everybody else does thi ngs or tried to follow the m,” Kierlin told the Wall Street Journal in 1997 . “We ’ve found that hard work and g ood thi nking have led to the best possible re sults. ” 

Kierlin died this we ek at 85, according to community leaders.  

“Bob really had his hand i n quite a few different thing s in our community,” sai d Winona Mayor Scott Sherma n.  

Born in 1 939, Ki erlin grew up in Winona and graduated fr om Cotter High School. He later earned a ba chel or’s degree i n engine ering and a master’s in business admini stration from the University of Minnesota.  

He had an idea early on to sell fa steners as chea ply as possible by cutting out middle me n, but coul dn’t se cure invest ors to support his idea. He bande d together with Steve Slaggie, Jack Remi ck, Van McConnon and later Mike Gost omski to for m Fastenal out of hi s father’ s for mer har dware store.  

It took time to enlarge the company — Fastenal didn’t become publicly traded until 1987 — but Kierlin re fused to increase his own payche ck as Fastenal was expa nding to more tha n 25 countries.  

Kierlin reveled in his status as Minnesota’s l owest-paid CE O, taking home about $1 20,00 0 annually in the 1990 s and leaving Fastenal’ s top job in 200 2 with a $61,0 00 salary as he worked a s a paid legislator. He re maine d on Faste nal’s board until 2014. He cultivated a reputation for spending as little as possible, driving to confere nce s instead of flying and routinely refusing raises .  

Today, Fastenal e mploys more tha n 23,0 00 pe ople worldwi de, and a couple thousa nd in Wi nona .  

Fastenal officials decline d to comme nt on Kierlin’ s passing, a spokesperson sai d Tuesday.  

Aiming to bring more fr ugality to state governme nt, Kierlin ran for the Minnesota Senate a nd won. He served from 199 9 to 2007 .  

The Re publi can wasn’t afraid to reach acr oss the aisle. F ormer DF L Rep. Gene Pelowski of Winona re me mbers Ki erlin’s gener osity in supporting the Winona Model Legislature, a n annual learning retreat where students si mulate being in the Legislature and create their ow n bills. Pel owski has helped run the confere nce for almost 50 years.  

Kierlin emaile d Pelowski in 2 001 to express admiration for how well the st udent s did.  

“The bills re plicate what the a ctual Legislature considers with near perfect accura cy,” Kierlin wr ote. “Have you ever considere d inviting newly-ele cted state legislators to sit in as a learning experience for the real thing?” 

Dave Senjem, the for mer Re publi can Senate majority leader, sat next to Kierlin during Senje m’s first four years in the Senate. He reme mbers Kierlin as a war m, good-natured man who commanded attention during the rare ti mes he spoke.  

“Whe n Bob would take the mi crophone and in his very gentle sort of way get up and want to say something, the whole room would stop,” Se njem said. “T hat wasn’t the ca se for the rest of us. ” 

Kierlin was just as fr ugal in the Senate as he was in his busi ness. H e had a small flip phone with only about 60 minutes of talk time a mont h, Senje m recalle d, and Ki erlin ma de sure every mi nute counted. He’ d speak to his wife, Mary Burrichter, on the phone for 7 or 8 se conds, telling her the day was done and he was driving back home soon, befor e snapping the phone shut.  

“He was deter mine d he was goi ng to live within his 60 minute s,” Senj em sai d with a laugh. “It’s like he couldn’t afford to go over time.” 

Among Kierli n’s most visible gifts to Winona was the initial art and funding he and Burrichter donated to create the Minnesota Marine Art Museum, a highly regarde d visual arts venue. Kierlin sought to build a colle ction that melde d Winona’s history on the water with the maritime art moveme nt, and e stablish the muse um a s a Midwestern attraction for art lovers across t he country.  

His vision paid off, accordi ng to museum dire ctor Scott Pollock. About 80% of its visitors come from outside southea st Minne sota.  

Kierlin “knew the power that arts could play in a community,” Pollock sai d. “We woul dn’t be here if it wasn’t for his contributions. ” 

Pelowski recalled Kierlin dazzling members of the Minnesota H ouse a fter a mini -se ssion i n 2019 with a museum tour.  

“I heard a bout it literally for years afterwards, ” Pelow ski said. “It’ s something you’d expe ct in Chicago or New York or L.A., and here it is in Winona.” 

Kierlin was also the driving for ce behi nd Master piece Hall, a perfor ming arts center feat uring gallery space a nd a concert hall. The hall is expe cted to open late this year, or possibly into 202 6.  

“Bob was the per fe ct blend, if you will, of greatness and goodness, ” Senje m said. “He was always giving back to hi s community, just wanting it to be a spe cial place. He woul d talk about that a lot.” 

Kierlin lived just as fr ugally after he left Fastenal, still driving an older car a nd jogging around his neig hbor hood whe n he could, counting squirrels and rabbits along the way to keep hi msel f occupied.  

In a 2022 vide o for Faste nal, he discussed his career a nd his lea dershi p phil osophy, expressi ng gratitude for the company’s growth from simple ideas to a powerhouse for the community.  

“I have said that one possibility for my gravestone is, ‘I’ d rather be at Fastenal,’ ” Kierlin sai d with a smile.  

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB875914848192292500?reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zO39kjQUWv0&t=1349s
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